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Synopsis


Cate Delacy isn’t thrilled to be volunteered as a finder of lost bodies, but she’s not immune to Gemini Roskov’s grief and righteous desire to claim her father’s remains. It means a confrontation with the hostile Council of Supernatural Beings that controls far too much of New Orleans’ darker mysteries and…personalities.


Face time with the Council isn’t a good idea for Cate, what with their dislike of her entire family, as well as their mistrust of her untested powers, distaste for her unladylike attitude, and disdain for her need to know the truth. A less direct way must be found.


Then there is the matter of Cate’s feelings for the too sexy and too immortal Jacqueline Slone, whose loyalties are as clear as black glass at midnight. Something is rising inside both of them, and it may well be a lover’s touch that reveals a truth no one is expecting.


Marie Castle - A stunning new voice in the supernatural!
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Disclaimer


The events and characters in this novel are all fictional. Any similarity to persons still living, dead, or otherwise engaged are purely coincidental. The same holds true for the history related herein, with one possible exception. While the local university may have dead bodies stored in a few of their freezers (and please note the author does not state this as a certainty but only a potentiality), these (should they exist or have ever existed) are not kept under the Rose Garden. Corpses do not make the flowers smell sweeter. That part of the story is simply a poetic twist of the author’s pen.
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Author’s Note


In everyone’s life, there comes a moment when they look into the mirror, see their own face, and wonder at the creature they have become. For some, that is when they see both the devil they know and the devil they don’t. Is this the case, dear reader, for Cate and those whose lives cross her own? I could not say, but sometimes I wonder. Perhaps you can read and wonder with me, and maybe you’ll find as I that the questions are often more valuable than the answers. Bon appétit.


—M 



 
Prologue


Denoir, the First of Hell’s Seven Realms—

Thirty Years, Ten Months, and a Lifetime Ago


Evie’s exhausted heart labored, chipping away at her fortitude with each stumbling beat. Slowly, steadily, she moved doggedly forward, favoring her wounded shoulder, pacing herself in the heat that persisted despite this world’s golden-red sun having set hours ago. Three moons hung low overhead, making it easy to see…and be seen. Her weary eyes searched the blue desert cliffs for shelter. The land was littered with strange rock formations, scraggly golden shrubs, and oddly-colored purple cacti. Some of the formations and larger plants would have hidden her from sight temporarily. But she needed something more substantial, something that could be warded.


It wasn’t a question if she would be found…but when.


They had been on this world two days. Unlike her, her pursuers were not trained for such harsh conditions. But they followed her with almost mindless diligence. They knew her blood was their only escape. Unlike Earth, there was no life here to fuel the opening of a portal. Unless they turned on each other, there was no sacrifice here but her.


And that was how Evie wished it. She would not be forced to watch another girl die. Here there was nothing and no one to protect, which was why she had switched the gate’s destination to a spot with the least magical activity—damning her to a place where it was impossible to hide her own magical signature. Damning her to run until she could run no more.


Seeing a thin shadow slash across a ledged cliff high above, she headed toward it, carefully stepping from rock to rock to leave no prints, avoiding prickly plants that would tear her clothes and leave telltale threads. Even as she climbed along a game trail, she used the barest edge of magic to watch the sorcerers.


There were thirteen, possibly more, slowly moving a mile behind. Too many to fight alone. Fortunately, her mama hadn’t raised a fool. Evie was intent on running, not fighting. She would not die today. The sorcerers were sorely mistaken if they thought the gate they had arrived through was the only one this world had to offer.


The ledge was a shallow cave that led downward to a slightly larger cave. She moved deeper into the cliff, using as little magic as possible to light her way, marveling as she went at the paintings lining the walls. Some showed men with wings fighting men covered in flames as they hovered in a dark night sky remarkably like the one she had just left. Three shadowed moons hung low against the horizon. One painting showed massive humpbacked demon creatures roaming over a land covered with tall golden grasses. Another showed rivers running with fire and black blood. The last image showed a barren world, its sun cold and black.


Evie shuddered and hurried on, pulled by the comforting call of a familiar song. At each turn, she left a ball of green magic pressed tightly into the roof. Each was powerful but well hidden. The last cave was nothing more than a narrow tunnel, the entrance to which she blocked with heavy wards.


By the time Evie reached the black stone gate at the back of the cave, she was stumbling. She lay down to rest, relying upon her magic to warn her of the sorcerers’ approach. They would need a half day or more to find their way into her temporary sanctuary. As she drifted away, Evie’s thoughts were of her family, especially her twin sister, Helena. The sisters had always been able to sense each other, but with Evie’s forced trip through the darkmirror to Denoir that bond had been severed. No doubt her family thought her dead. She might well be before this was finished.


Evie awoke hours later when the darkmirror at her back began to resonate to a new song, signaling its opening. Tired, sore, weak from the dagger she had taken to the shoulder two days ago, Evie rose as quickly as she could. Her sword had long since been lost, but she was far from defenseless. She stood ready, an orb of green magic blazing in her hand, when the black-haired demon, his body encased in fire, stepped through the liquid blackness. The bright light shining from the gold medallion at his neck was blinding in the dim cave. The gate was wide enough for two to enter side by side, but he seemed to fill its entirety. Evie knew it was an illusion created by the flames, but knowing made the sight no less impressive.


Evie knew enough about demons to know he was Royal. Only they were like the guardians and could travel at will through the gates. But she didn’t bow, didn’t kneel. She held her head high and defiant, ready to fight to the death. On this world, she owed allegiance to none but herself.


The gate stilled behind him and the gold medallion’s glow dimmed. Evie’s jade eyes met the demon’s light blue ones.


The man smiled, noting the guardian’s powerful protections. His power shot out, sensing the traps she had left for those following her. It was a wily plan: To bring the caves down upon their heads as she moved into the gate, entombing all but herself…if she was lucky.


It was the sort of action he could respect. Too bad he couldn’t let her do it. He had been watching her and her pursuers from afar for two days. She was strong, brave, resourceful. He had already decided to intervene when the threat her magic posed to the caves made his impulsive decision an obligation. This place was sacred to his people. It was his duty to preserve it.


“Guardian.” He tipped his head to her, his voice smoothly even. She was the first gate-keeper to cross into their lands in hundreds of years. Their entrance wasn’t forbidden, but there were rules to be observed—formalities to honor—and for good reason. She would have been dead ten times over if he had not used his magic to lure away the scavengers frequently attracted by the scent of her sweet blood.


“Demon.” She tipped her head in turn, keeping her eyes on him.


Sweeping a hand out, he created an image of the black-clad sorcerers making their way up the same path she had traveled hours before. While she slept, the sun had risen. She could see the men’s skin boiling red under the bright rays, the sweat beading on their heads, the blood now long dry on their hands. They would have been wise to do as she and travel by night. Even demons did not willingly venture into the desert during the day’s heat.


“You bring trouble to my world,” he said.


“Believe me, it wasn’t my intention.” Her voice was hoarse from disuse and dehydration.


The demon considered the woman before him. Her normally bright red hair was dull with dust and sweat. Her hands shook with tiredness. But her shoulders were back and proud, her stance fierce. It was the fight he saw in her eyes—the determination he had watched fuel her for these two days—that had made him wish to help her long before she had found his people’s ancient sanctuary.


“Your kind and mine have an agreement.” His eyes glowed bright with magic. Fire swirled in their depths. “Do you know what it is?”


She nodded once.


“Good.” He waved his hand. As they watched, the men pursuing her erupted in flames, their mouths open in silent screams. The image changed to the gate they had used miles away to enter this world. One man lay on the ground, snoozing in the dry riverbed’s shade. The other sat lazily guarding the black stone that had once lain under twenty feet of rushing water. Within a second, they too were in flames.


In the span of a few heartbeats, her enemies were dead. Her pursuers had become the prey. But she was no less trapped. While her sister had studied demonology, Evie kept the guardians’ lore. This Demon Lord had done her a favor. Unrequested or not, she was obligated to return it. She owed him four days for each sorcerer he had killed on her behalf. She counted the smoldering piles. Sixty days. Her magic, counsel, and service were his for that period.


He held out his hand. Evie looked at it. She was obligated to serve him but not touch him. As his medallion began to glow again, turning the black stone to liquid, Evie found herself placing her hand in his. Both flinched at the spark that arced between them but neither acknowledged it.


“Demon,” she asked, “what are your expectations?”


He looked at her, his eyes piercing in their clarity. “Call me Falcon.” Just before they stepped into the stone, he succumbed to a moment of unprecedented weakness. “I have no expectations,” he reassured her. “I would release you today if I could. But there are rules that must be upheld.”


She nodded and stepped through with him, moving with the blink of an eye to the demon’s home on the other side of this world.


Strangely, she believed him. For a man who could kill fifteen men without thought, he was a surprisingly honest demon. If she could find a way to let her family know she was safe, the next two months might not be the torture she had expected.


Of course, she could be wrong. Sometimes expectations or the lack thereof simply begged to be broken.



 
Chapter One




“A good disguise must incorporate sound, touch, smell…all the senses. You must not simply hide behind the mask. You must be the mask.”


—Illusions: A Magic User’s Guide, Volume Two





Gandsai, Mississippi—Day Nine


“Shoo! Shoo!” I jabbed the broom at the pony-sized hellhound lounging on my back lawn. The bristled end stopped feet shy of contact, halted by the swirling blue and green warded energy wall separating us. My late great-grandmother Grams had used the same broom more than once when chasing our evil hell-spawn of a cat, Hex, who had a knack for creating trouble where trouble wasn’t wanted. The broom was as effective on the hound as it was on the cat, which was not at all.


The demonic doggie—a female I assumed from her larger size and darker coloring—blinked black eyes at me then resumed gnawing on a deer haunch.


We had houseguests this morning. As soon as they finished breakfast, some would leave the safety of the wards and head home. No doubt my grandmother, Nana, would consider it unmannerly to let our guests be eaten by a hellhound. That sort of thing just wasn’t done. If I couldn’t get the hound to move on I was in for a lecture.


“Scat, cat!” I waved the broom over my head.


The hound gave me an offended look before rolling her eyes at the broom. She was more intelligent than the hounds I had met previously. Of course, those had been trying to rip out my throat so I hadn’t been inclined to offer an IQ test before dispatching them.


“You don’t like being called a cat. So noted.” I pulled hellfire from within myself, lit the broom ablaze, and used it to gesture toward the woods. “Now scram before I send you back to hell the hard way!”


The hound bared wickedly sharp teeth bloody with her breakfast.


Safe to say that was a no.


I returned the gesture, showing her my meanest smile. “You have something right about here.” I pointed to my upper right molar. “They call it floss, honey. Invest in some. And it’s been a rough week. You’ll have to do better.”


The hound flicked a tongue across her teeth, hunched a shoulder as if to say Whatever, and returned to her food.


“Don’t be fooled by my sweet disposition and southern drawl.” I shook the fiery broom. “I could fry your ass if I wanted to!”


The hound turned her back on me and waved her tail in a clear Bring it gesture.


“Ugh,” I doused my flames, “you obviously have no idea how stinky a fricasseed hellhound carcass is.” I waved the broom for emphasis before lowering it.


The crunch of bone was her only response.


My nose twitched. Smelling smoke, I looked to see the broom’s bristles were singed. That was the third this year. Nana would be ticked.
Even more so if I killed a hellhound on the lawn and didn’t clean up. Little miss sassy paws was getting a reprieve…so long as I could ensure she didn’t snack on our company once she finished the deer.


I had the sinking suspicion no matter how things went I would still get a lecture. Damn it all to hell and back, I hated Mondays.


I blew a lock of raven-black hair from my eyes. It curled in the high humidity and fell back against the side of my face. I couldn’t believe I was arguing with a hellhound on the back lawn while in the house my family was serving breakfast to a passel of weretigers. More importantly, I couldn’t believe this hell-mutt was even here. We had recently killed two hellhounds nearby on the front lawn after they had attacked us. That was when I had learned roasting demonic creatures created a nasty mess. You would think the remaining stench would deter further visits.


“Maybe I’m losing my touch.” It could be I wasn’t intimidating this morning, what with my bare feet, cutoff jeans shorts, and shower-damp hair. I was already a petite woman, topping out at five feet five with my boots on. People never took me seriously…until a knife pressed to their ribs threatened to drive home the point. Or maybe the hound knew I couldn’t come for it without lowering the ward door and exposing myself. Even so, the beast should have been a little scared. According to my mother’s twin sister, Helena, I was half-witch, half-demon, and more trouble than the cat…which was saying something.


Unfortunately, recent events had proved my aunt right. I was
trouble. Or at least had mad skills when it came to landing my ass in it.


It had all started a week ago yesterday when I’d skipped Sunday brunch with my ex-mother-in-law to retrieve Bob Rainey. Rainey, the stupid but human accountant for New Orleans’ Vampire Mafia, had run off with millions of his boss’s dollars. The Kin had hired my family’s PI agency, The Darkmirror, to bring him back.


Or that was the story I’d been handed.


I had tracked Rainey to a warehouse in Gulfport about an hour and a half from my home in Gandsai, Mississippi. There I found him handing a briefcase to a cloaked man he called Nicodemus. If that wasn’t bad enough, Rainey had become a walking corpse possessed by the dark spirit Sarkoph. Nicodemus vanished while Sarkoph used Rainey’s body to attack me with black magic. When the fight ended, I was injured, Sarkoph had been banished to who knows where, Rainey’s corpse was half-incinerated, and the money was gone.


The Vamps hadn’t been pleased.


They’d grudgingly paid me for the job and offered a bonus to find the money, so I put out feelers for Nicodemus, whose name and a gold medallion left on Rainey’s corpse were my only clues. That was followed by a call from Luke, the unfortunate werewolf who had briefly been my husband, with a cryptic message from Jupiter Jones, a New Orleans trumpet player and the darkest-skinned man I had ever met. Jup said trouble was headed my way. As usual he was right. My asking around about Nicodemus had led the Supernatural Council’s local sheriff to me. Sheriff Fera was also looking for Nicky-boy, only for much darker reasons.


I don’t like or trust The Council, especially after my mother disappeared three years ago on what I believed was a Council mission. But my family had the power to open and close the hell-gates at will. With that power came the responsibility of policing the darkmirrors—what we call the black stone gates that cross the void between worlds. We are guardians. When Fera said Nicodemus was looking to open a darkmirror and bring his demon master’s army through, I had no choice but to accept the help of her contact, former Council operative Detective Jacqueline Slone. With smoky gray eyes, auburn hair, and a dimple that popped out when she grinned, Jacq turned out to be as alluring as she was mysterious. From the very moment we met, we had been drawn to each other. There was something frighteningly powerful growing between us, but neither of us seemed to have the good sense to run from it. I wasn’t sure where this relationship with Jacq was going…where it could go. We have what you might call a major incompatibility. I was mortal, she immortal. But I knew I was falling in love with her.


Which brings us to last night when we finally found Nicodemus and his minions. When the showdown ended, I walked away with bruises and a concussion. Jacq had a cut on her thigh. We were both alive and healing supernaturally fast. Not everyone had been so lucky.


I gripped the broom handle as my demon-half stirred within me, drawn out by my anger and sadness. One of the casualties had been our neighbor and family friend, Professor Arno Wellsy. We believed he and the other men in his group had been possessed by Nicodemus and his brothers during a Virginian coal mine cave-in, though no one understood what they were doing there. Wellsy was a history professor, the other two a guide and a financier. A fourth member of their group, a woman illusionist, had been lost and was presumed dead. Part of me wanted to grieve for Wellsy’s loss, but I locked that part away even as I pushed my demon-half down. There would be time to mourn once I’d discovered how Wellsy had come to be involved in this. Until then, there was work to do and guests to see on their way. Plus Jacq and I had our first official date tonight. The chivalrous woman wanted to “court” me and I was of a mind to let her. The timing wasn’t the best with us both injured and the case only partially wrapped, but I’d had enough of death. I wanted to live and that meant time alone with the woman who warmed my heart and made me feel alive. Tomorrow would be soon enough to begin looking into Wellsy’s death.


I turned my attention back to the hound now savoring the last stubby bones. Maybe my witchy Spidey sense was busted. I should have been alarmed by the hound’s presence but wasn’t. I still had the feeling something big was on the horizon, a storm not finished with Nicodemus, but my gut said this hound wasn’t part of it, which didn’t make sense. Why else would a hellhound be here? Hellhounds were rare, usually staying in, well, Hell. Or rather they lived in the Otherworld, but Hell was easier to say. At least they had been rare until a few days ago when two of them attacked. Larger than the largest Great Dane with a pit bull’s locking jaws and the magical ability to track their prey through any plane of existence, hellhounds would never be mistaken for anything from Earth. Did I mention their eyes sometimes glow an eerie, cliché red? Well, they did.


But this hound was different. She hadn’t joined the two when they had rushed us. Instead she’d peed on my truck tire then stolen my floppy-eared bunny slipper only to return it later. Annoying yes, but not exactly aggressive. And she was familiar for a more recent reason…


I stepped closer to the wards, examining the bites and scratches marring the hound’s flanks. A memory formed in my mind. I was driving to confront Nicodemus. Two of his raptor creatures tried to stop me but something rushed out of the night and caught them. I thought it was a Were in animal form, even as I knew that couldn’t be. The Weres were moving in from the opposite direction. It had been this hound. The cuts and scratches matched those the Weres had gotten while fighting the raptors.


“Why would you help me?” I asked softly.


The hound picked up the deer bones with her mouth, turned, and paced toward the wards. She dropped the bones near a blue ley line arch and backed away. Steam blew from her nostrils before disappearing in the sultry summer air.


“Seriously,” I snorted, making a face, “if you’re going to give a girl a gift, stick with chocolates or diamonds. Slobbery bones went out of style with cavemen!”


My laughter died in my throat as my light blue eyes met the hound’s black ones. For an instant, our minds meshed. She blinked and we separated. But that moment of connection had been enough to transmit a message. I let out a long breath, confused.


“The bones aren’t the gift. You are the gift.”


The hound’s head dipped in acknowledgment.


“Who…why…?” I stopped as Nana yelled out the open kitchen door.


“Cate, the wards are fine. I checked them this morning. Come say goodbye to our guests.” She paused. “And you better not have burned my broom again!” The bushes separating us kept me from seeing Nana but I knew her faded-green gaze would be turned inward as it was when she saw a vision of the past or future.


“I hate it when she does that.” I muttered, turning back to the hound. The lawn was empty but for a small pile of half-eaten bones.


Assured the hellhound was gone, I lowered the ward door and levitated the bones into the woods. As I walked back to the house, I broke burned bristles from the broom and wondered who would send me a hellhound. A sarcastic stubborn hound no less. I didn’t have a clue, but I could guarantee I would find out soon. Such a gift deserved a proper thank you. Nana would certainly agree.


It was the mannerly thing to do.



 
Chapter Two




“Welcome to the dating game. For contestant number one, we have George. He likes howling at the moon, long runs, and super-sized water bowls. George, welcome.”


 





New Orleans, Louisiana (NOLA)—Night Nine


All heads turned to watch the white limo slowly roll down Bourbon Street. All heads but mine. Considering the barricades had been raised hours ago, converting the street and surrounding avenues into touristy walkways, it was an unusual sight to see. But it was probably the small squadron of muscle-bound, gun-toting suits accompanying the vehicle that drew the eye. If they hadn’t been of the vampire variety, they could have been mistaken for Secret Service.


Despite all the hoopla my eyes were elsewhere. Watching Jacq return from changing into the new jeans I’d bought her. She gave me a smile, and my heart fluttered. I noted the way the light denim and white shirt fit her tall muscular frame. My mind wandered to another time and place, one where that body had been substantially less dressed. I washed her back, tracing every line and feather of the flaming phoenix tattoo there before moving the loofa lower… Suddenly, more than my heart was beating double-time. A gruff laugh brought me back to my senses. Embarrassed, I felt my cheeks flush.


“Baby girl, that there’s your trouble,” Jupiter rumbled.


I’d been telling him that the trouble he asked my ex-husband Luke to warn me about had been dealt with. He’d simply shaken his head. I started to ask why but was distracted by the return of the first person I ever wanted to play dress-up with. Fortunately, my brain cells focused long enough to realize Jup had not been referring to Nicodemus and his group. Which begged the question: What was more trouble than a group of dark sorcerers running around killing, kidnapping, and trying to unleash a demon army to take over the world? Whatever it was, Jup was pointing right at it.


I followed the line of Jupiter’s dark, knotted finger, and my heart dropped. I saw only Jacq.


The trumpeter is never wrong. The phrase known to everyone from witch to moon-howler echoed in my head. No. I clenched my fists. It didn’t matter what Jup saw coming. We’d deal with it. Jacq moved into the street, stepping around a group of drunken sailors who’d stopped to watch the limo. But Jup’s finger didn’t follow. My lungs filled with sorely overdue air. Jup pointed to the limo and its entourage. Not that I didn’t think Detective Jacqueline Slone was trouble. While I’d yet to have the pleasure, I was of the personal opinion that she was of the more earth-shattering rather than earth-ending distinction.


The limo crept closer, only yards behind my returning date. Jupiter propped his old silver trumpet on his knee and wiped the sweat off his forehead with a faded handkerchief. Though it was nearly midnight, the day’s heat was only now fading. My friend turned his head toward the limo.


“You best be getting on.” Jup picked up his dusty fedora and began to pocket the tips collected therein. There was no point in asking the trumpeter what he meant. He’d donned his I’m-just-an-old-man-ignore-me expression.


“That act, Mr. Jones,” I shook my finger at him, “may fool the tourists, but one day real soon me and you are going to have a sit-down.”


Jup just harrumphed at my half-playful, half-earnest scolding. He dusted his hat against his knee before setting it on his head. I looked from him to my auburn-haired love as she stepped near.


The smile on my face slipped away.


A stranger would’ve seen a calm, carefree woman-about-town. But Jacq’s normally stormy gray eyes, so often dark with passion, were a much lighter gray-blue. And in them was a grieving woman preparing for some inevitable loss. Jacq was working hard to hide her emotions. But our mental bond had grown stronger over the past twenty-four hours, giving me a good idea of
what she was feeling…if not precisely why.


She stopped before me, looking at me with those cloudy eyes. With one hand in hers and the other on her white belt buckle, I tugged her onto the sidewalk and out of the approaching limo’s path, not dropping her hand even as we stood together. I was still puzzling over her strange turn of emotions as the car pulled to the curb feet away. Disturbed by the magic rolling off the white stretch limo, my demon-half began to pace in its cage, pushing my fire to the surface.


I let it rise.


I couldn’t imagine what Jupiter considered worse than Nicodemus. But whatever it was, it had to be bad. Jacq moved subtly, angling her body so we could both watch the car, leaving a portion of her larger frame between myself and the vamp-suits now fanning out around us. I really hoped this was not one of those moments where the stupid chivalrous woman got hurt on my account.


Thoughts of injuries forced me to look around. The streets were packed. If there was going to be a fight, it needed to be elsewhere.


The bulkiest of the vampires removed his shades. I buried my urge to roll my eyes. Like people wouldn’t know he was Kin just because they didn’t see the glowing irises. Puleeze, the fact that he wasn’t breathing was a dead giveaway.


“Miss Delacy.” He opened the long car’s rear door. “Her Majesty requests your presence.”


The car’s crest belonged to Seth, NOLA’s Master Vamp, leader of the Kin, King of the Louisiana Vampires, and head of the Southern States.
(Yeah, I know, he had way too many titles.) But when the Kin said “Her Majesty,” he wasn’t referring to Seth’s sister, Serena, who also happened to be my friend. Serena preferred to travel alone in more low-key vehicles, to her brother’s continued ire. Ignoring the waiting vampire, I looked to my gray-eyed protector.


“It’s your decision. If you decide to go, I won’t hold you here.” Jacq gripped my hand a fraction tighter, her actions belying her words. Her voice, as whiskey-smooth as ever, was pitched low, though we both knew it offered only the illusion of privacy. The Kin, with their sharp ears, could have heard us from a block over, much less their position only a few feet away.


Jacq caressed my cheek. I closed my eyes, savoring the hot magic trailing over my skin. But cutting off my sight also helped me focus on our mental bond. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was saying goodbye. I could almost hear the words I thought we’d have more time ringing through our ever-deepening connection. The silly woman had been dogging my steps for days, going so far as to sleep on my lumpy, too short couch. Why she thought tonight would be any different, me getting in that car without her, was beyond me.


I opened my eyes, searching Jacq’s face for clues as she continued, “Whatever you decide, do it without regrets. I don’t want anything to come between us.” She cut her eyes to the waiting car, her speech becoming more formal as an icy curtain fell over her expression, hiding her heart from everyone but me. “But if something must, I’d rather it be a distance I can travel or a wall I can climb, rather than a past I cannot undo.”


I looked away to the vampire’s stoic face to the idling limo’s open door and back to Jacq. With the donning of her cold mask, I could feel Jacq gently but steadily pulling away from our emotional link. In my mind, I grabbed the bond, not forcing her to stay but showing her I’d fight with power and determination to keep her there. As I wrestled with her, wielding hope and love like psychic chains to bind her tighter still, I rushed to add my words to the battle.


“There are a lot of things in life I regret.” Speaking softly, I raised my hand to hold hers against my cheek, laying my fingers in the creases between hers. “But not this. Not now. Not you and me.”


I lifted my chin, meeting the eyes of the woman who’d become the living embodiment of my totem, my bright phoenix, and forged ahead. “I live with wrong choices, paths untraveled, lives lost, and I never hold those regrets against anyone but myself. So, if you have some reason that you think I’ll regret getting in that car or not getting in that car, then tell me. Because I won’t have anything between us, either.” My mind flashed to an hourglass, grains of sand trickling away, carrying my life with them. “At least, nothing we can avoid…like the fear of unspoken words.” I blinked once, keeping my eyes wide. This was not goodbye, damn it. And there was no way I was going to get all misty-eyed in front of a vampire wearing wingtips.


No longer even pretending not to listen, the vamp looked from us to his watch. The undead could take a long walk off a short pier into a bright pool of sunshine for all I cared. I was not ashamed of what Jacq made me feel. But I’d never live it down if I started crying and it got back to Serena. That bloody Vampire Queen had a mind like a magical mousetrap. If she ever heard I’d so much as sniffled in public, she’d tease me until I was dead, reanimate my corpse, and do it all over again.


It was Jacq’s turn to close her eyes. I held my breath, feeling blind without that gray window into her thoughts. An infinitely long moment passed before she sighed and blinked. As her gaze once again locked with mine, something in her shifted, and I breathed deep. Her body relaxed, as if a decision had been made and with it a demon exorcised. The icy curtain lifted and she stopped fighting our bond, letting it flow back into place like the river of love it had become in the dry bed of my heart. Before her husky words even began, I wanted to kiss her. And kiss her I would. Soon. But not the kiss goodbye she expected. No, this would be a kiss hello. Because, little-by-little, this woman was showing me pieces of her soul. And in that moment, I might have fallen in love with her all over again.


“You, cher, are a curiously honest woman. You keep secrets. Yet you hide nothing of yourself. But the things you don’t know about yourself, the secrets kept from you, tear at your heart. I can feel it in here.” She brought our joined hands to rest over her breast. “And your pain is mine.”


I blinked again, restraining that dreaded sniffle. A public corner in the heart of the city beneath the sea with more than one nosy eavesdropper was not the place for this talk. But there was no way in hell I was going to stop her now.


Jacq continued, “And maybe there’s a good reason for that hurt. There’s so much you don’t know, probably won’t ever know…” She swallowed, her voice unnaturally calm as she added, “…unless you go now.” In my heart, I knew what she was saying: I don’t want you to go, but I can’t ask you to stay.


The truth was evident in her eyes. Jacq believed the answers she spoke of would decide my decision. And maybe she was right. Maybe the answers I’d been seeking were waiting inside that limo. My gut seemed to think so. And part of me wondered if it wasn’t that possibility, more than the aura of powerful magic rolling out of the car, pushing through my shields, that had my demon-half clawing the walls to be released from its cage—before it was forced to reveal itself in the full moon’s light.


Questions. Answers. Power. Demons and Blood. All should matter. But they didn’t. Not as much as this moment. Not as much as what I felt for Jacq. Not as much as what she felt for me in return.


I raised our joined hands to cup her face before pulling her down for a brief but no less passionate kiss—my previous reluctance for public displays of affection having been thrown out the proverbial window…along with my sanity. I held her face close to mine as I said, “There’s only one answer I’m interested in right now: Would you go with me? Because if not, we’ll both walk away.” I smiled, adding sweetly for the benefit of the oh-so-serious suits surrounding the car, “And whoever’s in the overpolished tin can can go find another runner to dig them out of whatever hole they’ve landed themselves into.”


Jacq’s eyes registered shock then pleasure before she laughed quietly. Her warm breath brushed my still tingling lips. Her arm wrapped around my waist for a tight hug. Up until now I’d been a loner, so I could understand why she’d think I’d go it alone. But a little understanding and her current half-smile’s delectable dimple wouldn’t get her out of a lecture later.


The happiness quickly faded from her eyes. “If I’m right about who’s waiting, I won’t be welcome and my presence might do more harm than good.” Meaning I might not get my answers.


I didn’t have to think about it. But I did, looking at Jacq, seeing her. Her loveliness. Her courage. Her strong selfless heart. And I answered with the honest surety garnered from a lifetime of gauging people by their actions. “My question still stands.”


She nodded just once, her smile returning. “As my lady commands.” At my arched brow, she added, “It’s your show, darlin’.”


I bit my lip, hiding a smile. I found it irresistibly cute when her badass immortal self tried to talk all modern. But from the twinkle in her eye I knew that she knew…and that she was going to milk my reaction for all it was worth.


I turned to face the vampire. Leaning back against Jacq, I wrapped her hands around my waist. My statement was clear, even before I said, “Where I go, she goes. And I’ll have your blood oath upon your loyalty to your Master that we won’t be harmed—in any way.”


He started to flash his fangs in a practiced smile but stopped as I added, “And that includes mind and magic games, along with the usual physical promises of good health.” My look was pointed. At the vampire’s scowl, I felt Jacq’s silent laughter against my back. There was a quick conference as he murmured into his headset before opening the door further with a bow.


The Kin’s eyes flickered red before resuming their normal black stare. In a tone surprisingly mellow for such a broad-chested man, he said,
“You have my vow. More notably, you have the Queen’s.” I started to move forward. He raised his hand. “But a warning, little witch. Seth is my Master, but Serena’s my friend. And the friend of my friend is my own.”


My expression remained neutral. He’d given a warning, and his tone implied it. But heck if I knew what it was. Still, if it delayed climbing in the limo, I’d listen.


He smiled again, this time fully, showing a set of glistening white fangs before continuing in a much deeper, more serious voice. “A vampire’s loyalties always lie first with his Master. As they say—so the blood flows, so the Kin goes.” He slipped his shades back on and moved to stand behind the door, opening it further. He continued, more drolly. “I’d suggest you hurry. Once you reach a certain point, patience often decreases with age.”


Though it seemed he was referring to the car’s occupants, I suspected the vamp’s warning had everything to do with someone else. Someone who wouldn’t tell me himself that he was running out of patience.


I stared into the shadowy interior, trying to pierce the darkness. That extra sense—the one that sometimes made me feel like an Alpine skier, skis half-hanging off the edge of a steep cliff, anticipating and fearing the plunge—said this was one of those moments that would define my life. Did I stay or go?


With little to lose and much to gain (or so I hoped), I chose the latter. Just before I ducked to enter the car’s doorway, I saw our reflection in the limo’s windows. Jacq looked the same, but the mirrored Cate’s eyes held an eagerness I didn’t feel. Keeping my hand in Jacq’s, I moved into the car sliding across the cool light-tan leather. Not that I thought my detective would back out. But for all my attitude with the vamp, I was still nervous. Her touch, and the increased clarity of her mind in mine it afforded, soothed me. We were barely settled before the car started moving. Jupiter’s trumpet trilled as a clock somewhere began to chime.


Midnight. The witching hour. How appropriate.


As the car moved forward, I couldn’t help but wonder if our coach would turn into a pumpkin. Although, considering my once black, now a more faded dark-blue jeans and similarly faded dark-blue shirt, perhaps I was the scruffy mouse and they would hitch me up to pull the damn thing. Jacq didn’t say a word, but I could feel her amusement in my head. She had obviously caught something of my thoughts. Maybe my elegant warrior liked the scruffy look. But that was an experiment for later. Much later.


We sat there, unspeaking. Behind tinted windows the sights of New Orleans slowly passed. Like the dim glow of a flickering bulb, streetlights flashed in and out, painting Jacq and me in a wash of shadows. The ever-changing light made it impossible for my eyes to adjust. Facing us, two figures sat just outside the light’s reach. No doubt the Kin, with their heightened senses, had no need for the light and had disengaged the bulb. I was certain Jacq, with her own enhanced eyesight, could see our hosts, and her thoughts were unworried. She was waiting for me to speak. I was waiting on our hosts, not ready to announce my limitations, though they likely already knew or would remember soon.


So I relaxed, letting my magic do what my eyes could not. For anything else, I’d have to wait until we reached an area where the light didn’t constantly shift. Or until some courteous soul remembered how shortsighted we mortals be and sent up a flare. Although with a magical wake flowing behind us big enough to swamp a double-decker full of Japanese tourists, anyone in NOLA with an ounce of magic would know where we were without the additional help.


I began the process of lowering my magical shielding and felt the almost undetectable touch of a power-probe as the car’s other occupants too took our measure. Offended, my demon-half rattled its cage, testing the bars. Until I eased my protections, I couldn’t return the favor to my companions, having shielded tightly all night, not wanting the jumble of magic flowing through the city’s epicenter to distract me from the woman now seated beside me.


Jacq squeezed my hand. Though it went against her nature, she was hanging back, letting me take the lead. She’d said it was my show and was honoring her word. I flashed her a tight smile. She winked at me. Jacqueline Slone was racking up some major brownie points, and she darn well knew it.


There was a smile on my face as I peeked past my shields, careful to keep my fire leashed and the beast that was my demon-half confined. I didn’t have far to look as my search stopped short, striking a wall of breath-stealing power. It permeated the air, pressing into every available crack. Holy shit.
Or was that unholy shit? I didn’t know who, but I knew what they were.


Demons.


The word echoed in my head, even as Jacq stiffened, her grip tightening. I knew without asking she’d suspected as much. But thinking and knowing were two very different things.


Like a thousand pounds of water forcing its way through a cracked dam, the demon magic pounded into me, threatening to wash away my shields and drown my mind in the process. I should have expected this. Even when fully shielded on Bourbon Street’s sidewalk, I’d sensed this power’s outer edges. I’d been confident I could handle whatever they were packing. I was wrong. I hadn’t expected the magic to be so invasive…so aggressive. Now I was in the middle of it, and there was an ever-widening opening in my protection. The wolves were at the door, and I’d just opened it, saying, “Oh, do please come in an’ sit a spell.” And in case you need a translation, let me say it again in simpler words. I was completely. Utterly. Screwed.


I threw everything I had into shoring up my shields, temporarily patching the hole, leaning a great deal of magic against it to hold the alien force at bay. Jacq squeezed my hand, and I felt her concern in my mind. Her hot magic pooled between our palms, a reserve offered to help me, but I resisted drawing on it. Something within me said this was a challenge, one I had to resist on my own.


The worst part was that the demons didn’t even seem aware of the harm their magic had done. In fact, the magic became more concentrated. It was like a man with halitosis not understanding why the room had suddenly cleared.


Or maybe they only played the fool. The latter seemed more likely as one of the figures leaned forward. With a barely audible electric buzz, a set of muted lights popped to life. Still softly panting from the magical gauntlet I’d just run, I blinked several times, forcing my eyes to adjust faster.


“There, that’s better. We can’t have you frying your brain simply to get a quick peek, now can we?” The cheerful tenor with no noticeable accent came from the man seated directly across from Jacq. His black hair was streaked with a white forelock. His dark charcoal Armani suit could have belonged to anyone. (Well, anyone with a big enough roll of C-notes.) But the blue eyes were shockingly familiar, as were the matching eyes of the silver-haired woman seated at his side. Unlike my Nana, whose hair was more salt-and-pepper, this woman’s short, elegant ’do was so silver it was nearly white. The color implied extreme age, but the face was wrinkled in a minimal, graceful manner that attested to either amazing genes or the world’s best plastic surgeon.


My gaze met amused eyes. Caught staring, I blushed but didn’t look away. The silver-haired woman said, “You flatter me, Miss Delacy. I hope you’ll believe me when I say, it must be as you say ‘good genes,’ since this face has been altered only by time.”


I didn’t care if Serena or Jacq took an occasional rummage around my mind, but I didn’t appreciate a stranger’s intrusion. As if synchronized, my shields went into place as Jacq battened down her own hatches. All that was left open was the mental bond connecting us.


The silver-haired woman turned, shrewdly eyeing my elegant warrior, whose hand was still in mine. “Genes—I like this human word. Apt, considering the circumstances. What do you think, Miss Delacy?”


The silence lengthened as the car slowed, waiting for the vampires keeping pace outside to lower the barricades. Distracted by the magic still pushing against my mind, I realized, belatedly, that they awaited my response. I watched the two demons, trying to focus on anything but the magic buzzing in my ears, singing to my blood, calling forth something in me I didn’t presently want to deal with.


“Honestly,” I said, “I don’t have a friggin’ clue.” I cut my eyes from the demoness’s eerily familiar light blue ones to her companion, who was trying unsuccessfully to strangle a laugh. I shifted closer to Jacq, letting my thigh rest against hers.


Waving a hand, I tried again, hoping to hide my weariness with politeness. “Please, excuse me. My patience with all this cloak-and-dagger sh…stuff has worn thin. I’m certain you didn’t invite us here to expand your vocabulary, so maybe you could explain what it is that I can do for you—” I searched for a proper title, finally saying, “Ma’am.” She wasn’t my majesty. Heck, I didn’t even know what she was queen of. But since she was a demon, I had a sinking suspicion it wasn’t something as benign as the Queen of Hearts looking for her tarts. It didn’t seem right to call a woman wearing a nearly white silk top and skirt that probably cost more than my Jeep, “Miss.” And I didn’t think she would appreciate my impression of Jerry Lee Lewis’s, “Hey laaay-deeeee.” So, ma’am it was.


The male demon cleared his throat. “May I?”


The silver-haired woman patted his knee. “Be my guest.” She folded her hands, crossing her legs in an elegant move I envied. I couldn’t hold that pose for more than a minute without fidgeting.


“Maybe an introduction first. We know you, Miss Delacy, as well as the good Detective Slone.” He gestured with a hand much darker than my own. At Jacq’s icy expression, he added, “By reputation only, of course.”


Since I hadn’t been alive long enough to garner the sort of reputation that attracted a demon’s attention, that was obviously directed at the woman by my side.


He said, “I’m Vanguard—bodyguard, jester, and whatever else my aunt here should require.”


With an arch look, the silver-haired woman muttered, “The last is questionable.”


Not missing a beat, he grinned. “And this is—well, we’ll skip all the long, dreadfully dull titles. This is Her Majesty, Queen of Denoir.”


I froze. Denoir? Where my mother had been trapped, had met and loved my demon father, only to leave when she’d found herself pregnant with me? That same Denoir? Well, there certainly isn’t more than one. I was pretty sure that sarcastic thought came from my demon-half. Too bad I couldn’t blame her for all the sarcasm that came out of my mouth. The knot in my gut was growing. And my demon-half was nearly frantic (when she wasn’t being a smartass), suspecting as I did what was coming. I jumped to listen as the man, Vanguard, kept talking.


“Genes, Miss Delacy…er Cate. May I call you Cate?”


I nodded woodenly, barely comprehending the question.


“Like I was saying, genes. My aunt was correct when she said this is about them. Or maybe you would prefer the term biological material?” There was a teasing note in his voice.


Slowly emerging from my stupor, I didn’t react to his rhetorical question.


“The fact is you, dear Cate, are carrying a portion of our family’s biological material, specifically my cousin’s.” He smiled briefly, flashing white teeth in a tan face before saying in a decidedly deeper tone,
“And we want it back.”


With the cold clarity of a slap to the face, I came to my senses. I was being played. No longer able to read our minds, this one was trying to elicit a reaction. For what purpose, I was unsure. Part of me wanted to fly across the limo, jerk the demon up by his outrageously expensive lapels, and shake a sensible sentence out of him. But I suppressed the urge. I wasn’t going to play a game when I didn’t know the rules.


“Really, Van, could you be more obtuse?” The silver-haired woman turned to me. “What my melodramatic nephew is trying to say, Cate, is welcome to the family.” She patted the empty seat on her left. “Now, come…give your grandmother a kiss hello.”


I shot from my seat, remembering at the last second the car’s low ceiling. “Wha…What—” My loud stutter was cut off as the limo’s driver, another demon if I was sensing his magic correctly, lowered the partition. I eased my ramrod body back into the seat, leaning heavily against Jacq’s side. Her arm pulled me close. Maybe the interruption was fortuitous. My vocabulary was currently limited to a series of four-letter words.


The driver’s quiet “Your Majesty?” was tense. There was the sound of a commotion outside the car. As the Queen and Van conferred with the driver, I turned to the dark glass. Several of the Kin, including the one we’d spoken with earlier, flitted away. A cold fist gripped my heart.


Riding in cars with demons was such a bad idea.


Sharing my unease, Jacq pulled me closer. “Cate.” The limo decelerated quickly, jostling us nearly out of our seats.


Several things happened at once, the combination of which is my excuse for the transgression that followed. The limo turned quickly, screeching to a halt as a midnight funeral procession, singing a sad spiritual and bearing a pine casket on its shoulders, blocked the way. At the same time, my magical guard dropped.


Maybe it was a subconscious attempt to delay giving the demoness an answer. Maybe it was a knee-jerk reaction to what they’d said. No matter the cause, I slipped, loosening the temporary shield I’d so hastily erected to protect myself from the demon magic hissing like a strong electrical current around us. It would take only seconds to plug the breach. But as was typical for my luck, it was during those few critical moments that the shit decided to quarterback-sack the fan.


The car was still rolling to a stop when two quick successive blasts of raw uncontrolled demon magic slammed into its four-ton frame, tossing Jacq into the side door and me halfway across her body, knocking the breath from us both. There was a slew of grunts as the demons were tossed willy-nilly.


Everything happened in slow motion. The demons reacted defensively, unleashing their magic fully, forcing it outward, shielding us from the unseen attackers. The magic in the car increased a hundred-fold, snapping against my body with the force of a high-wire power line, breaching my weakened defenses effortlessly. In horror, I watched as their magic brought mine to the surface. The control I’d worked for years to gain over my fire? The chains, the cage, the locks containing my beast—each painstaking constructed consciously and unconsciously? All demolished in a heartbeat.


My demon-half, driven senseless by the magical assault from without and within, was unleashed to fight for its own survival. Sparks danced in the air as our magics reacted. My reaction time was dulled from hearing the word “grandmother” and then being tossed like a rag doll across the vehicle, leaving me too stunned to reel my magic in before another’s slapped it down. My body jerked as my inner demon was forcefully pushed back into its cage. Like a wrecking ball to the chin, the raging tide of invading magic scorched through me, physically throwing me backward. Everything went dark as my eyes snapped shut.


My still slightly fractured skull slammed into the door’s window with a loud crack, but I felt no pain. The foreign magic receded, leaving behind a trail of burned-out nerves, making it impossible to force my eyes open. The magic’s sudden absence, like a wash of cold water, cleared my mind enough to focus on just one thing.


Jacq. Had the demons seen my unleashing of magic as cause to break their vow? Their reasons, whatever they might be, weren’t important, but the possibility that they might see their oath as void and turn on my love was.


I could hear Jacq’s roar and feel magic flying. Possibly the most concerning—the expected sound of gunfire was missing. The Queen’s undead allies were the shoot-first-ask-questions-later kind of folks. If they weren’t shooting, they were probably dead—twice. I fought to stay by my love’s side, fearing what the devil we knew and the devil we didn’t might do to her.


Jacq pulled my body to hers, cradling me in strong arms. I felt the warm, familiar zing of her healing magic and wanted to protest. She needed her power to protect us, but I couldn’t make my mouth move. Her voice, urgent in my ear, called my name over and over. I managed to briefly force my eyes open. As she pulled me closer, my head turned, my face sliding across spider-webbed glass, leaving a trail of crimson blood behind. Through the red haze, I saw the mourners, somehow unaware of the battle raging around them, marching through the wrought-iron gates of an ancient willow-bordered cemetery. As I slipped into unconsciousness, I could hear the spiritual “There Will Come a Day” echoing to us.


I’d never ascribed to the belief that fainting made a lady delicate, ethereal, or whatever other bullshit word you wanted to use. Nope, I was pretty sure it was a liability. But my body refused to obey my order to stay away from the darkness. As I drifted away to Jacq’s voice accompanied by the mourners’ dark melody about war and lost innocence, my last thought was that sometimes it really sucked to be a mortal hanging with immortals.


They never knew when to pull their punches.


* * *


Blue Ridge Mountains, Virginia—Hours Earlier


It was amazing how the details of one man’s life could be contained within a few sheets of paper. Cassie LaFortuna sat on her great-aunt Lucine’s couch, sight blurring with unshed tears as she read and reread the pages clutched tightly in her hands. She knew what they said, what they meant. The lawyer had been quite clear. But she didn’t understand why.


Why him? Why now? Why there?


There was no explanation, not even a date of Arno Wellsy’s death. Only that it had occurred. They—the lawyer, Lucine, even the documents—focused on what she had been given. What about what they had lost? What of the man of whom the children would now only have vague memories? Wasn’t it enough they had already lost their mother? For them now to lose their grandfather, for her to lose the man who was like a father to her?


It was incomprehensible.


Still, Cassie had no power to turn back time so this they must bear. But what of their home, the one they would be giving up to move hundreds of miles away to become strangers in a strange town? For what?


Her great-aunt knew Cassie was a Winter Witch. Even if they hadn’t been family, Cassie’s white hair and pale eyes would have attested to it. Her powers weakened away from the mountains, putting her and the children at risk. Inwardly, Cassie shook her head, anger overriding her grief. What was so great about this Gandsai and the house waiting there that her great-aunt insisted they leave now to occupy it?


Lost, she looked at the woman she had served faithfully for so many years, the woman who sat so near, her presence no longer the comfort it had once been. Lucine LaFortuna’s once golden hair was now gray and her black eyes dimmer than when she was young, but she was still the Witch Prime, the strongest of them all and their voice within the Supernatural Council.


“Am I being punished?” Throat tight, Cassie hid her anger and blinked away tears.


“Cassandra, no. Why would you think such a thing?” Lucine placed a blue-veined hand on Cassie’s knee.


Cassie inwardly cringed at the touch, but her face never changed, one distress masking the other. “You’re sending me away when I’m needed most. That’s why.” Cassie gazed out the window, seeing the girls practicing in the courtyard below—her students, her responsibility, her burden and her cause. If she was not near, how could she do as she had been asked and find a diamond in the rough, one with enough pure blood to manipulate the darkmirror’s song?


Lucine’s keen gaze followed the young fighters. “This is temporary. I would not have you from my side for long. You’re the only one here, the only one anywhere truly of my blood. Your dear grandmother, my dear sister, goddess rest her soul, would have it no other way.”


Cassie kept her eyes averted, knowing her grandmother and mother would have said the opposite. Even before her great-aunt had come to power, before their deaths had paved the way, they had asked Cassie to stay away. She regretted not being able to respect their wishes but didn’t regret taking the path that had until now kept her by her aunt’s side.


Lucine continued, her voice wavering, “But I believe it’s best the boys spend some time in their grandfather’s house to say goodbye. Don’t you?”


Cassie nodded. It was difficult all at once to learn Carlin and Alex’s grandfather was dead and they three had to leave the home she’d carefully built for them over the past three years. Doubly difficult when she added to the list her aunt’s cavalier attitude about how this would affect the children. Though the latter shouldn’t have been a surprise. Cassie knew the generous image Lucine generated had long been a means to an end. To what end she wasn’t sure. For years she had suspected it wasn’t the foretold outcome of finding and fostering a new generation of guardians to protect their world.


Cassie looked again at the old woman, undeceived by her aged appearance. The Witch Prime’s magic suffused the small wood-paneled office. Only fools and the self-important thought her weak, seeing only this humble residence among the peaceful village in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Seeing only what Lucine wanted.


And Cassie was no fool. Or at least, she was no longer.


Not that it mattered, Cassie thought. Being awakened to her aunt’s true nature hadn’t changed anything. Her efforts thus far had done little good. Things would not change while she was away, not for the better. But she resigned herself to leaving knowing her duty to Loren Wellsy’s children superseded any previous promises…any previous loyalties.


Cassie looked out the window again, seeing the other children, those she could not take with her. The oldest was barely a teenager. Fresh-faced eager orphans like she had once been, they unquestioningly gave their loyalty to the one woman willing to offer them a home—an army of young blood ripe for the taking.


One day Cassie would return to lead them. Until then, she would do as she was told, no matter the cost. Too much was at stake to risk disobedience. That meant she needed to pack…and figure out where, in the name of all that was magical, was Gandsai, Mississippi. Then she needed to call the executor of Arno’s will, Helena Delacy, and let her know the children were coming to claim their inheritance sooner than anyone could have possibly expected.



 
Chapter Three




“Weep and wail! Weep and wail! All you want us to do is weep and wail? Seriously, get over yourselves. I’ve been weeping and wailing for centuries and I’m tired of it. Maybe I’ll just take up the ukulele. Then we’ll see who’s crying.”


—Elvira, Banshee Extraordinaire





Night Ten


There are four things in life I truly hate. One was being used. Two was unpleasant surprises. Three were people who hover. And last, but certainly not least, was being caught with my pants down. I awoke in a strange bed with a bandaged head, a migraine big enough to split logs, and the realization that I was four for four. How having a head injury equaled removing my pants was a bit confusing but not really my main focus.


Only half-conscious, I drifted, letting the night’s fuzzy memories play in my head like a warped movie reel. The attack…Being blasted…Blood and screaming…A funeral procession…I’d been afraid for someone…for Jacq!
Without conscious thought, my body tried to go to her, arms and legs jerking, the pain in my head ratcheting up as an annoying monitor began to beep loudly, dragging me closer to awareness.


“Peace, cher,” Jacq said softly. Her soothing magic caressed my shoulder.


Comforted, I rested, gathering my strength, listening as people bustled about speaking softly. Jacq’s warm hand occasionally brushed my cheek as strangers poked, pinched and generally praised me for a miraculous recovery. The last would have been more reassuring if it hadn’t meant I’d been in a dire condition upon arrival.


Though tattered, my connection to Jacq was still intact. I felt her worry and tried to send a message of reassurance, grimacing as the chainsaw in my head turned into a full-scale demolition derby. Obviously, I was too weak for telepathic gymnastics because my mind again slipped away.


When next I awoke, I first noticed the silence. The unfamiliar voices, hovering bodies, and loud beeping were gone. Somewhere in the distance, a grandfather clock softly tick-tocked the night away. I had the feeling a long time had passed. My stomach being painfully empty and my bladder painfully full were good clues. Then I felt Jacq’s absence and tensed. Upon hearing her husky voice quietly murmuring in an adjoining room, I relaxed only to tense again, realizing another woman had taken my good detective’s seat. I felt the new woman’s muted but still overwhelming demon presence. My own demon, as battered as I, didn’t react. But my visitor’s magic was an effective wakeup call, reminding me of one important fact.


I had a grandmother.


Or rather one in addition to the one I already knew of. My Nana was probably even now baking midnight brownies and fussing over our remaining houseguests. This new grandmother had probably never set foot in a kitchen…unless it was to issue an order. Of course, I could be stereotyping. Denoir’s Queen seemed similar to my Nana in many ways. Both had killer faces and wicked magic, the difference being that this new grandmother wanted something. Maybe not necessarily from me, but I was involved. And if she played like the big boys, my new grand ma-ma wouldn’t be sharing her plans willingly. That suspicion and the newly opened fissure in my head did not put me in the best of moods.


I cracked my eyes, wincing as the bedside lamp’s dim light seemed to glare, and took stock. Unaware, the current subject of my ire sat in a plush armchair near the bed, silently reading with the assistance of silver-rimmed glasses. The room was dark, its furnishings outrageously luxurious, its drapes dark and thick. The air smelled of furniture polish, animal musk and spicy aftershave, but no brimstone, which meant it was only the second most hellish place I could imagine.


Noticing my open eyes, the Queen smiled and leaned forward.
“You’ve awakened.” She sounded pleased. Her silk suit rustled as she pressed a glass to my lips. “Drink this.”


I gratefully sipped the cool water, listening to her soft words. Unlike her jester, the Queen had an Old World accent.


“My sincerest apologies for your injuries,” she said. “Ramus, our driver, overstepped. He will be punished accordingly.”


Surprised but not fooled by the unexpected apology, I gulped the water before pushing the glass away. “Thank you,” I said hoarsely then cleared my throat and pushed myself higher on the plush pillows, letting the soft sheets fall to my lap. “But that’s not necessary. I’m as at fault as any.” And I had enough trouble without making an enemy of the Queen’s guard.


Denoir’s Queen frowned. “If that is your wish.” She leaned back, closing her book. Removing her glasses, she tucked them into a breast pocket then folded her hands. “I’m sure you have questions.” She paused, perhaps waiting for another no, but I wasn’t going to make things that easy. “Things you would like to know about your father, about why we are here, why we asked for this meeting.”


I folded my own hands, cocked my head, and waited, holding my tongue. As ill-tempered and weak as I was, a heart-to-heart could easily turn into a fist to face. And since I was in no shape to duck and roll that was a monumentally bad idea.


But she also remained silent, not taking the bait. Being a fan of awkward silences, that would have been fine, but at the moment I was in a hurry…and surprisingly not in my usual mood to play confessor.


Watching her face, I said, “No.” I started to shake my head then thought better of it. “I could ask about those things, but in my experience, answers only lead to more questions—until you find the one that’s at the heart of them all.” My words rang truer than I’d expected, nudging at a memory I couldn’t quite grasp.


Her silver head nodded.


I sighed, trudging on. “And tonight I’m just not in the mood to play twenty questions. I’m sure you’ll tell me what you want and no more, no matter what I ask.” The Queen opened her mouth, but I waved her protests away.
“I’ll make you a deal.”


She arched an elegant brow. In the other room, Jacq’s conversation went silent, her presence curious in my head.


“I’ll ask one question,” I said. “If you answer it honestly, completely and fully to your best knowledge, then you can tell me what you want and I’ll listen. I may not agree to your request, but I’ll promise my undivided attention. Otherwise, I’m going home. That’s the best you’re going to get right now.” Yep, I was intentionally negotiating with a woman who could blast me to hell and back. Crazy, right? On the other hand, if it backfired I could blame my fractured skull for leading me down a destructive path.


It had absolutely nothing to do with needing to wrap this quickly…before I wet the bed.


“One question?” She chuckled. “You already make demands. You must be of my blood. Though, perhaps…” She tapped her fingers, her eyes going distant. “I would have asked for more.” Eyes meeting mine, she sat straighter and inclined her head. “Agreed. What is your question?”


“Simple, who’s the bear?” I mimicked her eyebrow arch.


“Bear?” Her confusion was understandably genuine. Few people spoke hillbilly as fluently as I.


“Yes,” I drawled, letting my accent thicken. I pushed the sheets away fully, exposing my legs, thankful my underwear was still where it should be. “If I’m the nice and spicy, little half-demon bait, then there must be a bear. Or some big boorish demon, since that was demon magic battering your elegant tin can into smithereens.”


“I’m sorry. I know not what you speak of.”


Wow, she was good. Her tone was so sincere, her expression so convincing. Then again, she’d had enough years to learn to lie. But while I was no expert on demonology (that was my aunt), I did know magic. And I knew one didn’t live long if they let rivers of it trail behind them wherever they went. Still, if that’s how she wanted to play things, I would roll with it. There’s nothing like compliance to surprise people. And we knew surprise was an effective battle technique. My ass, my head, and everything in between had the bruises to prove it.


“Oh, okay. My bad.” Her expression at my easy acquiescence was priceless. It was probably wrong of me to enjoy what was coming, but I did.
“Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought.” I raised my hand, tentatively feeling the bandage, then looked around for my pants. “I must have imagined that Van called you the Queen of Denoir. Silly me. My apologies, G.”


“I am the Queen,” she snapped.


I looked up. Catching her outraged expression, I bit my lip, hiding a smile.


“G? What is this?” she demanded.


This time I did smile, giving her my sweetest, most innocent look, feeling Jacq’s sputtering laughter in my head. “Would you prefer Gramsies? Maybe Oma. Wait, I know…” I bounced in the bed, quickly stopping as the pounding in my head jumped with me. “Grandmother Dearest.”


“Well, I—” she huffed. “We must discuss this later.”


Ooo, she was seriously flustered. Now she really did look like my grandmother, though this keep-’em-on-their-toes tactic had only worked with Nana twice before she’d caught on. The Queen rose from her chair, perhaps thinking a strategic retreat was in order, and I pounced.


“Back to this queen business. Is that an elected position? You know, we’re a democracy here.” I waved my hand. “Best people for the job and all that jazz.”


She sank back into the chair, looking more assured now that we were on safer ground. “No. Our bloodline is one of the strongest. We’ve ruled for millennia with power, spilling blood when necessary to ensure the throne.” Her words were emotionless, a simple statement of fact. I saw the moment her feathers settled and her mind caught my direction. Her expression never changed, but there was a guarded stillness in her body.


“Okay.” Spotting my pants, I wobbled off the bed, dimly wondering what petite man had donated the dark gray dress shirt I currently wore. Leaning against the bed, I slid each leg into the dark jeans, eyeing the assortment of bruises that climbed up each thigh. From my stiff soreness, I had a feeling there were more bruises hiding under my shirt. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about tonight. I figure a demon that can’t hold his magic is akin to an Irish that can’t hold his liquor. Three demons?” I shrugged gingerly. “Well, I wouldn’t want anyone to think the crown had grown heavy.”


Some unreadable emotion flashed in her eyes only to be quickly replaced with a simmering anger. The Queen pushed forward, rising to stand again, her cheeks flushing red. “I will not be pushed into a brash answer by a child, one lacking the control of a demon of ten. You have no concept of the world around you. What can you know of my world?”


Patience exhausted, I stood and zipped my jeans, wincing as my muscles protested. My temper flared, throbbing in my temples, and my own demon beast stirred. Good intentions not completely forgotten, I kept my voice low but still nearly hissed, “What answer is there to give? I’ve barely had my magic three years. You’ve likely had yours eons.”


Her eyes flickered with surprise before the emotion was quickly snuffed out.


I continued, “The way I see it, you and yours are either too weak to hold yourselves in check or you set a trap with me at its heart. The trap was sprung, but the only thing it caught is this.” I tapped my bandaged head, holding her gaze, our nearly identical light blue eyes dueling. Instead of a suffocating tidal wave of force, her magic was now only a low hum against my skin. I couldn’t sense Van and the guard she called Ramus, but they were no doubt nearby, making my point. Finally I turned away, searching in vain for my shoes. Giving up, I began to hobble to the door. Knowing I was right only made my blood boil hotter.


“Where are you going?” The Queen’s tight voice was strangely resigned. She almost sounded…sad? I doubted my ears, but something made me stop and consider my words carefully.


“To make my hellos and goodbyes then home. We’re done here.” I didn’t look at her, refusing to acknowledge the tight muscles across my chest urging me to stop, turn and go back. I would get my answers. But not tonight, not when I was at such a disadvantage. Behind me, I heard her sink into her chair with a soft whoosh. I stared at the open door, knowing I had lost my ever-loving mind.


I took a deep breath. “You and Van may visit tomorrow evening when we’re all better rested. We’ll try this again. But leave Ramus at home.” I slurred the demon’s name. My earlier show of mercy didn’t mean I’d suffer his company further. “If you must have a guard, I’m sure the Vampire King would happily provide more of his. I’ll even return the favor and promise safe passage…” Stepping from the room, I paused, throwing over my shoulder sweetly,
“Barring unforeseen demon attacks of course.” Despite my sugary sarcasm, the addendum left me with a chill I couldn’t shake.


I gently closed the door, not waiting for her to follow. My mother had always warned me to be careful of the company I kept. Dangerous company made for a dangerous life. Good advice, which I would try to follow…at least for the rest of the night.


Too bad I couldn’t say the same for the following day…and every day after. If so, I might have taken my next step with a much lighter heart.


* * *


All Hallows’ Eve, 1725


At their village’s center, the valley’s people built a blazing fire to frighten away the vengeful ghosts causing the sickness slowly stealing their young. Upon the fire, they threw animal bones. Those spirits they could not divert, they would feed. The fire and its revelers, their shadows moving eerily as they danced their prayers to their gods and goddesses, were the first entities the master healer, her son, and their entourage saw when they crossed into the valley. The second was their greeting party. The stockade’s solemn-faced keepers welcomed the travelers before leading them the short distance through the village to where its Master waited at their new home’s wooden gates.


“A truly heathen practice,” commented the tall, pale-haired man. He smiled charmingly at mother and son as he grabbed their frightened horses’ reins. He cocked his head to the fire burning brightly behind them. “But if it keeps them happy.” He flashed another smile that seemed to the youngest among them to be too sharp.


The boy’s mother returned their mysterious new benefactor’s smile.
“’Tis a sign of a good Master to care for his people so.” She had been pleased at the offer to work with the reclusive alchemist, LaFortuna, in finding the source of the village’s contagion.


Her son, little more than eight years, had been excited to travel with his mother on one of her journeys. But try as he might, the boy only shivered and tightened his cloak, unable to mirror his mother’s smile. The air smelled of snow, but his chill had nothing to do with the winter about to fall and everything to do with the black-eyed man’s gaze.


Weary from their journey, the group dismounted and entered the stone and wood battlement, leaving the night’s impromptu shamans to finish their fiery ritual of protection. With the blaze’s light burning behind them, the dimly lit stockade seemed as dark as death.


As far as omens went, it couldn’t have been more correct…or more unheeded.



 
Chapter Four




“First things first. Ditch. That. Coffin. Those are sooo last centennial. I’m thinking a waterbed in tones of claret and ebony. What say you, Mr. Bloodsucker Man?”


—from
Flip This Crypt, brought to you by SuperHGTV





Without hesitation, I marched out of the bedroom. Okay, stumbled might be more accurate. But in my heart I marched, even as my body wobbled down a long, empty hall. I stopped at the first open doorway smelling of fresh soap and disinfectant, almost groaning in pleasure as I discovered a much anticipated bathroom. I quickly relieved myself, washed my hands, and threw some cold water on my face. Only then did I dare look in the mirror. This time I did groan, but it certainly wasn’t from anything pleasurable.


Between the large bandages circling my head, the bruises running down my neck, the tangled, blood-speckled hair, and sunken eyes, I looked like a drug-addicted bedlam escapee who had met the wrong end of a Mack truck. I tried to finger-comb my hair but quickly gave up. Nothing short of a hot shower and a giant glob of conditioner would fix this.


I was turning to leave when the peripheral reflection of my own eyes captured my attention. My mind flashed back to awakening and seeing the Demon Queen. Her light blue gaze, nearly identical to the one in the mirror, had been obscured by the silver rims of reading glasses. Until this moment I had overlooked the oddity. Why would someone as powerful as an immortal demon queen need glasses?


Perhaps it was an affectation, something to appear human. Many of Earth’s Supernaturals had donned such disguises because they longed to blend in or were required to for work, safety, or other reasons. But Denoir’s Queen was from the Otherworld where being the other was standard. So why?


The woman in the mirror shrugged and tipped her head toward the door. Whatever their purpose, the glasses were a mystery for another day. My legs were growing weak. I needed to go while I could still move under my own momentum.


Leaving the bathroom, I followed the tug of Jacq’s mind down the hall, through an open wooden door, and into the room where I knew she would be. Oddly, I didn’t wonder at awakening to find her absent from my side. I had the impression she’d been there for a very long time and had only just left. But while this didn’t surprise me, I was surprised to find her so far away when I’d heard her so clearly not long before. I wondered at my heightened senses but put away that thought to ponder later.


Much wider than the bedroom I’d left, the room appeared to be a sitting room with chairs and sofas clustered at the opposite end near an unlit fireplace. As I moved, my toes sank into thick carpet, its color indistinguishable in the dim light. I briefly scanned my surroundings, noting the baby grand piano in the corner and the dark wallpaper with a pattern of vines trailing up the walls. I had a moment to wonder who played the piano then spotted the woman I was looking for. Jacq sat on a sofa facing a man I couldn’t see. My auburn-haired protector looked comfortable, making me think she wasn’t talking to Vanguard. I wasn’t sure why, but something about the demons made my love nervous. Of course, anyone, mortal or immortal alike, would do well to be nervous in a demon’s presence. But this was something different.


From halfway across the room I couldn’t be certain of the man’s identity. But I had a good guess and took a chance, demanding, “Seth, I need to borrow a car.” Though Jacq’s remote, congenial façade never slipped, her surprise in my head confirmed my suspicions. I rounded the chair and stood with hands on hips, glaring as the tall vampire, a much darker blond than his fair sister, smiled charmingly.


“Hello, Cate. You’re looking as lovely as ever.” He saluted me with a glass of something so red it was nearly black. Jacq had a matching glass, so I hoped it was wine. “I see why we had to forcefully pry this one,” he gestured to Jacq, “away from your side for even a moment of rest.”


“And you’re as full of shit as ever.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Mouth twitching, I tapped a bare foot, not bothering to sit. My new grandmother had let me leave without further argument. I wasn’t sticking around for her to change her mind.


“I see you two have met.” Jacq’s husky voice was amused, but I felt her anxiety. She thought it reckless to tease the big bad vamps. And she was right. But as usual, instead of criticizing, the stubborn, chivalrous woman was preparing to come to my aid.


However, this time it wasn’t necessary.


Contrary to popular belief, I knew exactly what I was doing. I slipped my hand behind my back, gave her a little wave, and felt Jacq relax, her concern turning to puzzled gratefulness. My poor phoenix. Her exhaustion flowed through our link. I wasn’t sure what had occurred after I had blacked out, but it had no doubt been trying.


All the more reason to get while the getting was good.


“Yes, dear Cate was the one that got away.” Seth waved his glass, managing only through supernaturally-fast reflexes not to slosh it over. “She broke my heart.” He put a hand dramatically over the organ in question.


I snorted, saying to Jacq, “I did no such thing.” I frowned at the vampire. “Seth, you know better than to besmirch a lady’s character. You took me to dinner then asked me to be the bloody main course. I—justifiably, I might add—told you to go to hell.” Jacq choked on her wine. I gave her a concerned look. “And it looks like you took my advice. Though apparently, the seven realms does deliveries now.”


Two years ago, I’d briefly consented to date the Master Vampire. There’d been absolutely no chemistry. I’d thought his request was out of courtesy to Serena. I’d soon learned both Seth and his sister had very different, very unappealing plans for me. I had quickly ended Seth’s romance. I understood Serena’s motives and retained her friendship, but her brother’s needs went beyond what I could offer. Had he only wanted blood as I’d joked, I could have said no and maintained his friendship. But there had been more. And I’d avoided the Vampire King ever since.


Between then and now something had obviously changed. Perhaps Seth’s desires were being met some other way, because tonight the only danger I felt was the possibility of biting through my tongue.


“You wound me, Cate.” Another dramatic hand flourish. “How could I ever love another? This is business darling, truly business.” Seth had obviously been watching the Blood Soaps again. Their characters gave new meaning to melodrama.


“Careful, I nearly lost my head once in the name of over-abundant caution. I know how trigger-happy your groupies are.” My tone was playful yet serious. I glanced around, noting the discreet surveillance cameras. Rarely was the King of the Southern States ever truly alone.


Seth sat taller, all humor gone, his tone grave. “My doctor kept me updated. Though I’m glad to see you on your feet, this occurrence is unforgivable. Had I known of your involvement with whatever Denoir’s Queen had planned, I would have come myself to ensure your safety.” He looked away, saying softly,
“We of the Blood have so few true friends. My sister is fortunate to call you hers. I would not see you harmed.”


“Thank you.” My throat was tight and my eyes misty. Maybe it was the large dent in my head, but I felt emotional. I wanted to turn all PBSkids and say I was his friend too but knew better. Offering friendship to such a powerful person was dangerous, especially when one wasn’t sure of the cost.


Instead, I batted my eyes, switching subjects and moods, sweetly asking, “So, the car?”


Good humor returning, Seth shook his head, took a sip of wine, and flashed a fang.


“Then perhaps my shoes?”


He shook his head again.


“Someone else’s shoes?” I tapped my foot as he kept shaking his head. Exasperated, I threw my arms up, my sugary tones fading fast. “Seth, it’s a long walk to Gandsai. I’d lasso one of your Were guards and ride him all the way, but I seem to be missing my spurs.”


Choking, Jacq sputtered at the word spurs. I gave her pale face another concerned look, wondering if I should take the wine away before she drowned.


Seth said, “Cate, I simply cannot. It’s not logical.”


I narrowed my eyes. Being the near opposite of his sister, Seth was nothing if not illogical. I was waiting for the punchline, which wasn’t long in coming.


“If you walk,” he said, “who will drive the good detective’s car to your house? I’m sure she won’t be far from your side.”


I whirled to face Jacq, noting the rumpled clothes and dark circles under her eyes.


“I was going to tell you,” Jacq said. “Someone went for the car. But…” She put the wine on a side table and smiled apologetically, too polite to say Seth and I hadn’t given her the opportunity.


Jacq’s weariness permeated every word. Her foggy eyes and slow reactions made me suspect Seth had slipped her something to help her sleep. I began to step to her side, to offer what comfort and energy I could, but stopped when a tall woman opened and stepped through a door nearby.


“The car is here,” the woman said with a slight Russian accent. She was beautiful with light brown skin, dark wild hair, and deep Caribbean-blue eyes. She carried a pair of familiar boots. “The one called Vanguard said to give you these. Apparently, the smell of blood was difficult to remove. He sent them out to be cleaned.”


Bon, who had been with us in the fight against Nicodemus, stood behind the mystery woman. Wiry and small with constantly messy dark-brown hair, Bon was quiet and by far my favorite of Serena’s vamp guards. He smiled and gave me a small salute before shutting the door. He would be through the door and at Seth’s side within the blink of an eye if called but the semblance of privacy was there.


Not asking why there had been blood on my boots when it was my head that had been injured, I moved forward, eager to retrieve my shoes from the woman, but stopped when she smiled, showing a pair of slightly elongated incisors.


Seth introduced the visitor with an almost disinterested tone.
“Cate, meet Gemini Roskov, Domini Roskov’s daughter.”


Domini Roskov had been the financier with Wellsy in the Virginian coal mine cave-in. He had been truly dead, his vampire body possessed by Nicodemus, when Jacq took his head.


“Gemini is here to kill the person who killed her father,” Seth added.


I quickly stepped between her and Jacq. If she knew to seek out Seth, she likely knew Jacq had taken her father’s head. Jacq hadn’t killed the senior Roskov, but it could look as if she had. What I wouldn’t have given at that moment for a good old-fashioned sawed-off shotgun. I began to summon my magic, wincing at the resulting burn in my head. That damn demon had fried my brain but good.


Gemini held up her hands, her movements surprisingly graceful considering she was waving around my dirty boots. “Don’t worry, little witch. I know my father died long before Detective Slone stopped the dark one called Nicodemus. It’s true I believe his possession was no accident and I seek the one responsible for his death.” She gave Seth a look somewhere between irritation and resignation. “But that’s not my reason for this meeting.”


At Seth’s nod of confirmation, I gratefully let my magic slip away, trying my best to soothe the demon stirring within. As I moved back to the sofa I thought, I really should find shorter friends. It wasn’t that I was little, though everyone simply had to say so. I merely always seemed to be in the company of giants. I looked at Seth’s haughty expression. The term referred to more than their height.


As I moved, I watched the female vampire, quickly reassessing my evaluation. Vampire wasn’t the right word. Her skin glowed with the sun’s kiss. And while not every myth about the Kin was correct, that one was. In the light of day, they turned crispier than a piece of buttermilk-battered chicken.


I reached the sofa and sat beside Jacq, thankful for her body’s warmth. As Gemini explained exactly what she needed and from whom, I looked fondly at my shoes. I didn’t bother to slip them on, instead tucking my legs under my body and leaning against Jacq who slipped her arm around my shoulders. Hopefully, Seth’s lackeys hadn’t left my good detective’s car running.


It looked like we would be staying a while.


* * *


Hours later…


They say the darkest hour comes before the dawn. Watching the sunrise as we drove over the Mississippi River, for the time being leaving behind NOLA and thankfully the demons and vampires, reminded me that the sky begins to lighten long before the sun peeks over…and that the darkness is still there, lingering behind the light. Although we were leaving the night behind and driving into the sunrise, I felt like I was bringing a small part of night with us.


Before leaving Seth’s, I’d offered to drive, arguing that I had some sleep, whereas my auburn-haired sidekick had gotten little during her brief nap on Seth’s couch. Exactly how much sleep had been surprising. I’d awoken believing it was almost Tuesday morning, but it was Wednesday. I’d been out of it for over twenty-four hours.


Upon hearing this, I’d nearly run for the nearest phone…until Jacq assured me she’d called and spoken with my business partner, Mynx, who’d promised to tell my aunt and Nana anything but the truth. What and when I told them of the previous night’s events would be my decision. Mynx planned to stay far, far away from that mess.


This exceedingly long rest should have made my argument, but Jacq had pointed out that it didn’t count as rest if you were knocked into it, adding with a leer that sidekicks by tradition were shorter, so therefore she was obviously the tall dashing hero. As she’d teased, that half-smile and dimple I loved so dearly had peeped out, her tired eyes momentarily twinkling. I wasn’t sure what she’d been drinking, but I’d considered buying two bottles of it and calling a cab to take us to a hotel, knowing she was in no shape to drive.


Fortunately (or unfortunately, depending upon your perspective), Jacq appeared to have a very high metabolism. By the time we had borrowed bathrooms, taken showers, and had my head again bandaged by Seth’s Were doctor, Peregrine, Jacq was perfectly sober. During our talk with Gemini, or Gem as she preferred to be called, Seth ordered food be brought. Jacq and I had consumed more than I imagined possible, and I had watched, fascinated, as Gem had packed away her own fair share.


The conversation hadn’t taken long, but even with the wine, Jacq was fit to drive before we left. So I had gratefully consented, and we were now quietly riding in her silver Corvette, making our way home. To my home that is.


Home to the Delacy homestead, where my Nana and Aunt Helena and a multitude of guests awaited. Home to the darkness within their hearts. I’d never seen it there, never considered its possible existence, but now I couldn’t help but wonder if the portion I carried within myself wasn’t necessarily from my demon-half.


Maybe after last night and the previous night’s events, after all that I had learned and still had to learn about my demon grandmother, demon father, and their plans for me, it would seem strange that I wasn’t focused on that. But those troubles would follow me home soon enough. Currently, we were winging our way toward another set of more pressing troubles because I wasn’t sure how I or my family would react when I reached our destination. And an unpredictable Delacy was a very dangerous thing.


A room full of them was positively explosive.


Monday night’s betrayal wasn’t my first, greatest, maybe not even the most dangerous I had experienced. But it had widened my eyes and provided a clearer picture of what resided within me, what I might one day become. More importantly, it had made me remember. My new grandmother had mentioned demon children and their magical control, reminding me of a text I had once found in our library about the precocious little hell-spawns.


Unlike most Supernaturals, demons began showing magic as toddlers. Perhaps it was an evolutionary thing, considering the Otherworld had more predators and no need to hide. Whatever the cause, even half-blooded and in a different realm, I should have developed my magic sooner…not later. Which reminded me of the botched spell I’d conducted three years ago and the feeling I had broken something within myself. My magic had begun to truly surface not long after.


Sensing my need for privacy, Jacq’s presence in my mind withdrew, not leaving completely…but enough. She couldn’t know what I was considering but she felt my turbulence and radiated unassuming sympathy. She turned on a blues CD and sang softly while steering her car through the smattering of traffic. I closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and kept my hand on hers as she moved the gearshift, needing that connection as I contemplated who had betrayed me so long ago.


It would have taken a powerful spell conducted by no less than four witches to bind another’s powers, especially burgeoning demon ones, so deeply that even the one possessing them wouldn’t know they were there. Four.
It would have taken four to bind them so deeply that the spell would carry over to my other powers, including my guardian ones. I checked the four off, inwardly wincing as each face flashed in my mind, my heart breaking as I thought of the lifetime, my lifetime, they had spent lying to me.


My mother… Red braid bouncing as she chased me at age four around the gardens, threatening me with a tickle attack, finally catching me and delivering the promised assault as I rolled in my grandmother’s daisies, laughing so hard I cried. Her promise that one day I would never need to run, to hide again. All the while, she had done something to prevent that future, to make me too weak to fight the bad things that would eventually come for me.


My aunt… Green eyes misting, holding my ten-year-old hand as I cried because the other children had called me a bastard, and then her offering to turn them all (temporarily, of course) into the rats they were. Her following, now painfully striking, reminder that a stranger’s actions were worth nothing when compared to those committed by the ones we love.


My Nana… Gray-haired and deceptively frail-looking but strong and sure as we sparred. Her knocking my thirteen-year-old self to the ground over and over again, always gently helping me to my feet afterward. Her promise that she wanted to make me strong—to make me a Delacy—made me now wonder if being the Delacy half required sacrificing everything else.


And the fourth? An image of green eyes and brunette hair surfaced. After what had been done to Mynx, she would never participate in something even remotely similar. To bind a witch’s powers was remarkably like stealing them or swapping souls. The latter had occurred when the evil sorceress Hexamina had tried to steal my ancestor Erin’s powers. Something had gone wrong and Hex’s soul had ended up in the body of Erin’s cat familiar, Mynx. Mynx’s soul had ended up in Hex’s body. Mynx had been taught by generations of Delacys until she knew more than her teachers. Then the roles had reversed. Mynx had been my mentor growing up. Now she was my business partner and closest friend. Despite being centuries older and unrelated by blood, she was my sister of the heart and wouldn’t have helped with this.


So my grandpa then. Born of another strong guardian family but not able to manipulate the gates, John Langston had been a powerful witch with a kind heart who had patiently taught me much of what I knew about life, love, and parallel parking.


I could still see his tan weathered laughing face as I coaxed the old Chevy to new heights of speed, the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth deepening, could hear his voice reminding me to obey the speed limits. He’d said the laws were there for a reason, which made me question why my beloved grandpa, who had so respected the mortals’ laws, would break magic’s most sacred one.


That was my four betrayers. I considered them for most of the long drive, even as my body felt the roads turn from three lanes to two to one, from concrete to asphalt and finally gravel. Their intentions had been pure…maybe even necessary. But that didn’t lessen the hurt. Their actions toward a child showed a lack of trust that was no doubt justified. That I could understand.


That I could forgive.


But I hadn’t been a child for many years. Their inability to share this secret that so directly affected me, to undo what they had done, showed something I could only assume was a current lack of trust. I hadn’t appreciated being treated as a child even when I was one. To be treated as one now?


There weren’t sufficient words for how deeply it cut.


The last half hour of twists and turns was familiar. The car pulled to a stop. I knew we were home despite not opening my eyes. Nearly asleep, I felt Jacq place the hand laying over hers back in my lap then gently kiss my cheek. It wasn’t until she said, “Your eyes are leaking,” that I realized my cheeks were damp. Warm lips brushed my face, kissing away a tear.


I blinked open my eyes, releasing more salty droplets to slide down my cheeks, and sat up. Wiping a tear away, I turned to face her concerned gaze. My borrowed shirt’s collar was cold and damp against my neck. I’d cried more than a few tears.


“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.


I opened and closed my mouth, trying to find my voice, finally croaking out, “I don’t think I can.” I didn’t cry often but when I did, talking only made it worse. I gave Jacq a watery smile. “Rain check?”


She dubiously eyed the rain currently dripping from my eyes and nodded. I reached out and tucked a lock of auburn hair behind her ear. My fingers lingered on her cheek.


“Can we just go to bed?” I asked. I blinked and my hand was cradling empty air. Behind me, the door opened.


“I thought you’d never ask,” Jacq’s husky voice murmured in my ear, her nose nuzzling my neck.


I whipped my head about, nearly bumping our noses together. Jacq squatted near my side of the low car, one hot hand on my thigh, the other on the seat. She was fast. Either I was more tired than I realized or Seth had started making some sort of vampiric moonshine and my fiery phoenix had been drinking his red-lightning. It was probably the former, because even as Jacq’s soft lips parted and kissed the corner of my mouth, my jaw cracked with a wide yawn.


But with that soft simple brush of lips, desire stirred. Even beaten, bruised and weary, my body stayed on a low simmer, ready to flame with her slightest touch or heated look. Even my demon-half purred contentedly, slumbering in her cage. But we still had things to settle before taking that next step. I’d already given Jacq my heart. Once I gave her my body, there would be no going back.


I brushed my lips against Jacq’s, pulling away reluctantly before either of us was tempted further. “To sleep,” I clarified, leaning my head back to examine her crouched body closely, making sure her super-speed hadn’t come with any other new traits—like a third eye or bat wings.


Jacq grinned and I couldn’t help smiling back. She squeezed my bruised thigh gently then offered her hand. “As my lady commands.”


This time, the dubious look was mine, but I let her help me out. Keeping my hand in hers as we entered the wards, I tugged a confused Jacq around to a rarely used set of fire stairs that led to a back door on the second floor.


Though the sun hadn’t been up for long, I knew Nana and Aunt Helena would have awakened before the golden orb had crested the pine-covered horizon. Maybe I was being cowardly, but I didn’t want to see either of them. I didn’t feel I could look them in the eyes without remembering they had lied to me every day by omission. And I certainly didn’t want to explain my puffy eyes and bandaged head or why I couldn’t seem to let go of Jacq’s warm magic-zinging
hand.


The upper floor was miraculously quiet. We’d moved Rom, the weretiger who had been injured saving my life in the battle against Nicodemus, and his cot into another room Monday. His sister Risa and Brittan, a woman we had rescued from Nicodemus, had stayed with him in my room Sunday night while Jacq and I took the couch. I was thankful to open my door and see my empty bed.


My nose scrunched at the musky smell in the air. Were phers.
Despite being unconscious, Rom like all Weres released pheromones that increased emotions, especially lust. The entire house was permeated with them. Thankfully right now my heightened metabolism was burning them out of my system before they could cause my moods to swing further. Jacq had never reacted to the phers but Nana, Aunt Helena, and Brit did. I had already given them suppression amulets to temporarily mute the phers effects. But the amulets and my metabolism could only do so much. The longer and greater the exposure, the more susceptible we would all be to the phers. Hopefully within the next few days the weretigers would move Rom from the house and into a medical facility.


As I began to move into the room, Jacq dropped my hand. I turned to her, confused.


“I—” She shook her head. “You’ve had a difficult few days. I should leave you to rest.” She tilted her head toward the guest room, free now that Grey, the Tiger Alpha, and his family had gone home.


“Do you want that?” I asked uncertainly.


Jacq didn’t hesitate. “No, but it’s not always about what I want.” She smiled slightly.


I grinned, my confidence returning, my watery eyes beginning to dry. “You would follow me into a car full of demons but not into my bedroom? Join me in my rest, Detective, before I find myself insulted.” I held out my hand.


She chuckled softly, taking it. “Never that.” Jacq smiled that roguish one-dimpled grin.


Crossing the threshold’s silver wards reminded me of something else I was thankful for, something I’d neglected to express. Seeing Jacq strip down to her slate-colored bra and hip-cut panties almost made me forget my resolve, my urge to thank her—and every other thought.


But as we climbed into fresh cool sheets, I remembered what I needed to say. Jacq’s warm, underwear-clad body slid behind my similarly clad one, and I looked to the now locked door, eyed the silver glow, and softly said, “Your wards, whatever their purpose, saved Aunt Helena’s life.” I yawned, my eyes closing as her musky sage and sandalwood scent enveloped me. “I can never thank you enough for that. But once I get a bit of energy, I’ll try. Hopefully soon.” Soon, we would have that talk, then find our way to being in the same bed at the same time and both of us would be whole, healthy…and awake. Very much awake.


Jacq pulled me close, kissing the top of my head before resting her head behind mine. In my ear, her voice was slow with approaching sleep. “I meant them to protect you. But if they protect the ones you love as well, all the better.” She sighed, her breath evening out in slumber.


I joined her, but even as I drifted away my mind repeated her words. Protect the ones you love. My beautiful, caring, often infuriating, auburn-haired phoenix had protected them. Protected me. Over and over again. My family had thought they were doing the same when they had tried to take part of me and lock it away, presumably protecting me when they had hidden the truth for decades. Jacq had protected them. Had protected me.


Perhaps she could protect them from me. Because I wasn’t quite sure they were going to be safe in my presence. If nothing else, the warm woman wrapped snugly around me was a capable healer. After the “debriefing” I had planned with Nana and Aunt Helena, we might need to resuscitate them both. I wondered if I should lead with my entering into a lesbian relationship with an immortal of unknown species? With my new demon grandmother coming for dinner? Or with their use of forbidden magic, black magic, to tie part of my soul—and inadvertently my heart—into knots?


I pulled Jacq’s warm hand above the cotton sheets, holding it tightly as my consciousness fled, never determining how the conversation would begin. But I already knew how it would end.


I didn’t need the power of premonition to know things were about to change…and possibly not for the better.


* * *


White sheets rushed upward from the bed, ruffling softly in the open windows’ breeze before being taken outside by Helena, their dust whisked away by the wind to parts unknown as the cotton was shaken and tossed into a pile of others waiting to be washed. Helena returned to the house, looking around at the remnants of a life. Black-and-white photos of a happy couple and young girl were spread across the mantel. More recent snapshots of the old man and two toddlers littered the tables. Scrawled drawings were proudly displayed on the fridge. A stack of forgotten books towered on a table, their spines long broken by use.


Knowing the Were phers still surging in her system made all her emotions stronger, even the unpleasant ones, Helena sniffled, wiped away a tear, and tried to smile. Her old friend, Arno Wellsy, would be happy his house would be a home again, especially since the expected residents were his grandsons and their guardian. There was no time for tears. When his wife had died, Helena and her sister had promised Arno if the time ever came they would look after his daughter. When Loren was lost three years ago, they had renewed that pledge, vowing to watch over her children. Helena was glad their guardian, Cassie, was bringing the children home where they belonged. The Delacy home was only a short walk away. Though Cassie’s family had much power and protection, Helena sensed the children would be safer under the Delacys’ watchful eye. She didn’t have her sister’s power of foresight, but she knew serendipity when she felt it.


The goddess’s hands were at work in this.


At least, as she whirled through bringing new life to the old Wellsy homestead, she hoped the hands she felt manipulating their fates belonged to the goddess. She looked down at a photo and couldn’t help transposing over her friend’s once handsome visage with the face of the snarling power-hungry monster that had taken him, body and soul. Helena shuddered and laid the photo flat.


Yes, she hoped it was the goddess’s hands twisting their lives. She looked at another photo of two stairstep boys, their impish grins and dark twinkling eyes captured for all eternity on film. Other forces would not be so benevolent to the innocent.



 
Chapter Five




“Time is not linear but more like a game of hopscotch. You can go forward, around, and back again. But careful you don’t jump too wide and split your britches, ’cause then it just sucks to be you.”


—Yreva, fondly known as The Revolution, Delacy





“You’re playing a dangerous game, Catherine Delacy.”


Startled by the low growl, I stood up from where I’d been kneeling in the sunny grass and spun, looking for the speaker. The sudden movement was too much for my head. Dizzy, I stumbled. Jacq’s quick grip on my forearms steadied me. The familiar hot tingle of her magic seeped into my skin where we touched.


Awakened early from our nap, I’d quietly gazed at her sleeping form, taking in the beauty of her ivory skin and peaceful expression, wondering not for the first time why this courageous immortal woman would want to be with someone like me—a klutz who was as clumsy with her hands, heart, and words as she was with her feet. Shaking off those thoughts, I’d left her sleeping to come outside, not bothering with my boots, which was why I now stood barefoot near a lowered ward door.


“And what game would that be, Detective Slone?” I leaned back, looking up into stormy eyes. Now that we’d rested, the blue smudges under Jacq’s eyes were lighter in the midday sun. The nap hadn’t been long enough for either of us, but it would have to do. There were still things to accomplish before my guests arrived.


Because we had left Seth’s mansion so late, I’d suggested sleeping at Jacq’s much closer cottage. She had staunchly refused, arguing there was safety in numbers. Our bond said something else. My auburn-haired beauty still hid part of herself, shielding even from my presence in her mind. That unknown part had reasons for not taking me to her home. But I didn’t push. I had my own secrets. Or so I’d thought. After Monday night, I wasn’t so sure.


“It’s a hell creature, Cate. It doesn’t belong here.” Jacq gestured to the meat-filled doggie dish I’d just placed down, somehow knowing I’d left it there for a hellhound. The same hound present when the other two had attacked—the one who claimed to be a gift for me. I sensed she was nearby watching us.


I wondered what Jacq would say if she knew this was my second time alone near the hound. Probably something similar to the lecture now pouring from her mouth.


“Feeding it will only encourage it to stay. These things are dangerous and unpredictable.”


A sensible answer, yet I frowned. “So is Seth, the bloodsuckers’ big bad King. But you didn’t react when I teased him last night. In fact, you two looked pretty chummy.” My eyebrows scrunched together. “Why is that?”


“He’s a vampire.” Jacq pointed into the shadowed woods ringing the house. “That creature is a demon.” She said this as if that should make all the difference.


Something in my chest started to hurt, and I resisted the urge to rub the spot over my heart. “So am I.” I lowered my eyes then forcefully raised them, not wanting to see the affirmation in hers but unable to hide from it.
“But then, you already knew that. You weren’t surprised by Van’s announcement.”


Jacq nodded once and sighed, pulling me tightly to her chest, linking her arms over my shoulders as my own circled her waist. Our bodies met nearly from head to thigh. I started to push away but her arms tightened and my urge to fight fled. I needed her, needed her warmth, her comforting touch. My greedy skin sucked in her heat. But more than that, her presence warmed me from within, keeping my heart from becoming the cold fortress it had once been. The one it wanted to again become whenever I remembered the secrets my family had been and were still keeping from me.


Face pressed to her neck, I murmured, “How long?”


“From the very beginning.”


I started to shake my head in denial but stopped as Jacq continued.


“The night we met, I stood near the garden, watching you fight with Mynx. By the sun, you were so beautiful.” She held me tightly, softly saying in my hair, “So mouthy, too.” I felt her smile against my temple, and some of my tension eased. “I was smitten. I moved to announce myself. Then fire flowed from your sword. Not many would know it as hellfire, but I’ve had experience with demons like Vanguard and your…” Swallowing hard, Jacq paused, having trouble with the word grandmother, finally adding, “Queen Kathryn.”


Until the last, I had been lost, seeing that night through her eyes, feeling through our link the rush of appreciation, shock, and finally resigned sadness she had felt. I was puzzling over the last when I realized what she had said.


“Who?” I squeaked, jaw dropping. I leaned back to look at Jacq’s serious face.


“That’s her name, Cate. Your mother obviously thought much of the Demon Queen to give you her name.” Jacq’s warm fingers moved through my loose hair as I let that sink in. I didn’t understand. Why would my mother tie me so to a world she had fled? I shook my head. I wouldn’t be getting that answer anytime soon, if ever.


Though this was the excellent distraction it was meant to be, the wheels in my mind kept turning, eventually working their way to the other things Jacq had shared. Her body stiffened, fingers stilling as she felt my thoughts shift.


Moving my palms in slow circles over her back, I felt the softness of her blue-gray cotton shirt and murmured, “This history you have with demons…does it have something to do with your wish that I not feed the hound?”


Jacq stared into the distance, her normally husky voice unusually deep as she said, “Yes.”


“Are you going to explain anytime soon?” I asked gently. It felt like our roles had somehow reversed. It was Jacq who longed to run and me asking her to stay.


She looked at me and tried for a smile. “I will…someday soon. But not yet. Will that be enough for you?” There was fear in her eyes.


I stepped back, letting my hands slide down her arms until my fingers twined with hers. I smiled in reassurance. “I can live with that. But I’m going to keep feeding the hound. I have the feeling she’s not going away, and if she’s fed, she’s less likely to drag up a deer carcass.” I thought of the bones she had left for me Monday morning. “Or take a bite out of something she shouldn’t.” I nodded toward my grandpa’s ’83 Silverado parked nearby. My new demonic doggie had eyed its tires more than once during our first meeting. Hopefully she would find the food I’d left more palatable.


“She?” Jacq arched a brow, her half grin and elusive dimple appearing.


“Call it women’s intuition.” I smirked. She gave me a suspicious look, no doubt expecting the trick I’d used on my grandmother this morning. My namesake. I winced, quickly focusing on sweeter things, like the woman before me. There was no trick. I meant what I had said…and what I was about to say.


Smiling, I grabbed Jacq’s hand and pulled her back through the ward door before raising it behind us. We stopped under a great oak’s shade, a few feet from the barrier. I drew her close, placed my arms around her neck, and whispered in her ear, “Although I’ll grant you however much time you need, I suggest you make friends with my new pet. Your secrets are safe. But should you learn any more about me and neglect to share, I’ll build a doghouse just so I can put you both in it.” Then I laughed and kissed Jacq while her lips were still curved into a smile.


She thought I was joking but I wasn’t. I didn’t doubt my good detective knew more about me than she was telling. As our lips locked together, my hands playfully ran down her back and across her sides, taking her measurements. Only the best, most spacious doggie den would do for my love.


* * *


I stole a moment alone in my office while Jacq ran errands and everyone else went about their business. I’d hoped to have a talk with my family, but Aunt Helena was nowhere to be found though her car was here. Mynx was working. And in the garden Nana was teaching Brittan meditation as it applied to magic. I’d glimpsed both women through the window but they had yet to see me today. Brittan, or Brit as she liked to be called, had been human until Nicodemus kidnapped her. Things had gone wrong during our final showdown and Brit was now something more. She was in our family’s care until she could control her magic and protect herself from those who might try to harm or use her.


Disbelieving, I eyed the pile of paperwork that had sprung up on my desk. Forty-eight hours ago, this old cherry wood surface had been bare. Before Monday night’s date, I’d managed to catch up on my casework and hadn’t planned to take another for several days. But it looked as if my best laid plans had gone down the creek with my paddle, because I’d accepted a case…or rather had one foisted upon me.


Putting that thought away for a moment, I contemplated another problem. A very fishy one. Little red boralis swam in the fish tank across from my desk, their scales glowing with a recent feeding. I wondered if I should free them to swim in the pond behind the house with their brothers—the magical piranha spawned into the creek during my fight with Nicodemus’s brother, Titus. They had worked their way over the spillway and into the pond. It might be better for the fish in the tank if they were with their brothers in the pond but I would miss having them in my office. It was a difficult call, but not the most difficult one I’d have to make today.


Resigning myself to the inevitable, I ignored the papers, the fish, my growing dread regarding what Denoir’s Demon Queen wanted with someone as inconsequential as me…and the voice inside my head saying this call was a very bad idea…and picked up the phone, punching in the now familiar number, shaking my head over Gemini’s request. The goddess knew there was no love lost between me and the Council. As did Seth, which might explain why he hadn’t waved his kingly hand and made the powers that be grant the grieving daughter’s wishes. The jilted vampire had told Gem, perhaps out of spite or some misguided life lesson (both directed at moi), that I was her go-to girl.


Now I was left to call in a favor for a stranger. And if the Council didn’t like me before, they were really going to hate me after this. The line picked up. Before I could change my mind, I blurted out, “I need you to help me steal a body.” At the first lull in the squawking, I interrupted. “Well, you’re welcome to try and arrest me for saying that, but then I wouldn’t tell you what I’ve planned. You’d die of curiosity and I’d be free again to do as I pleased.” I ignored the cursing on the other end, my face growing red at one colorful comment. “Goddess bless, what sort of witch do you think I am? Hear me out. It’s not like I’m asking for some nefarious purpose. My intentions are purely honorable, I swear. Besides,” I said sweetly, “you owe me.”


“What do you want, Cate? Or rather should I say who?” Her bluster exhausted, Council Sheriff Fera now sounded tired, her normal flirtation missing, reminding me of a certain green-eyed woman who’d been moping around Monday. It seemed Mynx and Fera had connected before the battle with Nicodemus. Mynx had happily left with Fera after the battle but come home Monday silent and sad. I had yet to discover why.


“Domini Roskov.” Holding the phone close, I tapped my foot, remembering this morning’s predawn meeting. “His daughter’s in town and wants to say goodbye before giving him a proper cremation.” That wasn’t all she wanted, but that was as far as my assistance went. Or so I hoped.


There was the sound of doors closing and footsteps. Fera whispered, “The Council has ordered Roskov’s body be kept for testing.”


I nodded absently, figuring as much. Gemini had told me they’d declined her request for his body, which was stored in Seth’s territory, leading her to him then me.


“And before you ask,” Fera said, “I don’t know where. They want to know how something like Nicodemus could take one so powerful. Considering what’s at stake, Cate, it’s not an unreasonable request.”


Damn, she was right. Though undoubtedly more powerful than the former fanged finance-guru, the Council members had to be scared. If Domini Roskov could be taken, so could they all. My mind worked double time, forming and discarding possible scenarios. Even if we managed to take the body, the Council would come out in force to get it back. Unless…


I leaned forward, elbow on my desk, and grabbed a sketchpad, drawing from memory a set of complicated wards I’d recently glimpsed. Mind only half-focused on the conversation, I cradled the phone against my shoulder, urgently saying, “I already know where he is. That’s not why I’m calling.”


“How did you—” Fera’s voice dropped. “Never mind. I don’t want to know…and definitely don’t need to know.”


I looked at the drawing I had begun and made a decision. “What if I could give the Council what they needed? Provide an explanation for how the vampire was taken and a method to prevent it?”


There was silence on the line. I penned another set of black squiggles to one of the symbols, adding a man’s blocky figure with one set of wards squarely on his chest and another at his feet. I looked at my rough picture, putting a large question mark in place of a head. It would put me in the hot seat, in more ways than one. But the time had come and gone for playing it safe.


I heard, on Fera’s end, boots quickly thump across a hard surface.
“You can do that?” Her voice held new respect.


“No, but I know someone who can.” Or rather, two someones who could. Or so I hoped. The could wasn’t so doubtful as the would. I wasn’t currently on good terms with one. And after this afternoon, the other might want my head.


“They still wouldn’t release the body. But…” A car door slammed followed by the roar of an engine. “Sorry, I wanted to make sure no one could overhear.” Fera almost sounded giddy. My ears perked up, hearing the engine rev and tires squeal. “If you gave them what they wanted, the Council might not protest too loudly when the body went missing. It costs a pretty penny to keep something like that on ice. Let’s not discuss this over the phone. I’ll be there in an hour, less if I hit the siren.”


“Hold the siren, Sheriff. It’ll take that long for the vampire to get here.” I grinned, counting to ten. I made it to six.


“Cate, it’s daylight out.”


I laughed, enjoying finally knowing something the Fae sheriff did not. “I know. Ain’t it grand?” At Fera’s sputtering, nonsensical response, I hung up. Still laughing, I quickly dialed another number, happy to find my newest client already on her way. Good, I could let Gem give Fera the details. This was one story that was best heard direct from the horse’s mouth.


Still in a good mood, I decided to tackle my paperwork before it multiplied and swallowed my desk. I was reaching for the stack when a name caught my eye. Intrigued, I picked up the application lying haphazardly across the pile.


Not questioning my good fortune, I made one last call, saying as the woman on the other end answered, “You’ve got the job.” It was a quick but very satisfying conversation. Afterward, I leaned back in my chair, laced my fingers behind my head, and stared out the window at the back gardens, dangerously pleased with myself.


It looked like the Darkmirror was finally getting that sorely needed secretary, one more than capable of protecting herself should the big bad come knocking on the office door. One who would live on-site for the time being. And hopefully, I would be getting another partner in crime. Though it really wasn’t a crime to steal a man—dead, undead, or otherwise. It was more like a jailbreak. And considering the wardens, that was no crime.


It was a mission of mercy.


Though, I thought, looking at the outrageously large check Gemini had written me this morning, most angels of mercy didn’t get paid quite so well.
But then again… I looked to the recently drawn, twisting black pattern of symbolic magic. Neither did they have to make a deal with the devil to get the job done.


I decided to spend my hour of waiting for Fera and Gem doing a PI’s less glorious, more tedious job of paperwork, Internet searches and emailing. Unfortunately, it only took twenty minutes. Then I no longer had a reason not to track down my family for that talk.


Ready to return to the house, I stood, my eyes landing on a framed photo and the real reason I had accepted Gem’s case. The others might believe this was about money or sympathy, but I knew better. Devils and angels aside, this was about pure sweet revenge.


And the answers it would garner.


Taken when I was five, the photo showed my mom teaching me how to fish. We sat side by side on the shady riverbank wearing identical ear to ear grins. Sunlight sliced through the trees, highlighting her bright red hair and sparkling green eyes. She was safe, happy, loved…


Gone.


Fists clenched, I looked away, circled my desk and left my office, not looking back. Not that I needed to. The picture was stored forever in my mind…and heart. Fera had said my mother hadn’t been working for the Council when she disappeared. Strangely enough, I believed her. But someone somewhere knew something. And with the Council being the biggest game in town, that someone was most likely within their ranks. So I was going to irritate, pester, and generally make a nuisance of myself until that person either told me out of sheer frustration or tried to kill me. If that required pissing off every single person with a Council nametag, so be it.


Which was probably why I should have torn up Gemini’s fat check and done this pro bono. Because no matter what I had to do to steal Domini’s body from under the Council’s nose, I’d enjoy every bloody double-dealing soul-selling minute of it.


With that thought in mind, I headed to the house to confront Nana and Aunt Helena. I had been prepared to go in guns a blazin’. But the photo of my mother had reminded me of something more important than my anger or sense of betrayal. It had reminded me how sharply loss cuts. My tactics with the Council wouldn’t work with my grandmother and aunt but only prove to alienate them. I had little family left. I didn’t want to lose any more.


But that didn’t mean I was giving up, only that I wouldn’t burn the house down in the process.


My grandpa had always said, “When one pulled teeth, it was best to practice often and with great gusto.” I’d been taught to respect my elders’ wisdom, so who was I to argue with such logic? I was impatient to begin pulling. But for the love of my mother, I would be lenient if not liberal with the anesthetic.


* * *


August, 1726


“Keyholes were meant for peeping,” his mother’s maid, Bessie, had always said.


Bessie, several years older, had always known the best keyholes to look through. She had not come with them to this strange mountainous village, but it was probably for the best. Tonight, the boy knew without being told what lock should become his spyglass. And this quiet post-midnight mission was not like the enlightening adventures they’d once had. He was almost ten now…and nearly a man. This was a matter of survival, not curiosity as to what occurred between scullery maids and stable lads in the back stalls.


Barely breathing, the boy strained to see into the dimly lit room, his young body not feeling the stone floor’s chill or the ache of stooping with his eye to the iron latch for over an hour. Everyone knew that the alchemist LaFortuna stayed late in his private rooms conducting experiments. No one was allowed in. Even the boy’s mother spent her working hours with and without the alchemist floors above, poring over dusty books in his large crowded library or mixing herbs and brewing potions in the herbalist’s lean-to nearby. No one knew what LaFortuna hid in his private rooms so deep in the mountain’s cellar. And bizarrely, no one cared…even when the boy pointed out the strangeness: People were getting sick. People were dying. Yet no one thought to leave the valley. No one remembered a time before their Master had been there. And no one questioned his often odd orders and sleeping habits.


No one but the boy.


Now LaFortuna’s page had fallen ill with the same wasting-away disease as many of the other villagers. With the page comatose, there was no longer a guard at the alchemist’s doors. The boy had spent two nights watching the pale-haired man mutter as he pored over books and brewed things with horribly foul smells that carried even through the door. But tonight would be different. The boy knew it. During dinner, there had been an eager anticipation in LaFortuna’s black eyes.


As the man moved to the large black stone that covered the far wall and drew a sharp knife, the boy couldn’t help but share his anticipation. But it turned to dread as the tall man cut his hand and smeared his blood on the stone. It was all the boy could do not to scream when the stone turned strangely liquid-like and a dark furry thing too ugly and twisted to describe stepped from the stone. When the alchemist bared long, sharp fangs and turned on the creature, killing it quickly before drinking its blood and feasting on its flesh, the boy’s scream died in his throat. Unable to look away, he watched helplessly as the half-eaten creature continued to re-form and be eaten again and again until it was merely bones connected by an occasional string of gristly tissue. After a time, the creature’s bloody husk shuddered and stopped re-forming.


When LaFortuna made the stone liquid again and threw the remains back through then made the crimson stains on the stone floor disappear as if by magick, the boy backed away slowly. But he must have made some noise—a whimper, a rustle of cloth, a skittered pebble? Whatever the case, the alchemist heard. Shocked, confused, disbelieving, the boy’s mind was blissfully blank when the monster that was this land’s Master opened the door.


“It appears I have a volunteer for a new page.” LaFortuna smiled, flashing long, bloody fangs, and gestured for the boy to enter. Mutely, the boy did so, unwittingly choosing the slower, more painful of deaths.


Hours later, after being whipped for spying, receiving an introduction into the dark tasks he would have to perform for his new Master, and swearing a painful oath of silence upon his mother’s soul, the boy was released to find his own rest. He found his sleeping mother and sat in her dark room, hand pressed to the now closed but still painful bite on his upper elbow—the one hiding under his sleeve. Too busy trying to find a way to negate his oath, he didn’t feel the tears running down his numb cheeks.


And should he manage to do something so impossible and find a way to tell? Then he was left with the even more difficult task of explaining to his mother that Master LaFortuna, the man she had decided would be a good father for him, was not a man anymore…if he had ever been.



 
Chapter Six




“In the beginning, there were seven houses and unto each house was born a daughter. And each was given in offering…”


—Translated from The Shadow Days: The History of the Otherworld





Three heads bent close, conferring around the kitchen table as they sipped their tea. The slap of a leather-bound book hitting the old rune-carved tabletop caused all three to turn in my direction. This was quickly followed by several audible intakes of breath. One from Nana when she saw my bandaged head and the bruises running down my face and neck. One from Aunt Helena as she recognized the book, which lay open to a page with a large black-skinned winged demon. The last from a startled Brittan as she spilled hot tea over her hands.


Bare ankles and arms crossed, I leaned against the doorjamb and casually said, “I had a date last night, or rather, night before last.” My sense of time was still a bit off.


Brit was the first to recover. The blond eyed my head. “Must have ended in a bang.”


I suppressed a snort. “Let’s just say it was interesting.” Keeping my voice gentle, I turned to the younger woman and smiled. “Brit, do you mind letting me speak alone with my aunt and grandmother?” I didn’t want to air our dirty laundry in public. The day would come when we could no longer keep these secrets from unwelcome eyes. But that day wasn’t today, and I wanted everyone on the same page before it crashed in the front door. Again.


“No problem.” Brittan stood slowly, giving me a reassuring smile. With a slight limp and her shoulders slumped, she walked through the kitchen door to the back gardens. When we’d first met, even bruised and bloodied, Brittan had stood proud and defiant. This woman seemed nothing like the cocky fighter who had only two days ago beaten me at swordplay. The disparity was concerning.


Once I was sure Brittan was out of earshot, I nodded toward the back door. “How is she?”


“Physically, she’s on the mend,” Nana said softly. “Magically, she has all the potential her bloodline allows for…and then some.” At my cocked head, Nana explained, “Her great-grandmother’s mother was a Valere.”


That explained it. I’d been more than a little surprised after Sunday night’s battle to have my guardian powers recognize Brittan as a kindred spirit. Whatever the gate had done to her, it had made her one of us. She would now bear the name of Valere, one of the seven guardian houses. One thought to be forever lost, their blood too diluted to allow their offspring the ability to activate and merge with the gates. Brittan Elise Wessan Valere was a guardian. The first made in…millennia? Eons? I wasn’t sure. It was some time longer than anyone knew. Longer than anyone had recorded history. If last week had been a week for the impossible, this week looked to be one for the miraculous.


Nana continued, “But emotionally, she’s hurting.” My grandmother’s eyes grew hazy. Was she having a vision? I suspected so, especially as her monotone voice dully recited, “Perhaps time will heal what magic and tender care cannot. Or perhaps the pain will grow and grow until our young friend is forced to take action and resolve it herself—or risk being consumed by it.”


Her faded-green gaze snapped to me, tone sharpening, “But you would know all about taking action, Catherine Eleanor Delacy.”


I winced. She’d pulled out the middle name. That didn’t bode well.


“What was it that you wanted, or rather needed, to say that you would so rudely throw a book across the room to gain our attention?” Nana gazed at the opened tome’s demon-filled page. “One of Helena’s, no less?” She arched a gray brow and sipped her tea, her stern visage stating she would brook no silver-tongued, sugar-coated naysays.


I sighed, uncrossed my arms, and moved to pour myself a cup from the steaming pot before taking the chair opposite them, my back uncomfortably facing the kitchen door. I sat straight, looking each woman in turn in the face, breathing in the soothing aroma of fresh green tea. Taking a deep breath, I plunged in.


“I want what I’ve always wanted. What you no doubt also want for me. To live in peace. To fill the rafters of this old house with people I love, who love me.”


Both women eyed me strangely, unfamiliar with my rant. I understood the sentiment. Acknowledging my desires was new to us all.


There were more words swirling in my head, but I added only, “I haven’t figured out what I need just yet. But barring getting that other good stuff, I’ll settle for the truth.” I reached out and tapped the book’s dusty leather-bound page. “At least for now.” I leaned back in my chair, confidence returning. “In return, I’ll share something that even your far-reaching sight—” I looked at my grandmother “—and your empathic abilities—” I turned to my aunt, whose lovely face wore something between a scowl and a surprised grimace, “—might not have seen.”


There was a moment of silence broken only by birds chirping in the garden. Then Aunt Helena softly said, “The future’s a tricky thing.” She flipped the book’s pages, moving unerringly to the one I had so recently reread on the early emergence of a demon child’s powers. “For that matter, so are the present and the past.” My aunt met my eyes, her jade gaze sad. “What we think we know is not always how things were. And how things were is not always how they should have been.” She turned the book so I could see a further, as yet unnoticed page, the woodcut print of a snarling child being burned at the stake vividly clear. Like so much of the book, the words next to the picture were in a language I didn’t recognize. “But we work with what the Fates give us.”


I stared at the picture, its black and white lines quickly blurring as my anger grew. There was more to this than the obvious. I understood why they had done it. Or at least, I thought I understood. Now, I wasn’t so sure. The meaning behind the picture was clear, but Aunt Helena’s words were not. Still, I knew one thing: This wasn’t the Dark Ages or even the fearful pre-Genesis period. A new world was coming…and I’d be damned if it was going to get here by being dumped on my head.


I raised my chin, locking angry blue eyes with jade. Trying hard to restrain myself, I nearly hissed, “What exactly did the Fates give you, Aunt Helena? Or rather, what did they give my mother…besides a half-demon child with a Prince for a father and one badass of a Demon Queen for a grandmother? A child with power you couldn’t handle so you magically neutered it?”


“Langu—” Nana’s sharp reprimand was swiftly strangled as my words registered. Her face flushed, her grip on the fragile teacup just shy of shattering the porcelain.


Reaching across the table, I rescued the cup from her suddenly weak grasp and set it down before clasping her cold hands in my own, sharing my warmth. I looked to Aunt Helena, wondering if I needed to do the same for her.


But my aunt didn’t look at all surprised. “I was going to ask where you found this,” she said, closing the book with a snap. Dust flew up, swirling in the sunshine pouring through the windows. “But I think we have more pressing questions, not the least of which is what happened Monday night.” Aunt Helena gave me a version of my own smile, tilting her head. My stomach sank. Tit-for-tat sucked when one was about to be on the receiving end. “Or who it is that you have fallen in love with?” She tapped her chin. “Although, I believe I know that one.”


Confused, Nana looked from us to the doorway. “I leave for a few months and all damnation breaks loose.”


I choked back a laugh. She had no idea.


“Perhaps you could explain what these girls are talking about?” Nana asked. “There’s not much your cat eyes miss.”


Dropping Nana’s hands, I leaned back, catching my knees on the table to prevent a topple. I craned my head back, watching my upside-down brunette business partner enter.


“Not everything is mine to say,” Mynx said. “But in answer to the first, I left Cate the book.” She wore smartly-pressed, chocolate-trousers and a vibrant green sleeveless dress shirt that matched her eyes. No doubt, she was on her way to an appointment with a potential client. Mynx strode across the tiled floor with quiet steps. “I’d promised not to tell. There was no ban on showing.” She flashed me a smile. “Though I expected you to figure it out years ago.” Moving to the stove, she poured herself a mug of tea, and I let my chair legs hit the floor with a thump, facing my family again.


Nana cleared her throat. “Love?” She smiled, and I gave her a sheepish grin, nodding.


“Uh-huh.” Mynx pulled a chair out and sat by my side. “She’s got it bad.”


I blushed, not caring to deny it. Strangely enough, my grin just widened. “Detective Slone…Jacq.” Seeing Nana’s eyes widen, I rushed on. “I know, I must be crazy.” I ran my hand through the tangled curls I hadn’t bothered to braid after my nap. “She’s immortal.”


“And a woman,” Mynx supplied.


“You’re supposed to be helping,” I hissed, scowling at her. Mynx sipped her tea and smiled. I sighed again, wishing Jacq were close enough to feel her through our bond, but it didn’t reach to The Burg…or wherever she was.
“Yes, a woman, a remarkable one.” I turned to my grandmother. “I certainly wasn’t looking for it. I don’t know what will come of it…what could come of it, considering the league of differences between us. But I promised her I would give it a chance. I hope you won’t fight me on this.”


Surprisingly, Aunt Helena said, “I’ll give you my blessing.” She took a sip of her tea, giving me a speculative look. “Assuming she wasn’t the one to turn your pretty face into that mess of yellow and green bruises.” The steel in her voice tamped down my lingering anger. My family’s love and desire to protect me resonated with every word.


I absently felt my temple, letting my fingers trail down my cheek and neck, following the bruises she referred to. It was fortunate she couldn’t see the mottled mess that covered me from my collarbone to knees.


“No, this was a demon limo driver’s doing.” I spoke without thinking, my mind still on Jacq. “Though, I suppose the rogue demons that attacked us, my own demon beast, and the trap set by my new demon granny, Kathryn, are also to blame. Kathryn and her nephew, Vanguard, want something from me. Hopefully tonight when they come for dinner we’ll find out what that something is.” I looked up in concern as Nana shoved her chair back. Its feet scraped loudly against the brown tile.


Nana stood quickly, moving to a cabinet we rarely used, pulled out a bottle of brandy, and set it down on the table with a soft thunk. The seal crinkled as she tore it loose, opening the bottle with a crack before pouring us each nearly two fingers.


She put a small, amber-filled glass in front of me. “You’re right about one thing, child.” She patted my hand before sitting. “I didn’t see this coming.” She raised the liquor to her lips and took a surprisingly deep draught. “I suggest you start at the beginning.”


I took a sip of my own drink, felt its slow burn slide down my throat, and began my story. “The beginning…” I looked into my cup before eyeing the three women. “You would know better where that truly is, but here’s what I know.” I took a deep breath. “Three years ago, I cast a spell and it broke more than Luke’s heart—it broke me.”


On the day of my wedding to Luke, I’d cast a gray spell in an attempt to find my missing mother. I’d sacrificed my own pain and blood for a vision. But things had gone wrong. Something within me—what I now recognized as the restraints my family had put on my demon-half—had cracked. I’d been knocked into a coma where I’d received foggy glimpses of the future. When I awoke I remembered enough to know Luke and I weren’t meant to be.


“I’ve been changing ever since. Into what, I don’t know. But I’m more than a little afraid of what it could be.”


In that moment, my family’s sad knowing expressions said more than their silent tongues had in nearly thirty years. They had known, or at least suspected, that my spell had broken their bindings.


And they had left me alone in my ignorance to deal with the fallout.


It was painful enough to face something like this alone. But to know that my family had known and given me no other choice? To see clearly in their faces that they would give me no explanation or excuse, not today, maybe never? That was enough to shatter my world as I had known it.


My mind screamed in denial, but I kept my voice calm, resigning myself to the knowledge that I would not get my answers, at least not at this time, not from my family. I began my story more delicately than how I had entered the room, knowing I would need their help to get Gemini her father back.


But while I was willing to call a temporary truce, I wasn’t giving up. From the corner of my eye, I glanced from Mynx to the book she had left me.


Sometimes allies could be found in the most unlikely of places. And a vow of silence could be negated…if one knew where to jam in the crowbar and was willing to deal with the scars that would be left when the job was done.


* * *


Head bowed, arms wrapped around her knees, Jacq sat in the cool shade of a tree far from anywhere she might be discovered. Or so she had thought. Sensing a presence, she raised eyes that glowed with the same bright silver slowly pulsing around her and glared at the intruder.


“Why are you here?” she snapped.


Whining, the demonic creature shuffled closer, crouched, then finally lay at her feet, its soft fur barely touching her shoes. The hound looked at her once with black irises, the red coals of Hell that normally burned there banked, then laid its head on its front paws, answering her question with its silence.


Understanding, Jacq bent her head to her knees and debated. Seconds passed. Nearly panting with pain, she finally released a silent sigh of grudging acceptance, slowly loosening the stranglehold she’d placed over her ever-growing magic. Then she closed her eyes tightly and waited, hoping she had not misjudged. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the magic within her surged, the pulses growing faster and more powerful with every heartbeat, throbbing through her.


The hound whined again, this time in pleasure as its greedy flesh quickly absorbed everything she could give. Jacq cried out, first in agony then in sweet relief as the flood of power that had threatened to blow through her skin and consume her in the process rushed out. It was so bright she saw stars behind her closed lids. Unable to breathe, she felt as if her soul were spilling free. Then the force passed and she once again gasped air.


Jacq sat there for several minutes, letting the magical aftershocks ebb, panting softly. Finally, she wiped the sweat from her brow, stretched stiff muscles, and stood, looking at the motionless beast at her feet. It had done for her what no demon had done for one of her kind in millennia. Jacq appreciated its sacrifice, though she would likely never understand the motivations behind it. Crouching briefly, she ran her hand over its now scorching hot fur, feeling the soft, slow rise of its chest, strangely thankful that she had not killed it, even if its death would not have been permanent.


Jacq stood again and tried to eye it dispassionately. She now knew, or thought she knew, its Master. But she didn’t know what purpose its presence served or the level of threat it might someday pose to Cate. Almost unbidden, a silver sword appeared in her hand. They would be better off if it were dead. She glided across the soft pine needles and cool earth, circling the soundly sleeping creature, gauging every angle and approach.


Without hesitation, Jacq struck, the sword flashing bright with magic as it arced downward. Just as quickly, she pulled the blade out of the damp ground she’d speared it into and waited only long enough to ensure the silver runes spread like frost rising from the ground, circling the unconscious beast…the illusion so perfect none would see the animal hidden within. The spell would last as long as the hound slept. Unlike her former employer, the Council, Jacq did not kill without just cause.


Nor did she leave an ally, no matter how unlikely, vulnerable. The night she had seen Cate and decided not to walk away, she’d chosen on which side she would stand. It was too late to start second-guessing that decision, even if that meant going to bed with old enemies…or new ones.


* * *


Burned at the stake. Even for a woman who played with fire on a daily basis, those were truly horrible words. I stared at the black and white, woodcut flames, wondering at the details that no longer made sense. Wondering what could possess someone to do something so horrific to anyone, but especially to someone so young. The picture showed a child of maybe seven years, face contorted in pain, standing atop a large pile of burning wood, body surrounded by smoke and flames. A large crowd circled the blaze, but that was where things got weird.


The angry mob I expected was anything but. The emotions on the small, black and white faces were hard to understand. One side of each face was in shadow, the other starkly clear and painful to see. If that wasn’t strange enough, the watchers didn’t look angry. A mob in the midst of burning a child alive should look crazed with rage. But if anything, these people seemed…sad, hurt, fearful? It was hard to say. But I’d seen that same mysterious look on my family’s face more than once, and the possible connection was disturbing. I shook my head, impossibly more confused than I had been an hour ago.


A text about demons had seemed useful, but as I flipped through the pages, I remembered why I’d read only a smattering of the book. The majority was in Latin. And while I knew a great deal of that old dead language for spell-casting, many of the words were still foreign. Other parts were written in even older, unrecognizable languages. Languages no doubt Aunt Helena spoke fluently. It was as if the book had been written by different authors, born in different time periods. I looked at a set of symbols that appeared to be childish squiggles. And of different sobriety levels.


Like the book, my conversation with Aunt Helena and Nana had offered great potential for enlightenment but fallen far short of expectation. I was thankful they had left the kitchen, allowing me a few minutes to digest their revelations or lack thereof before my meeting. They hadn’t denied what they’d done. But they’d avoided explaining why. And that was what I so desperately wanted. Though it was little consolation, they’d confirmed taking a vow of silence. Their lips wouldn’t say who had issued the vow, but their faces had said enough. My mother. She was keeping them silent even from the grave. While I was normally all for family unity, today the ties that bind felt more like a noose.


The only highlight had been learning that Arno Wellsy’s house, located through the woods behind our property, would soon be occupied. Wellsy’s young grandchildren and their guardian, Cassie, were driving down from Virginia and were expected late tonight. Cassie’s great-aunt, The Witch Prime, insisted the move would be good for the grieving children. Aunt Helena was executor of Arno’s will. The Prime’s secretary had called her and asked if the house could be made ready. I didn’t see how this was good for the children so soon after learning their grandfather was gone, but Aunt Helena and Nana were excited about their arrival.


Taking advantage of that excitement, I’d explained Gemini’s case and my need. During our battle, Nicodemus had covered himself with wards to block any magical attacks. Jacq had similar wards at my door to prevent entry of black-magic wielders. I suspected a new ward combining these two might prevent possession. Nana and Aunt Helena had looked at the wards I’d drawn and agreed it was possible. But neither could explain how Roskov had been possessed. For this, I’d have to ask my new demon grandmother.


Mynx stood by the stove fixing a fresh pot of tea. As if sensing my thoughts, she said, “Your grandmother was wrong, you know.”


“About what?” I didn’t look up from the page. I had to be missing something.


“About that book. It’s not Helena’s.” That drew my attention. Mynx turned and looked at me very seriously. “It was your Gram’s, then your mother’s. Now it’s yours.”


“Why—” I looked down at the old dusty pages, unsure of the question I wanted to ask.


Mynx turned back to the stove. “Evie gave it to me to leave for you.” Her voice was so low I had to strain to hear. “I’ve always wondered if maybe she didn’t know…” Her voice broke. “She said sometimes—” Mynx cleared her throat. “Sometimes we have to find the answers for ourselves to believe them.”


“Maybe,” I said hoarsely, eyes watering as I stared at her back. When she didn’t turn around, I looked back to the book. I often forgot that Mynx had helped raise my mother like she had me. When I had lost my mother, Mynx had lost a good friend, a daughter almost. The teakettle whistled, and I heard her move about, fixing things. We both remained silent, letting our sadness fade under the weight of routine and contemplation.


Minutes later, my head was bent over the table, my body hunched as I again squinted at the print, expecting to see answers emerge if I looked at it just so, when Mynx plopped down a cup of tea so close to my face my eyes crossed.


“You know,” I said, trying to lighten the mood, “a clue would be nice. Preferably a big fat one on a billboard with giant neon arrows.”


I felt Mynx move to stand close behind me. Her voice lowered.
“Your mother did tell me one thing.” She reached past my shoulder and closed the book, snapping its cover shut and sending a small cloud of dust into the air. “She said sometimes it’s not what you see but what you don’t that wins the day.” I turned to see her arch a brow. “Cluey enough for you?” Then like the cat she was, Mynx turned and left, heading to answer the wards that were ringing, signaling someone’s arrival.


“What about my arrows?” I shouted. Over her shoulder, she pointed at me with her middle finger. Cheeky. I grinned. Evidently, the example of the smart-mouthed Fera was wearing off on my normally reserved business partner.


Mynx’s step never faltered, so certain was she that her brief message would eventually make perfect sense. And in a way, it did. I looked at the cover and tried to see what I didn’t see.


Which was a great deal.


“Shit.” There was no title. How could I have missed that? The cover was completely blank, its old spine smooth and bare. How could a book not have a title? I opened it to the first page but saw only a small inscription written in a familiar hand. It said merely, Darkness is…


What sort of metaphorical, philosophical, cheapskate bullshit was that? Could my mother not afford the ink to finish the sentence?


I returned to the woodcut, looking again at the mob. The empty-handed mob that stood before a massive blaze yet somehow still managed to be half in shadow. I closed the book again, looking at the cover then the title page. Mynx had said to look for what was missing.


Surely, it couldn’t be as easy as that.


Illuminare, I thought the word even as I cast the spell, bringing light to the darkness that was my life. Magic shimmered briefly before settling on the old leather. My jaw dropped as fire spread across the book’s cover. “Mother of—” I beat at the flames. Great, I’d just torched my only hope of getting an answer. I lifted my hand to smack the old leather again and stopped, shocked.


The leather had darkened until it was black and liquid, its surface undulating like living water, its shape that of a giant arched gate. Across the gate, flames had burned into the cover, were burning there still. As if living in the leather, the fire rippled and shimmered with life, its brilliant golden-red shocking against the gate’s blackness. But now the flames formed a picture. Two shadowy hands held swords of flame, crossed to form a large fiery X and above the swords, as if rising from where they clashed, was a bright bird of flame.


I traced the bird lovingly, feeling it shudder under my caress, its feathers ruffling in pleasure at my touch. I stroked the bird’s wings, and a familiar zinging magic shot up my arm. Its beak opened, cawing silently in delight. I jerked my hand back, face flushed, embarrassed, confused…and very uncomfortable. I knew this creature. Had given pleasure to this creature.


And I didn’t mean the one encased in leather.


Down to the golden wings and the look in the proud eyes, detail for detail, this beautiful, noble, extraordinarily confusing phoenix matched the one tattooed on Jacq’s back. I couldn’t look away. Unbearably curious, I turned to the title page, watching as little scrawls of fire, directed by an unseen hand, finished the sentence, filling it in with the exact words I had expected.


I smiled sadly. The ability to bring forth light had been my very first spell. I’d been afraid of monsters lurking in the dark. My mother had taught me, a child too young to yield magic well, the simple spell to dispel my fear. For who could fear something she could banish with a wave of her hand?


Memories fading, I laid my hands to either side of the book, my fingers trembling. I finally had my answers, and I was too scared to turn the page.


If this were Jacq sitting here frightened of a book, I would tease her unmercifully. I laughed at the impossible idea. There wasn’t much that scared Jacqueline Slone. I took a deep breath and flipped the page, watching as fire moved letters and images, rewriting the page to form something understandable. The words were now English but no longer in a familiar hand and looked old…very, very old. I read only, In the beginning, when Gem and Mynx called my name from the hall, making me jump.


With great effort, I dragged my eyes from the image of a woman, face deep in a cloak’s shadowy hood, walking with a bundle in her arms toward an active darkmirror. Though I couldn’t see the woman’s face, there was something in me that recognized the image. Something that understood it meant more than a trip through the gates.


Unfortunately, it was time for my meeting. Grudgingly, almost reverently, I closed the book. Exstinguere. Magic again shimmered as the spell settled over the tome. With regret, I watched the beautiful phoenix silently caw once, mourning its loss of freedom. Then it disappeared, hidden once more within the leather. For a second, my chest hurt. With my thumb, I rubbed the book’s cover, feeling nothing more than cool cowhide. Something so beautiful should never be bound away to live in darkness.


I left the kitchen, heading to my meeting with Fera and Gem, taking my tea and the book with me. This immortal bird of flame and fire, of sunlight and ash, wasn’t gone. Soon, I would again light her world and she would be reborn.


I only hoped she could return the favor.



 
Chapter Seven




“Tickle me pink and set my hair on fire. I think we’ve got a winner.”


—From Buck Leroux’s Wedding Vows





“Exactly how do you plan on breaking into a secure facility full of dead bodies and getting yourself and the cor—” Gentling her tone, Fera cut her eyes to Gem, who occupied the other chair. They occupied the den’s brown leather armchairs. “My apologies, how do you plan to get yourself and the late Mr. Roskov out without being caught? His autopsy is in seven days. That’s not much time for making plans.”


I sat on the old cream-striped couch, glad Jacq wasn’t back to hear my answer. For the same reason, I was glad Aunt Helena and Nana were in the kitchen preparing for our dinner guests’ arrival. Gem nodded, acknowledging Fera’s courtesy, but didn’t speak.


“Simple.” I gave the grieving daughter’s worried face a reassuring smile before turning back to the curious sheriff. “You’re going to kill me. Then I’ll fit right in.”


As expected, Fera’s smile slipped. “No. Fucking. Way. Jacqueline would have my hide.” She tossed her multicolored hair over her shoulder, rested an ankle across her knee, and scowled.


Behind me, a husky voice growled, “You may be assured of that.”


It was my turn to be surprised. I hadn’t sensed Jacq’s return. She strode briskly into the room, eased herself onto the old couch, and slid her hand into mine. The determined set of her jaw and the warm brush of her magic against mine made something low in my belly clench.


“Don’t worry.” I gave Jacq a quick smile and squeezed her hand but kept talking to Fera and Gem, trying to put my reactions aside until a more appropriate time. I could sense Jacq wasn’t overly concerned. She knew I had a plan…just not what it was. “I don’t mean kill me, literally. I was thinking more one of the Fae’s famous stasis spells with a bit of a twist.”


“Oh, well,” Fera threw her hands up, “that makes it just fine then. Those things are dangerous and not even legal.”


Gem remained quiet, but her eyes flicked from woman to woman.


I said, “They’re only dangerous if done by someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing. That wouldn’t be the case here, correct?”


Fera’s silent, stony expression was answer enough.


“And they’re not legal or illegal.” I gave the now glowering Fera a pointed look. “The humans have to know about it, for them to ban it, and I sort of noticed there were quite a few things the Fae didn’t disclose when they took their place as America’s newest royalty.”


Jacq cleared her throat, her thoughts saying I’d inadvertently touched a sore subject. Though I wasn’t sure what I’d said to make Fera so red-faced.


“Maybe,” Fera slowly emphasized her words, “some hide some
things.” Her eyes cut briefly to Gem. “You know as well as I that much of what is hidden is done so by the Council’s decree, and that it’s for the humans’ as well as the Fae’s protection.” Eyes blazing with anger, she said strongly, “Even so, I’ll help you…only so you don’t land your ass in my jail. Babysitting you for a few days, much less a few decades, would drive me insane.” She turned sympathetic eyes to Jacq. A look passed between the two, and I elbowed my stubborn, chivalrous…suddenly unhelpful…protector.


Belatedly, Jacq chimed in, “She’s not that bad. Really.” The response was halfhearted, but I smiled at her, giving my detective an A for effort if not enthusiasm.


“Thanks, honeybunches.” At my overly sweet words, Fera snorted and Jacq made a strangled sound in her throat. The serious Gem barely held in a chuckle. I ignored it all. “Now, back to business. We’ll have to wait and finalize everything once the agency’s newest employee arrives tomorrow.” Jacq and Fera both arched a brow, which I also ignored. “Until then, first things first. Gem, how are you at driving a stick shift?”


Gemini’s only request (other than asking for help in the gargantuan feat of getting her father’s body away from the cryogenics lab where the Council had stashed it) was that she be involved directly with the planning and actual mission. No doubt she was skilled, but I was leery about taking an unknown entity on a job. So we’d reached a compromise. Gem would provide my exit.


Finding something funny in my question, Gem actually smiled, showing her fangs. “I’m a fair enough driver.”


Gem hadn’t said much since her arrival, and this was the first I’d seen of her smile today. At the meeting’s beginning, Fera and I had joked with her over coffee and Aunt Helena’s lemon bars. Gem had warmed briefly when explaining her father’s romance to her Turkish nomad mother. But it was as if Domini Roskov’s ghost sat by his daughter’s side, the bitter chill of his ethereal presence invading her soul, because though her tone had often been light, the darkness had never left her eyes. I understood this too well. Gem could never be truly happy until she had put her father to rest.


“And what exactly will she be driving?” Fera’s impertinent question interrupted my melancholy musings. “I seem to have noticed,” she made air quotes then crossed her arms, “that your truck is in no condition for travel.”


I winced. My grandpa’s old Silverado was definitely in no shape for driving on the road and certainly not for transporting a dead body…or in this case, bodies. But I had this covered.


“Patience, grasshopper. You do your share. I’ll do mine. The Council will get what they need. And everything will work out just perfectly.” Or so I hope. I still didn’t put it past Fera to get more info and then try to arrest me. I was keeping her on a strict need-to-know basis with the understanding that there was very little she needed to know.


Jacq rested her head against her other hand and stretched out her long muscular legs. I moved our joined hands to her hard thigh, giving the hot trouser-clad limb a brief pat before turning to the others to go over our timeframe. Jacq was smart to make herself comfortable.


I was just getting warmed up.


* * *


Jacq and I were spending a moment alone in the den before our guests arrived. Fera had invited herself to dinner, but until then she was thankfully off somewhere finding something to amuse herself with. I’d neglected to mention our dinner guests’ identities and looked forward to Fera’s reaction when she realized she was having biscuits and gravy with demons.


When Nana had found out Gem was lodging in a hotel, she’d invited her to stay at the house. Gem was now on her way back to NOLA to check out and retrieve her luggage. She had tried to argue otherwise but had given in when faced with my grandmother’s staunch civility. I hadn’t said a word—it was safer that way. Besides, with Rom in the nursery, Gem in the guest room, Brit in my mom’s room, and our new secretary taking the rooms above the agency offices, that left only my room for Jacq, which was just fine with me. There were other rooms and the attic, but they hadn’t been used in some time and were not ready for guests. My bright phoenix had already made it clear she was on vacation and would not leave until I kicked her from the house. Not surprisingly, I seemed incapable of doing that.


“That went well,” I said softly.


Jacq smiled and slipped closer on the couch. Her warm arm went around me, and I rested my head on her shoulder, sighing in happiness. She nuzzled my neck, murmuring, “Uh, hmm. Very well. Now care to share what you’re up to?”


I turned my lips to meet hers, brushing them gently several times before sinking into a slow sensual kiss. The den door was open, so I didn’t want to give my family a free show. But we were slouched low enough, the old cream-striped couch’s back hiding us, that I thought they wouldn’t see…too much. I withdrew my lips, regrettably needing to breathe. “And spoil the surprise?”


Jacq’s eyes crinkled as she laughed softly, flashing that one dimple. “There won’t be any surprises left if you move your hand any higher.”


Blood rushed to my face as I realized the hand I’d rested on her leg had been moving up her inner thigh, leisurely making its way closer and closer toward forbidden territory. I stilled my hand but didn’t move it, instead squeezing her tight muscles, feeling them jump beneath my touch.


“Cate,” Jacq growled, “you’re asking for trouble.”


I brought my lips back to hers, whispering as our mouths were an inch apart, “Maybe I am. Or maybe I’ve already found it. Are you complaining?” I smiled and kissed her, tugging gently on her lower lip before darting my tongue into her mouth, just as quickly pulling back, waiting for her response.


Jacq blinked several times, her stormy eyes hazy with desire.
“Never.” She pushed me back, her body pressing mine into the couch. Her lips again met mine, this time in a more demanding assault. Her hot hand slipped under my shirt and spread across my belly, pulling at the phoenix piercing in my navel. I’d consistently worn it instead of an everyday stud. The strange urge to so blatantly wear my totem at all times had been confusing, until I’d seen Jacq’s tattoo. She tugged and the pull went lower.


My back bowed upward before falling back to the couch. Moaning softly, I panted out, “Now, who’s looking for trouble?”


Jacq moved her hot lips to my neck, her teeth grazing the sensitive skin below my ear before softly saying, “Ah, but that’s the difference between us, my love. Trouble found me all on its own.”


With the “my love,” my mouth popped open but no words came out. She brought her lips back to hover above mine, her gaze nearly black with want locked with mine. Magic arced between us, an almost visible heatwave in the air. I watched as all of her restraint and good intentions seemed to melt away, replaced with an all-consuming hunger. My mouth went dry. I whimpered as my own hunger rose to the surface. My demon beast paced her cage restlessly as she too felt Jacq’s call.


“Trouble found me,” Jacq said. “You found me. But I’ll be damned if I’ll release either of you anytime soon.” Smoky eyes smoldering, Jacq made an almost inhuman growling sound of hunger, and I gasped as her hard mouth found mine, no longer soft and gentle but rough and commanding. No longer asking but taking.


In the words of a not-so-famous general, “When faced with unassailable forces, sometimes you simply must throw up the white flag, set out the good china, and invite the enemy into your bed. That is the only truly Southern thing to do.” If there was one thing I knew, it was how to be a true Southerner.


As Jacq’s hot hands moved higher, spreading across my ribs before moving behind my back, pulling me tightly to her body, I threaded my fingers in her hair, held her lips tightly to my own, and began to wave my white flag in earnest. There was no time to find a bed, but you could bet that with company coming the good china was already on the table. The rest we would simply have to improvise.


We lost track of everything but the heat building between us. Slowly, my hands slid from Jacq’s hair, down her jaw, between her breasts, and across her stomach to her belt. Jacq groaned. I kissed her, stealing the sound even as I loosened her belt. Her body moved slowly above mine with just enough pressure to hint at what was coming. Our mouths fused together over and over again, stoking our fires higher and higher. Countless minutes passed. Her smoky eyes watched as my fingers snicked the zipper on her pants downward. Desire had completely fogged my brain and I suspected Jacq’s as well, because we both jumped when a knock sounded at the den’s open door.


Fortunately for me, as I was lying below my love, my jump was merely a convulsion of startled limbs. However Jacq, thinking my family was about to discover us in a most indelicate situation, broke our kiss and rolled to the side, sacrificing her dignity for mine.


Unfortunately, there was nowhere for her to go but down.


Jacq landed on the hard floor with a painful-sounding thud and lay there, panting, mock-scowling as I laughed. The painfully tight muscles in my abdomen jerked with each soft chuckle. Having felt our visitor’s magical resonance, I knew it wasn’t my family, so I took the time to lean over and kiss Jacq briefly on the lips. She eyed me, bemused and a little chagrined. I needed to inform her soon that my family knew about us. Otherwise, next time the chivalrous woman might roll off something higher up and crack her head. Then we’d be a fine concussed pair.


Suppressing my mirth, I lifted my red face above the couch’s back to see an embarrassed Brittan standing in the doorway.


She cleared her throat. “Nana asked me to give you a message. She didn’t want to disturb your…uh,” Brit coughed, “business meeting. There was a call. Your company and their escorts left NOLA early thanks to the heavy cloud cover. They should be here right after sunset. Someone named Seth thought you might want to know.”


I looked to the window, noticing the unusually early darkness.
“Thank you, yes.” I smiled, my embarrassment slipping away.


Brit began to leave but hesitated. That’s when I noticed the sheathed sword she clutched tightly. I hadn’t seen Brit with the blade since the events with Nicodemus.


“Brit, did you want to talk?” I asked, looking to Jacq, who’d righted her clothes and now stood beside me.


Sensing my thoughts, Jacq bent and kissed me on the temple. “I’m going for a run and to check the wards. I’ll see you at dinner.”


I bit the inside of my cheek, barely restraining a grin, and flicked a finger across her loose belt buckle. Jacq reached down and cinched the belt, searing me with a look that made my toes tingle. It said payback was a bitch, one I was sure to enjoy. She strode away confidently, stopping only to murmur reassurance to Brittan on her way out.


I dragged my eyes from Jacq’s retreating back to Brit, who was also watching Jacq intently.


Brit shrugged, a slight flush rising on her neck. “I’d like to talk if you have the time.”


“Sure.” I patted the couch in offering but Brit took an armchair. She placed the sheathed sword over her knees and absently traced the leather’s etched symbols.


“Do you mind if I bow out of tonight’s family dinner?” Brittan asked, not meeting my eyes. “Risa called. She’s leaving on an assignment for Grey and won’t be returning for several days. I thought I’d sit with Rom.”


“I don’t mind,” I said gently. Risa was the Were tiger Brit had become attached to before the battle with Nicodemus. Rom was Risa’s twin brother. He’d been injured during the battle and was in bad shape. The twins’ Alpha, Grey, wouldn’t have sent Risa on assignment now unless she’d asked for it. Risa was running, and I wasn’t the only one who knew it.


“Weres aren’t known for being the best communicators,” I said.
“Risa probably just needs time and space to grieve.”


“Maybe,” Brit said evenly, her head still bowed.


“Was there something else?”


“Yes.” Brit took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Did you know?” She raised her eyes, and I was startled to note their color. They were as green as new grass. So caught up in my own life, I had missed the change. Brit’s eyes, while pretty when we’d first met three days ago, had not been this vivid color. Her hair was a much deeper, much truer yellow than before, making her blue stripe stand out even more. These were signs of her new status as a magical being. A status she must face every time she looked into a mirror.


“Know what?” I asked, suspecting her meaning.


“Did you know what would happen to me, what I would become, when you gave me this?” In a move reminiscent of the moment she referred to, Brittan lifted the sheathed sword, balancing it across both palms. “Your family has gifts. Gifts I don’t understand. I thought maybe you had known.”


I took her question seriously, searching my mind and memories.
“No,” I finally answered. “I don’t believe I did. I didn’t know what was coming. None of us did.” Searching her face, I asked softly, “Would it be easier if I had?”


“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Then I would have someone to blame, someone to be angry at, instead of feeling so…so…” Brit lowered her head, her green eyes shining with unshed tears.


“Lost,” I supplied. Leaning forward, I put my hands on top of hers, the sword resting between our palms. Brit looked up, again surprised. “I understand how it is to become something you weren’t before, to somehow change. Not only are you different in here,” I rested a finger over her heart, “you’re different in here,” I moved my finger to her forehead. “How you see yourself…and the world…has changed.” She nodded. “And I’m sorry to tell you, but it will never be what it once was. You can never again be what you were. Even if your body could go back to being the same old Brit, the one I met days ago—no magic, no battle-scars, no looming, uncertain future—even if you could be that person again, your heart and your view of things could not.”


Anger filled the bright green orbs. Her fingers curled up, biting into the sheath’s leather under my hand. “How can you be so certain? I could learn to control it…” She stopped. The anger in her eyes turned to fright.


“Yes, you could. But what sort of life would that be? And do you really want to?” I said, asking the questions I’d recently asked my own mirrored reflection. I stood and squeezed Brittan’s shoulder. “Whatever you decide to do, whoever you decide to be, we’ll be here to help you.”


I headed for the door, the words echoing in my head. And well they should. I’d heard them from Nana this afternoon when I’d told her about the battles raging within my own heart, mind, and soul.


Brit continued to stare at her sword, never looking up as I left the room. If only I could give her the answers she so desperately wanted. But I was still searching for them myself.


How could I hope to provide them for someone else?


* * *


Mynx sipped her drink and used the mirror behind the bar to unobtrusively watch the crowd. Having left so late, she’d found it difficult to make it to the arranged spot on time. But not only had she managed it, apparently she had preceded her new client through the door. Or rather, the woman who wanted to be her client. The woman had been sparse with the details. Mynx wasn’t sure if she would accept the job…whatever it might be. She swirled the red wine around her glass and watched the woman with long auburn curls approach. There was something strangely familiar about her. As she stepped near, the woman half-smiled, a dimple showing in one cheek, and Mynx felt that sense of recognition again. The woman pulled out a chair.


Mynx looked into familiar light blue eyes and said, “Do I know you?”


“Not yet.” The woman flashed another smile. “But you will.”


Hearing the husky voice, Mynx gulped her wine and signaled for another. She had the feeling she was going to need it.



 
Chapter Eight




“In the South, it’s important to remember three things: Everyone is related. Everything is connected. And that old adage about wearing clean underwear is always…always…true. Now I suggest you go change yours before you make a mess of my floor.”


—Mamie Deveroux





Night Eleven


I eyed the vampire kneeling at my feet in disbelief. I’d never had a man fall to the ground before me, at least not willingly. So to say I was surprised, after opening the ward door to allow in the Demon Queen and her entourage only to have one lay down in supplication at my sandal-clad toes, was an understatement. And to have it be this smarmy, bloodsucker friend of Serena’s was flabbergasting. I couldn’t say why but I looked to my new demon grandmother for assistance, for the first time distantly noting we were nearly the same height.


Despite the very modern cut of her flowing golden gown, the bearing of Denoir’s Queen was timelessly regal. There was no crown gracing her silver head, no scepter in her thin hand, no ceremonial robes trailing behind her. By all appearances, she was incognito. But her aura of command, the dignified stillness of her features, the pride that kept her spine ever straight—all these things and more made her nobility unquestionable.


She eyed the kneeling man then me and subtly jerked her chin upward.


I looked from the vampire’s bowed head to the two vamps standing behind the Queen and her guard/nephew Van, their expressions expectant, and sighed. “Stand up, already.”


Only his head rose. Shades now gone, the suited Kin’s black eyes stared into mine. “I made a blood oath,” he said, “our greatest of vows, and it was broken. As the one my word was given to, my loyalty to my Master cannot be trusted until you exact a punishment and forgive me of this. Else I am to be your servant all the days of your life.”


The words were spoken very calmly, but it was easy to tell the Kin found them distasteful. He wasn’t the only one. My blood pressure rose. Seth knew this was going to happen. That damn vampire had decided to leave me out of the loop. Undoubtedly, he was even now in his NOLA lair, laughing his fanged head off.


I was pissed but not at the kneeling vampire, and I wasn’t going to show my temper so early in the evening. Besides, even without the warning, I’d expected this, simply not so soon. I’d vetted all of Seth’s employees as part of last week’s search for their stolen money—half of which was still missing. I knew enough about the vampire before me to know he was, annoyingly enough, a man of his word.


I waved the kneeling vampire’s request away and tried to smile.
“Fine, your punishment is waived as I already hold others responsible for my injuries and that matter has been settled with Denoir’s Queen. Argue that point and you’ll insult the demons.” He scowled but didn’t say a word. “And you’ll have my forgiveness for a favor.”


His expression turned neutral, but I detected the doubt in his eyes. The Blood didn’t believe in free generosity. And in this case, he was right. I needed something. But it wasn’t what he was expecting.


“It’s a small favor,” I explained. “Not a drop of blood need be spilled to fulfill it. We’ll discuss it after my meeting. Now, Marco, get up off the ground. My dinner’s on the table, and it’s getting cold.”


His cheek twitched, but he didn’t speak. He did, however, climb to his feet.


I turned to my guests, noting several vampires had been left outside the wards to guard the white limo parked just beyond the swirling green and blue barrier. “Please, follow me.”


I led them into the house and to the dark-paneled dining room. It was a little late for dinner, but we were operating on the Kin’s schedule. Though the vampires would not be eating, they would stay near their charges. Not only was the kitchen too small, it was also too informal according to Aunt Helena and Nana. I’d argued we didn’t need anything fancy for the demons but had been thrown out of the kitchen when I’d suggested simply plunking a half-opened can of Spam down on each plate. I’d wisely kept my second suggestion of frozen pizza to myself.


Instead, the Delacy matriarchs had spent hours cooking, cleaning, forcing me to undergo more healing until my bruises had faded to the nearly unnoticeable stage, and generally bossing everyone around. I’d attempted to help but had been shooed away. I’d even been told what to wear and had graciously (okay, almost graciously) consented to “pretty-up,” as my late Grams would have said, in a white sundress, white sandals, and a pair of silver enspelled earrings which provided the illusion of blue eye shadow and pink lipstick. It seems that though I’d provided the invitation, for the time being I was not in charge. Most might find this lack of control stressful. I simply went with it. As long as no one made me wear pantyhose or tried to take away the knife I’d strapped to my upper thigh, we were good.


Fera and my family were already gathered around the table, which was spread with a southern-style feast of biscuits, pot roast, vegetables, and, of course, a large vat of gravy.


Everyone stood as we entered. Hiding my smile, I said, “Kathryn, Demon Queen of Denoir, meet Josephine Fera, the local Council sheriff. Fera, Nana, and Aunt Helena, please meet my grandmother and her nephew, Vanguard.”


Prepared, Nana and Aunt Helena had polite smiles on their faces. Fera managed to mask her surprise until I hit “grandmother,” then her butt hit her chair, the soft plop loud in the quiet room.


“Let’s eat, I’m starving.” I pulled out a chair, sat quickly, and placed my napkin into my lap.


“Catherine!” Nana scolded. She pulled out a chair for the Demon Queen, who arched a brow. I smiled at the two, my face cheerfully blank.


“Like that’s not going to get confusing,” Fera muttered.


Van snorted, and the others moved to take their seats. The vamps stayed right outside the door.


I reached for a biscuit, and Aunt Helena slapped my hand. “We’ll have a blessing and welcome our guests.” More softly, she added, “Then you can find something to fill that big mouth of yours.”


I bit my lip to keep in a laugh, unfazed by my aunt’s rebuke. Since I’d been kicked out of the kitchen, a snack had been difficult to garner. If we didn’t commence with the eating soon, a hand-slap wouldn’t be enough to stop me.


Nana and Aunt Helena made proper greetings, exclaiming over the demon attack on the limo and their appreciation that Seth’s doctor had taken such good care of me. They courteously tiptoed around the fact our demon guests had put me in the position to be hurt in the first place. Earlier, I’d told my family Seth’s report that Jacq had actually done the majority of the healing. I hoped they would make a larger fuss over her efforts later, though I couldn’t be sure. Oddly, Aunt Helena seemed in favor of our romance, but I couldn’t read Nana. Still, I wasn’t too worried. Knowing Nana, she would let me know soon enough which side of the fence she occupied.


Their gushing done, Nana announced the blessing. Everyone bowed their heads and closed their eyes, even the mannerly demons. Everyone, but me. Sensing a certain dashing law enforcer’s return, I kept my head up and my eyes on the open archway. As my grandmother recited a traditional prayer to thank the goddess for the repast we were about to partake of, Jacq strode confidently past the Kin, stopping just inside the archway. I briefly admired her black trousers, matching short-sleeved shirt, and dark green vest before mouthing,
“Welcome.”


That dimpled half grin appeared, and I smiled back. She silently moved to my side and took the chair I’d held for her. Under the table, her hand slid into mine. All seemed right with the world. Then my stomach growled loudly, interrupting the prayer. Jacq raised a brow and smirked, while my Aunt Helena cracked an eye long enough to scowl at me. I looked at Jacq, shrugged, and smiled.


No doubt more trouble was on the horizon. But for a moment, while looking into my love’s gray gaze and feeling her mind once again tucked securely into mine, I was willing to believe tonight was not about secrets and bargains—not about blood and pain—but about family and new beginnings.


Yeah, so I was probably having another of those overly optimistic moments, but everyone’s entitled to a few. I just happened to be using all of mine within the span of a few days.


* * *


After all that hype about having dinner with demons, the event itself seemed rather dull. Even the normally curious, asinine Fera was muted. The two stiff-suited vamps, Marco and another I didn’t recognize, stood outside the dining room, watching the empty hall. They declined Nana’s offer of wine and stood like cold, pale statues guarding a tomb. Considering how the conversation was dying a slow death, the analogy seemed apt.


We covered local politics, national politics, who was cheating on who with whom, the strain of traveling between realms, politics again, and predictions as to how the local football teams would do in the upcoming school year. The last led to a strange conversation between Jacq and Van explaining the sport, which led to a costly explanation of what a TV was. I say costly as I’d bet Mynx they had cable in Hell, or at least the reality shows. Apparently I was wrong and ten bucks poorer for it since my sly aunt would no doubt crow to Mynx of my defeat when she returned. Finally the talk died. The atmosphere was so stifling I expected a tumbleweed to roll through at any moment.


Nana sat at the table’s head with Kathryn to her left and Fera to her right. Jacq sat beside Fera and Van beside Kathryn. I sat on Jacq’s other side, opposite Aunt Helena, who sat beside Van. There were seven of us, but the table was large and almost half empty.


Van made pleased sounds as he dug into a plate of butterbeans and ham hock, while I picked through my vegetables, trying to find something not slathered in bacon grease. Jacq eyed the massive container of gravy dubiously but dutifully asked for another biscuit. A few minutes prior, I’d whispered in her ear that I’d told my family about our dating. Now, to my amusement, my already polite detective was being extra courteous. She said please, thank you, ma’am, if I may, and every other mannerly thing she could think of. It was good my father was in Hell—otherwise, my diligent, unexpectedly nervous suitor might have asked his permission to go-a-courting. Then I’d be obliged to shoot her on principle.


Denoir’s Queen very solicitously passed Jacq the biscuit plate. Light glinted from her finger, drawing my eyes to the ring there. The top of the ring was wide and etched with a very familiar blazing sun emblem. I frowned. I had seen that same design somewhere recently.


The Queen drew me from my thoughts when she asked, “Might I inquire as to your health, young Catherine?” She tried to smile, but it looked as if her lips had forgotten which way was up.


I didn’t bother to return the smile. “You might, but I wish you wouldn’t.” Someone kicked me under the table, and I glared at my aunt, whose expression as she daintily ate her turnips was too innocent to be believed.


“Cate,” Nana muttered, “could you at least pretend to be respectful?”


There were a dozen replies I could give to that, one that advised muttering was pointless when sitting at a table with creatures whose hearing was better than our own, but I wisely kept them to myself. I sighed. “I’m almost well. Thank you, Your Majesty. I’ll be the same as I ever was in a day or two.” Whatever…whoever…that was.


“Is that a good thing?” mumbled Fera around her biscuit. Jacq squeezed my hand.


The Queen nodded her silver head graciously. “Please, family should never bow to such formality. Call me Kathryn.”


I restrained a snort. She didn’t know the Delacys. This family was
all about formality.


Murmuring my thanks, I returned my gaze to my plate. A boring block of conversation followed where Van asked about the vegetables and their origins. In full lecture mode, Aunt Helena answered each question eagerly, making me glad we weren’t having chitlins. Some things I could live without hearing at the dinner table.


As soon as they ran out of veggies to discuss, everyone fell silent again. Outside the windows, frogs croaked loudly, accentuating the silence.


Fera patted her thigh impatiently. “Looks like rain.”


Several people grunted their agreement, the only sound the clatter of cutlery against porcelain. The weather? Really? We had come to this? If I could have made everyone chew faster, I would have. I almost felt bad for not telling Fera who our guests were before they’d arrived. Almost.


“Yeah,” I said, thickening my accent, “a real gully washer.” My aunt, catching my sarcasm, glared at me, and I moved my shins out of the line of fire. I looked up at the ceiling, praying for a fast-forward button.


As Nana and the Queen discussed the number of rainy days we got a year, Jacq’s head started to fall toward her chest. I pinched her thigh. She placed her hand over mine, whispering, “I’m not asleep, cher. I was trying to see whose foot that was.”


“Whose foot what?” I ducked my head to see a large foot wearing only a navy sock currently trying to work its way up my love’s leg. I put down my fork and glared at the man opposite her. “Vanguard!” I hissed, thankful my grandmothers weren’t paying us any attention.


Van looked from me to Jacq to Fera. He smiled charmingly. “My apologies, I seem to have the wrong woman.” Between the tan skin, expensive suit, light blue eyes, and strong chin, he looked like the playboy he acted. But the smile and good looks weren’t having the intended effect.


Fera glared. “Don’t even think about it, demon boy. My after-dinner plans don’t involve getting funky with you.”


Puzzled, Van looked to me.


I sighed. Again. “Keep your hands and feet—” Seeing his eyes light with the challenge, I added, “—and all other body parts to yourself. She’s not interested.”


His face fell. “Certainly. I would never impinge upon an unresponsive lady’s generosity.”


I rolled my eyes. I had the feeling Fera would be anything but unresponsive if Van tried to play footsy with her. More likely, the sheriff would whip out her gun and shoot off his toes. Goddess knows I would have dropped him at least twice now had there been room for my stun gun in this dress.


Van’s gaze shifted away, not bothering to linger on Jacq. Apparently, my love didn’t pique his fancy. He looked at my aunt briefly. Then his hopeful face turned to me.


“Oh no.” I held up my hand in protest. “Kissing cousins went out of style in the South a long time ago.”


“Strange.” He stabbed a brussels sprout, putting the entire thing in his mouth, crunching on it with delight. “It’s still quite common in Hell.”


“That explains a great deal,” Fera commented dryly.


I bit the inside of my cheek. In my head, Jacq was laughing. Even Aunt Helena was holding back a grin.


Loosening up, Fera told us about her attempts to reopen the search for my mother. For the first time thus far, I listened eagerly, weighing in with my own suggestions. Even Kathryn had tips for searching other realms using the gates. So maybe I was wrong. Dinner might not be quite as dull as I thought.


During a lull in the conversation, not giving up, Van looked to me again and smiled that come-hither smile. Jacq bared her teeth, and Van glared back. My aunt touched Van’s sleeve, drawing his attention away by asking his opinion on the search we’d conducted thus far. I released a breath of relief, taking my earlier regrets back.


I’d been dying of boredom, but if it meant Van was going to get feisty, I’d be happy with more dullness. Van broke from my aunt’s grasp long enough to sneak another glance my way. I reached down for the knife strapped to my thigh. Jacq grabbed my hand and held it tightly. I began to pray a very different sort of prayer, one that involved patience and a bloody battle-ax. With or without the goddess’s help, very soon I would explain something to my new cousin.


Whoever had said you had to take family as they come hadn’t meant
“in bed.” We might be a bit country, a lot backwoods, and completely Southern, but we weren’t incestuous. At least, not on this side of the gates. For that apparently you had to go a little further south than I was willing to travel.


* * *


Just up the road…


Once. Twice. Bright lights flashed in Cassie’s eyes. Gravel crunched as an unfamiliar car pulled to the empty roadside, stopping behind the small trailer hitched to her own vehicle. She moved to her feet, using one hand to shield her eyes while the other tightly gripped the tire iron, hiding it behind her back. Her heart pounded, adrenaline surging as a tall figure, hidden behind the car’s bright lights, emerged.


Once not long ago, Cassie wouldn’t have known fear. Her magic was strong, her body tough, and her determination unsurpassable. But that was before she had someone, two someones, relying upon her. Before she had something to protect, to live for.


Cassie silently cursed her lack of foresight and her great-aunt Lucine, the Witch Prime, for rushing them along on this ridiculous journey. She believed both were responsible for her inability to find her cell charger. She wasn’t sure who or what was to blame for the spare tire that was as flat as the tire it had just replaced, but she sensed magic at work and didn’t dare use her own magic to inflate the blasted thing. A misfired spell so close to the gas tank would end their night permanently.


As the figure approached, Cassie moved forward, blocking the backseat’s half-lowered window and the view of its sleeping occupants.


“Need help?” an accented female voice called.


Cassie’s immediate relief was short-lived. She of all people knew women were as dangerous, if not more so, than men. But the relief returned when the stranger stepped into the light and Cassie saw the phone in her hand.


“Yes, please. May I borrow your phone? I’m afraid my spare is done for.” Cassie forced a smile, trying not to look away, though the headlights were painfully bright. She could just make out shoulder-length, wavy dark hair and blue eyes.


“Certainly.” The stranger clicked something in her other hand, and the car lights extinguished.


Suddenly blind, Cassie tensed, the only light the phone in the stranger’s hand. The moon, still nearly full, was hidden behind clouds, leaving the area so far from city lights cloaked in shadows.


That accented voice, now a few feet closer, said, “Sorry, I’m not used to these American vehicles. Here.” The stranger extended the phone, its blue glow trailing behind it as Cassie’s eyes blurred with weariness.


Wiping a sweaty palm on her shorts, Cassie took the phone.


Gem stepped back, giving the nervous woman, a witch if she was reading the scent right, some space. But the woman just looked at the device blankly.


Blinking back a sudden, unexpected flood of tears, Cassie looked up helplessly. Finally able to make out the stranger’s concerned face, she whispered, “I don’t know who to call.”


Gem took a small step forward. She could hear the woman’s heart beating rapidly, along with two slower beats. One was beginning to beat faster. She didn’t want to frighten either the witch or whoever was waking within the car.


Gem told herself her courtesy would have been extended to anyone, woman or man, who had been stranded on a dark road alone. It had nothing to do with the witch’s extraordinary loveliness. With pale hair and even paler skin, the woman looked more like an ice maiden from Gem’s homeland than she herself did. But there was an intensity in the witch’s eyes and a hardness around the edges that said this woman would not shatter with the first misstep. Under this foreign land’s scent of pine and sweet clover, Gem could smell the pale-haired woman. She smelled of the cold wild mountains.


She smelled of home.


“Tell me what you need,” Gem said softly.


Cassie snorted, wiping away a tear. “Unless you can raise the dead, than you’d better ask a simpler question.”


Gem winced. The small smile she’d placed on her face to ease the woman slipped.


The frightened witch didn’t notice, continuing on more to herself than to the stranger, “We must be near the Delacys’ drive. That means the Wellsy house is just a little farther on. The Delacys could take us the rest of the way, if I could remember their number.” Cassie’s mind blanked when she tried to remember where she had packed the papers with Helena Delacy’s contact information.


“Cate Delacy’s number is in my phone,” Gem said. Cate had given her a full contingent of numbers, including their home line. “But if you need transportation, I happily offer my services. I am on my way to the Delacys. A small distance further is no trouble.”


Cassie opened her mouth to decline.


“Mama?” an anxious voice cried from the car.


Concerned, Cassie turned, keeping the tire iron hidden and her eyes on Gem, who’d taken another step back. “Shh, Alex. Don’t wake Car.”


“But I’m scared.” The little voice wavered, reminding Cassie that the children were as exhausted as she, if not more so.


Something rustled as the child moved within the car. Cassie said quickly, “There’s no reason to be scared. We’re almost to Popi’s house. Go back to sleep.”


“But Popi’s not there. He’s gone. And there’s vampires coming…and something else…something bad in the woods.”


Both women’s eyes widened, but for different reasons. Cassie knew her child’s special abilities. It took a mere second to confirm that indeed something…actually several somethings with different magical signatures from different directions were approaching. Gem’s first thought was the child somehow knew her identity, but this was quickly superseded by her own magic’s warning. Still, it wasn’t the approaching Kin that concerned her but the two, possibly three other powers moving toward them from above the woods. Unlike the Kin, those darker things would not obey the Council’s laws regarding harming mortals.


Gem said urgently, “Please get in the car and stay there until I tell you it is safe.”


Cassie huffed and pulled a metal bar from behind her back. Green magic coated its surface. She said sternly but calmly, “Alex, stay in the car and put your cuff on.” Alex couldn’t have sensed anything while wearing the bracelet, which was why the child hated it. But it would also hide Alex’s presence from whatever was approaching. “If Car wakes up, you keep him there. You hear? It’s gonna be okay, baby.” Cassie waited until Alex agreed before turning to her unexpected protector, saying simply, “In or out?”


Gem turned her gaze from where she’d been scanning the woods to the woman, noting the way her cheeks had flushed but her heart had steadied. This one was no stranger to battle. “What?”


“In or out? If it comes to it, I’ll circle the car. Nothing gets near my children while I’m still alive. Do you want to be within the barrier or without?”


Gem stared at the woman. The witch was offering to protect her, a stranger, from a group of unknown vampires and something possibly worse. Damn, her father had been right. These Americans really were crazy…or insanely brave.


“Out,” Gem said determinedly, putting her car keys on the car’s low roof. She let the folded metal rod she always carried up her sleeve slide into her palm, then flicked her wrist, extending the magically-reinforced titanium to its four foot length, locking the pieces into place. She twirled it, letting the whir as it sliced through the air calm her. The weapon had been a gift from her father. He’d had its magic tinted a slight pink to honor her long-gone mother. Whenever Gem held the weapon, she felt their strength helping her, their wisdom guiding her. She felt their spirits tug at her and knew what she must do. Turning back to the witch, she pulled the handgun from the small of her back. “Do you know how to use one of these?”


“Yes, but I don’t need it.” Cassie smirked, put the borrowed phone on the rooftop next to the stranger’s keys, and a ball of green magic appeared in her now free hand. Gem nodded and placed the gun beside her keys.


“I’ll do my best to protect you and your children, but if I fall, get into your circle and stay there.”


Cassie nodded. She couldn’t afford to risk her life for a stranger. If the woman fell, Cassie would have no choice but to leave her where she lay.


Gem stepped further away, becoming harder to see, but her accented voice flowed out of the shadows. “Call Cate. Tell her Gemini said it’s time to earn her money.” Then all went silent. The strange woman disappeared into the darkness. A dim blur of pink magic showed her location before that too was gone.



 
Chapter Nine




“Need a ride? Then come on down to Super Bob’s Used Carpet Emporium. We’ve got a fresh stock of previously owned magic carpets and monster deals so good they’re literally flying off the lot. You won’t find any threadbare aerodynamics here, folks. We’re family owned and operated, open late for all you night crawlers, and guarantee the absolute best bang for your buck.”





Finally, the time had come to talk of different things…like demons and their annoyingly persistent queens. Dinner was blessedly over. While I looked on with envy, Fera made a quick exit, excusing herself to walk around the back garden. The rest of us, minus the vampires, retired to the den.


Jacq placed her bright silver sound wards along the walls and ceiling. The vampires agreed to stay outside the room after being advised the wards only worked one way, we would still hear them if they called out, and the door would stay unlocked. Not that a lock would have been a deterrent. So, happily, I’d closed the magic-covered door none too gently in their faces. Now we were all alone and getting cozy over coffee.


It was the perfect moment to finally find out what the demons could possibly want with little ol’ me. To that end, I gave Van several unsubtle glances. I didn’t bother with Kathryn. She stood pensively staring into the unlit fireplace, her congenial dinnertime mood gone.


Finally, Van took a long sip of his coffee, looked at me, and said, “I’m sure you wonder why, Cate. Why we are on this side of the gates. Why we pursued a witch across two states.” Ever the charmer, he flashed my Nana and aunt a smile toothpaste companies would have sold their souls for. “Though I must admit, Mistresses Delacy, dinner alone was worth the travel. And when one considers the beauty of the company, it is small wonder you don’t have more demons scaling your walls.”


I almost laughed at the ludicrous mix of understatements, overstatements, and blatant flirting but bit it back and simply nodded, having noticed Aunt Helena was again within kicking range. Everyone else smiled politely, though I was sure the Delacy matriarchs were secretly gritting their teeth. Or at least Nana was. Oddly enough, Aunt Helena was blushing under Van’s intense gaze. My aunt never blushed, and she was much too young for hot flashes. Maybe Van had other things on his mind besides this conversation and my empathic aunt was getting a sneak peek.


I shuddered, deciding I really did not want to know. As far as I was concerned, my aunt and grandmother were as good as nuns and my aunt’s crimson cheeks were from the Were phers hanging thick in the air.


Kathryn gave her nephew a beady stare and growled, “Van, get on with it.”


Unfazed, he leaned back in his chair, crossed an ankle over his knee, and looked at me. “Simply put, Cate, we need you. We need you to return with us and take your rightful place as the next Demon Queen.”


I just stared. After Monday night’s revelation, I’d thought they couldn’t surprise me more.


Jacq tensed like a snake waiting to strike, while her arm trembled against my back. She quickly muted our mental connection. But even without the bond, I knew. Wary and scared, my detective still didn’t understand the claim she had on my heart. I would have to rectify that soon.


My reaction was not quite so simple. The expected revulsion and outrage was missing. Instead, I was curious and amused, especially as Van continued.


“And of course, there will be a wedding to some demon Lord or other.” At Van’s words, Kathryn’s back stiffened almost imperceptibly. “A demon,” Van winked at me, “who is sadly of no relation to yourself.” He slyly cut his eyes to Jacq. “Once word spreads that my aunt has an heir, prospective suitors will swarm the capitol. Naturally, you’ll want to begin producing heirs as quickly as possible. Those are very helpful in assuring one’s reign.”


Beside me, Jacq’s body grew hot. Something on my armchair snapped, breaking under her ferocious grip. Not a single expression in the room changed. I bit my lip, suppressing a laugh at everyone’s sudden deafness. The effect Van’s words had on me was likely opposite of his intention. The more upset Jacq became, the calmer I felt.


I forced open the connection between our minds, sharing my calm certainty with Jacq, wincing slightly as my cracked head protested. If Vanguard thought I would be a willing bride to some politically-minded hell-spawn he was mistaken. I knew that better now than I had ever known it before.


I was already taken.


I would have thought Van merely presumptuous…had I not seen him glance at Jacq. He wanted to provoke a reaction. But why? Maybe a turnabout was in order.


“Marriage to a demon lord?” I laughed. “Oh my, I see now why your aunt calls you her jester, Van. You can pull a leg better than a pit bull.” Frowning, he opened his mouth to interrupt, but I didn’t give him a chance. Crossing my legs, I smoothed the dress across my lap and looked at Kathryn, who still stared into the fireplace. I said almost indifferently, “But if it’s true and you want me to return with you, then you have a strange way of asking.”


Kathryn turned, piercing me with her light blue eyes. “There is no if. Van speaks the truth. You must come with us. More than you realize depends upon it.”


Her crisp order splintered my icy calm. My hackles rose, but I forced them down, along with my demon-half, which seemed eager enough to visit a warmer climate but not by force. Apparently, both my halves had that in common. Neither took orders well.


“Must?” My eyebrows lifted. “So this is a demand, not a request. After Monday night, it’s quite clear you don’t value my life or safety. Some blood connection to a man I’ve never met doesn’t give you the right to make demands of me, especially dangerous ones.” I kept my voice low and even, clenching my hands tightly in my lap.


Magic fairly crackled in the air, but with my injuries it was hard to identify the source. Beside me, Jacq’s brow swelled with sweat, her body growing hotter still, her skin softly sheening silver. I leaned into her side, feeling her tingling heat flow into me. With my touch, Jacq relaxed. Even so, if this conversation didn’t end soon someone in the room would erupt. And for a change, it wouldn’t be me.


Nana watched Van with a frown etching her forehead as he made goo-goo eyes at my blushing aunt. The frown deepened when Nana looked to me.
“Cate, let Kathryn explain.”


I gave her an incredulous look. Wasn’t that what I was doing? I hadn’t put my hands over my ears and started humming “Yankee Doodle”, so obviously I was listening, if not happily so.


The two older women looked at each other. Calmer now, Kathryn said to Nana, “Mistress Delacy, Gwendolyn, if I may?” At Nana’s nod, Kathryn continued, “Cate’s correct in many things. I cannot say it will not be dangerous, but I can testify that her safety—” She looked at me. “Your safety will be our utmost concern. And the protection of Denoir’s Queen and her guard are nothing to scoff at. As to the other, it sounds as if we refuse you a choice because for us there is none. Not for our home. Not for our people.”


This struck me as remarkably similar to the mysterious statement Aunt Helena had used about the past and present when asked about binding my powers as a child—a discussion she had stepped around by turning the talk back to me and Jacq. This morning’s anger found new footing, and that sensation, like warm wings unfurling, rubbing against the sides of my soul, returned. My demon-half liked the anger. She—we—could work with anger. Or rather, we could…if I would let that half out, which I wouldn’t. My head and body still hurt. I wasn’t in the mood for more tonight.


Unclenching my jaw, I stared at my namesake. “There’s always a choice. Why not let your son or Van rule? They’re certainly more qualified than I.”


Kathryn began to pace, graceful in her low heels. “My son, your father, and the other princes do lead. They lead the armies and, to some degree, police the gates and protect the people. But a Queen’s responsibilities are more than political.” She stopped and turned blue eyes on me. “We are the givers of life for our land. Without us, the fire is lost. And without that, eventually everything else will go until only the darkness remains. There must
be a Queen.”


I shivered. Though vague, her ominous words reminded me of a dark, tragic image that lurked somewhere in the back of my memory, just out of reach.


Van nodded, and the Queen and her guard shared an unreadable look. Van’s humor faded away. He turned to me, saying in the most serious tone I’d yet to hear from him, “So you see, Cate, there is no choice. Or rather, there is one, but it is not one we believe you will like.”


“Let me be the judge of that,” I said, watching as Kathryn again stiffened before giving her nephew, who looked at her with questioning eyes, a slight nod.


“Very well,” Van said, “if you won’t come, then we’ll have to ask you for something else…something you might deem more precious than your life or your freedom. Something few would willingly forfeit.” Both demons wore stony masks of resolution. They would not leave without what they came for.


Dread clutched at my heart. The foreboding cold returned to my stomach. I dug my fingers into Jacq’s thigh. She gave no indication of moving, but I had the feeling what Van was about to say would be the straw that snapped her control. Nana, Aunt Helena, and I shared a glance. The room’s magic spiked.


A frighteningly serious Van said, “We would ask you for—”


The den door burst open. Marco rushed in. “Your Majesty, we’re under attack!”


The wards began to screech a warning heard throughout the house. Everyone jumped up and rushed after the retreating Marco, even Nana, who bustled faster than I thought her old body could. Everyone except me. Stunned into momentary immobility, I was left to wonder what the demons could ask for that was more precious than my freedom.


They were right. I didn’t like the answer that came to mind.


I pondered Van’s ambiguously ominous, interrupted statement for only a second before running after the others. I was right on Jacq and Van’s tail, both having slowed to keep me in their sights, and had just skidded past the kitchen when Brittan, holding the portable phone, popped her head out, yelling, “Cate, someone named Cassie needs Helena!”


I stopped, sandals sliding on the hardwood, and turned, my white dress whipping about my legs. “Can it wait?” The vampires, my grandmothers, and Aunt Helena had already disappeared out the front door. Jacq and Van looked impatient to be after them. I understood the feeling. There was no telling how much trouble those three women would get into if left alone for long.


Brit shook her blond head furiously. “I don’t think so. She says someone named Gem is in—” Trouble. Brit’s lips formed the word,
but the sound was drowned out by a roaring boom.


The wards shuddered violently, screaming in protest as a massive force pushed against them. The house shook. Lights flickered. China in the cupboards rattled. The phone crackled as Cassie shouted about a distant explosion and children cried.


The kitchen door banged open as Fera rushed in. “What the hell is going on?”


Without hesitation, I kicked off my shoes and turned, again running after Jacq and Van, calling to Brit over my shoulder, “Tell Cassie we’re coming. Check on Rom for me and by all that’s holy stay in the house!”


Brit shouted something, but I didn’t stick around to listen. It didn’t take much effort to figure out the Wellsy children and their guardian were in the middle of the same trouble currently attacking my home and our vampire guests.


We were nearly to the wards when I saw Kathryn, Nana, and Aunt Helena. The moon was hidden by thick clouds, but the women were easy to see thanks to the light provided by a large orange ball of fiery twisted metal that had not long ago been Seth’s prized limo. It burned uncomfortably close to the house’s blue and green shield. Its bright, flickering glow made everyone and everything, even the lawn’s individual blades of grass, stand out in sharp relief.


The three women were at an open ward door. The two vampires who had entered with Marco were already flitting away. The few he’d left behind to guard the limo were nowhere in sight. Assumedly they were either crisping within the limo or tracking down whoever had torched their boss’s car.


All three women had magical orbs of varying colors in their hands, and Nana carried a sword I knew was no practice blade. I started to commandeer the weapon but thought better of it. I’d need my hands free for what I had planned. Unfortunately, my thinking ended there.


“Oh, hell no.” I pointed at the three. “You stay inside the barrier and protect Brit and Rom.” Surprisingly enough, my family didn’t give me any guff. Aunt Helena arched a brow but simply chuckled. Her strange good humor aside, I knew I’d still get a lecture later about foul language and bad manners.


Nana frowned. “Very well, but stay out of the fight.” She touched my bruised cheek gently, and a zing of cool healing magic lessened the headache that had begun with my sprint from the house, pounding in sync with my heartbeat. “You’re still injured.”


I nodded. Both women released the magic they held in their hands without another word. I turned to Kathryn. Blue eyes flashed red with hellfire, boring into me.


Heading her off, I said urgently, “I’m sorry, Kathryn. I’d ask again nicely, but I don’t have the time.”


“Don’t think I will be so easy to sway,” she said. “You deem to make demands of me when not five minutes ago you complained I did the same. Is your land so full of contradictions that this is acceptable?” Raising her chin, she looked down her nose at me. Her silver hair shone orange with the limo’s fire.


I couldn’t help releasing a small laugh at her overly aristocratic expression. But we needed to hurry. “You’re right,” I said. “How can I ask you to heed my request when I wouldn’t at least hear yours? So I’ll make you another deal. If you stay, I’ll consider what you ask.”


I felt Jacq’s shock in my mind, even as Kathryn’s ire deflated, confused victory shining in her eyes. I hastened to correct their assumptions.
“That is…I’ll consider the honeymoon trip to Hell, but not the political wedding to the Demon Prince wannabe with the highest sperm count.”


I grabbed Jacq’s hand, pulling her stumbling body to my side. In the full sight of my family, the vampires, the quickly approaching Fera, and the Goddess, I said, “I’m in love with Jacqueline Slone, and if she’ll go with me, I’ll consider your request. But that’s no guarantee I’ll go and I certainly won’t do it alone.”


Kathryn nodded. “Fine, but I’ll hold you to your word.” She gave Van a look. “Your cousin goes with you.”


He silently removed his suit jacket, passing it to her, before rolling up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. Fire ran from his fingertips, swirling up his arms. I nodded, and the three older women turned away. Nana tossed her sword to Fera. The blade flashed, reflecting the fire’s glow. The deft Fae caught it by the hilt. Then the three left.


Spurred into action, I pulled my stunned phoenix down by the shirtfront and kissed her on the lips swiftly, saying as I finished, “You be careful.” If there were rogue demons about, Jacq and Fera would have to track them to ensure they wouldn’t harm the area’s human population.


Jacq blinked at me. “You love me?” She grinned wide and that dimple appeared. Her eyes were fierce with desire and another emotion, one that matched the tide of love currently overflowing my heart.


My demon-half stirred, murmuring in my mind, Mine. And I mentally agreed. Jacq was Ours. And we were not about to let her go. My answering smile was more than a little feral but I didn’t try to hide it.


“It seems I do,” I said. “But don’t think that will save your stubborn, chivalrous self from me if you get killed out there. I’ll raise you from the dead and smack you around so hard you’ll wish I’d left you be.”


“You’re threatening me with violence?” Jacq’s smile broadened.
“You really do love me!” Her whiskey-smooth voice dropped low. “Don’t worry, cher.” Silver magic shone from her skin, coating every visible inch, and that deadly silver-runed sword appeared in her hand. “I’ll be careful, but you had best do the same.”


Finger to his earpiece, Marco cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt the love fest, but three things we suspect are demonic just blew up the King’s limo and are currently leading several of my men and that half-blood Roskov on a merry chase above the woods. One of my Kin has already fallen. We go now.” Faster than the eye could follow, he stripped off his suit coat, tossed it to the ground, and had a large black gun in each hand, pulled no doubt from the double-harness running around his back and under his shoulders.


“Marco?” I called.


The vampire stepped through the door and looked back at me, his eyes glowing red with bloodlust. “Yes, m’lady?”


“I’m going to need a ride.” I wasn’t fast enough to keep up with the others, especially barefoot. Maybe Jacq or Van could carry me, but I didn’t want to burden Jacq and didn’t trust Van not to drop me at the most opportune moment. Marco, on the other hand, would be on his best behavior until his debt had been repaid. I quickly checked behind me to make sure my family had made it back inside. What I was about to do would in no way be considered ladylike.


Marco sighed. “Very well.” His guns were holstered in a blink. He held his arms wide. “Your carriage awaits.”


I made a twirling motion with my finger. For a moment, Marco looked at me, puzzled. Understanding dawned, and he gritted his teeth, turning.


With a running leap, I jumped, wrapping my legs around the vampire’s hips and my arms around his neck, my dress riding high around my hips in the most shocking version of a piggyback ride I’d taken since my diaper days. In Marco’s ear, I whispered, “I don’t ride sidesaddle.”


Behind me, Fera whistled then wheezed in pain as Jacq hit her in the stomach with the back of her hand. Marco drew his guns, Jacq closed the ward door behind us, and we were off, whipping through the darkened woods, the smell of burned metal, gasoline, and ozone fresh in our noses and the knowledge that we were headed into danger fresh in our minds.


The night was definitely looking up.


We rushed along the ground, air roaring past us. Then we were bouncing from pine to pine, Marco’s feet barely touching the lofty limbs, before finally we were airborne. Left below, Van yelled, irritated. I felt Jacq’s worry in my mind. But it was hard to focus on those things when I was reveling in the glory of flying.


Cool wind whipped against my face, blowing my loose raven locks behind me. The night sky above us was beautiful with an occasional star peeping through the clouds, shining like a diamond in a sea of mists. My body didn’t have wings, but for the time being, my heart did. It was an exhilarating sensation. Though I knew I wasn’t the cause, I still wanted to throw my head back and whoop with joy.


Of course, Marco had to piss on my parade.


“And to think,” he said, “all this could have been yours every night for eternity…if you had only accepted Serena’s offer to become one of us.”


I couldn’t see Marco’s face, and his low words, stolen away by the wind, were hard to catch, but I fancied there was a bit of puzzlement as well as challenge in his tone. The first was easy to understand. The second made me wonder if Seth hadn’t sent his guard to do more than fulfill his oath. Serena had offered to make me a vampire. In the many years of her undead life, she had never met someone who didn’t fear or envy her power and position…until she met me. Mortality shouldn’t be allowed to steal such a friendship as ours. Or so she said. Seth too had offered to convert me…in exchange for something else. His pride had been hurt by my denial. He would not ask me again outright. But it would be just like Seth to have Marco test the waters with the topic of Serena’s offer.


I rested my chin on his shoulder and with clear eyes looked at the gift the vampire siblings had offered me, seeing my home from a perspective I’d only ever dreamed of, finally saying quietly, “It’s not could have been
but could be. Serena and Seth left their offers open. I’m free to change my mind at any time.”


I looked again at the beautiful sky and the land that flowed like a dark ocean of rippling trees below us. I had roots in that land, roots as deep as those of any of the tall pines below. I turned my head to see the ant-sized car and trailer that must be Cassie and declared, “But I won’t. I can have this feeling day and night without ever leaving the ground.” I watched a silver blur streak through the woods, outpacing Van’s red fire, and my heart pounded in my chest. I hoped I wasn’t lying when I added, “And I won’t have to die to get it.”


That silenced the vamp, and I took a moment to note our direction. Distant trees swayed with a massive disturbance. The loud cracking of branches carried like gunshots through the quiet night. The fight had obviously moved from the air to the more cover-friendly woods. Realizing we were headed toward the fight and away from Cassie and the children, I tugged on Marco’s ear. “You heard my grandmother. Don’t make me break my promise.”


It took several tugs and even more snarled commands (by us both), but finally he turned. Though Marco would be glad to be rid of me, the annoyed vampire wanted to rush immediately to his fellow Kin. My heart wanted to do the same because that meant I would stay with Jacq. But my conscience insisted I help Wellsy’s grandchildren and their guardian. Whoever had penned the children’s song that said, “First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes a baby in a baby carriage,” hadn’t been referring to priorities. Because if they had, the children would always come first. More often than not, love could defend itself. Children could not. That thought rang uncomfortably true, but I ignored it. Whatever my sense of premonition was trying to warn me of, it was still far away.


Cassie and her passengers were on a lonely stretch of road near our long driveway’s entrance. Gem’s car was parked behind hers. I saw the blue glow of a cell phone and the green glow of earth magic right before I saw Cassie. Her straight, nearly white hair and pale skin glowed in the near pitch black. Cassie, seeing a hoard of strangers approaching, one covered in fire and two bearing swords, took a defensive stance, waving a magic-covered tire iron threateningly. Marco snarled, fangs flashing, which didn’t help.


“Whoa,” I cried to Cassie, slipping from Marco’s back as he landed several feet away. “It’s Cate, Helena’s niece.” The others fanned out around us. I felt Jacq’s presence, warm in my mind and hot at my back, and tossed her a reassuring smile. Green glowing wards surrounded the car, allowing Cassie to create a temporary circle at a moment’s thought—one powered by the earth around us. Impressive.


Fera flashed her most charming smile. “Cate…and the cavalry.”


Behind Cassie, two sets of frightened brown eyes peered out of a half-rolled down window. A little hand lifted and waved to us. I smiled, waving back.


Cassie scowled and said something to the children, who disappeared from view. She eyed us cautiously before lowering her weapon. “I’d say I’m happy to see you, but I really don’t care for the circumstances, whatever they may be. Though I must say, Cate—” Her tone lightened. “You make one heck of a first impression.”


“Is that a good or bad thing?” Laughing, I shook my head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. Let’s just get you guys somewhere safer than here.”


Cassie nodded, giving me a tentative smile. I approached the car, Van at my side. He released his fire as we neared the children, twisting his face into a stiff semblance of a friendly smile, looking more than a little awkward. I stopped just outside Cassie’s wards and turned to look at the others.


Finger again to his ear, Marco said, “The creatures are moving quickly and will soon reach a more populated area. Let’s move.”


“Be safe,” Jacq said, giving me a look difficult to read in the dark. But though the night hid her body, her mind was clear. It said she was grateful I hadn’t flown to Never-Never on Marco’s back…and that we’d have a talk later about my flashing the better part of the county a fine view of my thong-clad derriere. Of course, that last part required a little reading between the lines. All I really felt was relief, amusement, concern, reluctance, and desire. But the way she eyed my ass made me think the view up my dress was somehow involved.


That look made me bold. I smiled and blew her a kiss goodbye, making the good law-woman blush for the second time since we’d met. Then Jacq turned, and she, Fera and Marco disappeared into the dark woods. I could hear Fera teasing my love before they moved too far and the night became quiet again.


Van and I spoke with Cassie for several minutes, debating the wisdom of taking Gem’s car to the house or staying where we were until the all clear. I felt my link to Jacq weaken then fade completely as they reached the battle. Van asked me to step inside Cassie’s wards where it would be safer, but I declined. The fight was far away and I was leery of being trapped in another witch’s circle. After a moment, the children’s heads peeped back up behind Cassie’s back. They seemed more curious than scared.


I smiled at the pair, rubbed my hands together, and said sweetly,
“We have mucho leftovers at mi casa just waiting for two hungry hombres to gobble them up.” I understood from Aunt Helena that Loren, the children’s biological mother, had begun speaking Spanish to the children while in the womb and Cassie was trying to carry on the tradition. I hoped they would find my rusty Spanish reassuring…or at least amusing. It had been a long time since my lessons and my accent was torturously bad. “So, who’s hungry?”


One of the children pointed behind me, silently answering my question. Cassie’s eyes widened, and the children ducked out of sight. Before I could turn, Van made a strangled sound. From the corner of my eye, I saw him fall to his knees. Crimson blood stained his white shirt around the short arrow jutting from his back. My heart thudded once loudly in my chest then Cassie’s green circle rose mere inches beyond my nose, shimmering a transparent green in the night.


She mouthed, Sorry. Then her magic thickened, darkening until it became a dark green magical mirror. All I could see was my startled reflection and that of a hazy figure emerging from the woods behind me. Then I was spinning around.


What—or who—I saw was more than a little surprising.



 
Chapter Ten




“This isn’t the age of Aquarius, buddy. You need to take that soul-train back on to the station.”


—Cate Delacy





“Gem?” I stared wide-eyed at the crossbow Gemini Roskov held with such nonchalance.


Domini Roskov’s daughter stepped from the dark woods at the road’s far side. Why would she shoot Van? He was annoying, certainly. But their meeting the night before couldn’t have been long enough for them to become mortal enemies.


Her lovely face sneered. “Not quite.” The grating male voice echoing out of those plump pink feminine lips was wrong. A shiver went down my spine. I recognized that voice, though I’d only ever heard a more cultured, more controlled version of it. Van, lying facedown nearby, moaned then took a sharp wheezing breath.


“Strange…” I gritted my teeth, painfully drawing my fire forth. “I seem to remember saying you weren’t invited to this shindig.” I returned her sneer, even as Gem’s lovely face melted away, revealing the flat pug-like mug of Ramus, the demon limo driver. The tall, brown-haired demon’s clothes followed suit, changing to loose black pants and a matching laced shirt. Something about the limo driver’s face looked different, but I couldn’t quite place it. Then I saw his eyes. Madness. Pure and utter madness. The black orbs fairly gleamed with it. I shivered again but didn’t dare turn away.


Fire built slowly in the palms of my clenched fists. My inner beast, which had paced restlessly since this afternoon’s too brief tryst with Jacq, stopped and stilled, watching our new enemy intently through my eyes. She made no move to bat at her cage—a first for run-ins with the demonic. I wasn’t the only one wary after Monday night’s magical smackdown.


But though her presence was still, my demon-half’s magic surged, bubbling fire within my soul…an offer of assistance. I took the power greedily but knew it wouldn’t be enough. I reached for Jacq but she was too distant for my injured mind to touch.


We were on our own.


Ramus gave a mocking half-bow. “How clever, m’lady. I suppose you also know why I’m here.”


“I can make a guess.” Stepping forward, I placed myself in front of Van. I’d seen hell creatures take worse and heal quickly, but the Queen’s jester wasn’t rising, which was concerning. “As my late Grams used to say,
‘It’s either a sign of poor breeding or a complete lack of pride to go where you’re not wanted.’ And you don’t look to be a man who lacks for pride.”


Ramus’s face grew dark. He took a step forward, moving through the tall grass at the woods’ edge. Magic ran like black ink from his fingertips, around his wrists, and up the corded forearms visible beneath his rolled sleeves, reminding me that it was probably not good to piss off the big bad demon-man.


Van laughed then coughed, the sound weak and wet. My healer’s skills told me there was likely blood in his lungs. Ramus halted, fixing the loaded but as yet uncocked crossbow on Van. Behind me, leather scraped against stone as boots pushed against the rough road. I wanted to tell Van to be still, that he was making his injuries worse, but kept silent, leery of giving Ramus any ideas.


Groaning, Van crawled until he lay on his side parallel to the road, facing our enemy. I again moved in front of his heaving chest. Ramus’s crossbow sights returned to me, but that wasn’t my most urgent concern. Heat rolled off Van’s body, warming my bare calves and prickling my skin with unease. Behind that heat was an insidious surge of something else, something colder, darker than the fallen demon’s magic. Poison. The extremely pernicious black-magic sort. The arrow had done more than pierce a lung. It had delivered Van unto his death.


Or almost to his death, as the obstinate demon seemed intent on ignoring his imminent demise.


Van’s head popped past my legs. Between short rasping breaths, he eyed his attacker and said, “You, dear Cate, have, to quote the humans, pinned the tail on that ass.”


I almost snorted at Ramus’s confused expression but wisely kept my mouth shut.


Van sighed then wheezed out, “Help me to my feet, fair cousin. If I’m to die, I’d like to at least go standing.”


“Yes, Cate.” Ramus’s voice rose, mimicking the injured demon. The crossbow wavered in his hand. “Help Vanguard to his feet.” His voice dropped into that low gravelly rumble. “I want him to see his death coming. Then it’s on to his Queen.” Ramus smiled a truly wicked smile and drew the crossbow’s bolt back. Its string locked in place with a loud click.


“No,” I said flatly, turning my body in a fighting stance, one heel sliding back and lifting until it connected with Van’s chest. I directed my fire to those few inches where our bodies touched. Van tensed but didn’t give me away, though the small pulses of fire I began spearing into his body had to be extremely painful. Unfortunately, I couldn’t dampen his pain. Like letting out only a few select grains of tightly clenched sand, the control needed to push snippets of magic small enough that Ramus wouldn’t sense them was more difficult than just letting a river of power flow between our bodies.


Ramus leveled his crossbow at my chest and arched a brow, voice falsetto high. “No?” He tilted his head. “Why ever not?”


I opened my mouth to say something smart, but Van saved me the trouble.


“Because she has more sense than any of us.” Van spat out a mouthful of blood. “Especially those of us who were fool enough to take such as you, a selenocid, into our house.” Van’s voice sounded a bit stronger, especially when he slurred the foreign word, but thankfully Ramus didn’t seem to notice.


I tried to concentrate on the two but it was hard. My temples throbbed in sync with the fire flowing between us, reminding me I was too weak and too injured to be attempting this. But there was no other way. Because of the poison, Van’s healing was slow. He was too close to dying. If I stopped—or rather when I stopped as I would soon have to or risk burning out—Van would only have a few minutes before the poison took control.


Ramus took another step forward then halted, face twisting in anger. He growled, “What do you know of my people, mongrel?”


To a small extent, my magic tied me to Van’s mind. I didn’t know what he was thinking, but I had a general idea of his emotions. Surprisingly, my new cousin’s strongest feeling at Ramus’s insult was satisfaction, so I made no move to stop the verbal brawl. If Vanguard had a plan, I was all for it…as long as it didn’t involve splattering my brains along the roadside.


Van spat out more blood. Or rather, the dark viscous fluid looked like blood, but I knew it teemed with the poison my magic was forcing out of his punctured lung. By now, my ears were ringing with the strain of using so much magic, so I almost missed Van’s snorted, nearly flippantly stated response.


“I know plenty. Your kind always was for using such petty tricks as poison and illusions. Like you, those of the Gray Moon were not strong enough to rely upon their own magic. That’s why your black-winged brethren were easily overthrown by a stronger house.”


Angry, Ramus took a step forward, then another. He was now to the road’s edge with less than ten feet of gravel separating us. His deep voice rumbled, “How wrong you are. I choose this weapon out of consideration
to offer you and the girl a swifter, less painful death than what my brethren, the ones even now savagely killing your vampire guards, had wished for. But if you so desire it I’ll show you who is stronger and in doing so will make your death last.” Smiling in anticipation, he tossed the crossbow away. It clattered on the roadside. The feathered bolt flew out, sinking into a dark pine somewhere behind us with a soft thud.


Van’s sense of satisfaction grew though it was sharply tinged with sadness. Both emotions were concerning. Yes, Ramus was now unarmed—an event Van had obviously hoped for. But the danger had only increased. And Van knew it.


The magic in the air shifted, wrapping in black currents around Ramus, distracting me from Van. But my attention came back to him when I tried to withdraw my healing fire and he desperately grasped my power with what was left of his own. A surprisingly strong hand gripped my calf, his nails biting deep. I hissed with the pain but otherwise didn’t react physically. Van was too weak to withstand the slap-down he deserved, and even if he could’ve taken it, I was too distracted by his thoughts to provide proper chastisement.


With his magic interlocked with mine, Van’s intentions became clear. He’d planned to draw one massive last-ditch blast of magic from us both, draining our powers to destroy Ramus. All to save his Queen.


Such a noble, self-sacrificing…stupidly suicidal…plan.


One I wanted no part of. I was in no mood for dying, and I hadn’t just used the majority of my power to save Van’s hide merely to let him throw that effort away. With an almost audible snap, I wrenched my fire back, barely restraining myself from using its tail end to magically bop the fallen demon’s nose. At the same time, I set a mental stopwatch, knowing with the removal of my healing power we would need to get Van help quickly. Before we were fully disconnected, I felt his angry resignation. It left a bitter foul taste in the back of my mouth. At that moment, Van might have killed me, if he hadn’t been too weak…and if his former fellow demon-in-arms hadn’t been about to save him the trouble.


As we watched, black magic whipped like a cyclone around Ramus. He growled and ripped his shirt away, revealing a wiry chest. His shoulders rolled back, and he arched his neck, howling into the sky. His face transformed. Eyes turned black. Bones rearranged under darkening skin, forehead rising. Fangs jutted from his top jaw. This was the horror so many had mistakenly thought vampires became when they fed. If humans only knew their nightmares truly existed but were kept distant by the spilled blood of guardians who died to keep the door bridging their world and ours closed…


Making good use of Ramus’s distraction, Van used what little magic he had left to vaporize the arrow in his back, cauterizing the wound in the process. He groaned, and I winced inwardly. The action had to be unimaginably painful, especially now that Van no longer had my magic dampening the pain. If the barbed bolt hadn’t been coated in poison, I would have recommended waiting until a healer could remove it. But the poison was the greater of two evils. Though in great pain, Van had just lengthened his life by a few precious seconds. He sighed softly in relief, signaling the task was done—and not a moment too soon.


Ramus loosed another pained howl and arched his back further. A pair of purplish black-gray bat-like wings emerged from his body.


A pair of very, very small wings.


I couldn’t help it. I laughed…and kept laughing. The monster before me was now a good seven and a half feet tall. His width had almost doubled. His leathery skin was the same ashy color of his wings, and his black pants strained to contain muscled legs. He should have been a truly frightening sight. His wings ruffled in a slight breeze, and I doubled over, wrapping my hands around my waist.


“What amuses you so, witch?” Ramus hissed. Rocks skittered as he moved onto the road.


I laughed harder though I could feel my own inner beast’s confusion. I started to share with her the image of the little cupid wings on the big bad man, but I didn’t think she would find it quite so amusing. And she certainly wouldn’t understand the corresponding image of a bear in a tutu on a unicycle.


“Cate?” Van asked, voice low and tight with pain. He tugged urgently at the hem of my dress.


I kept laughing.


“I asked you a question, witch!” Ramus yelled, rushing forward.


Van’s grip on my leg tightened, and I felt the brush of his fire, another offer of assistance. The unexpected gift dissolved my anger at the fallen demon but I couldn’t accept. That last bit of magic was all that kept Van from death’s arms.


I braced for impact. Ramus’s cold power reached me just before his body did. He skidded to a halt inches away, grabbed the front of my dress, and lifted me upward. Realizing my deception, Ramus’s eyes widened. His hand moved to block mine.


My knife sank deeply into his abdomen, spraying cold blood against my chest. Its silver-tipped blade ran with the fire I’d carefully hoarded, burning into his body. More blood dripped onto the hand clenching the knife’s hilt, and I smiled. But his returning smile made mine slip. While one hand held me close, the other grabbed my chin, forcing my gaze down.


“Look,” he growled.


As I watched, blackness seeped out of the wound. I tried to twist the blade but it wouldn’t move. The blackness kept coming, pouring over the knife, suffocating my fire, chilling the blade until I was forced to let go or risk my fingers freezing to the hilt. Before my eyes, black magic pushed the knife from the dark-skinned body, and it fell with a soft thud to the ground, barely missing my toes. Ramus’s skin knitted together with only the faintest purple line to show the weapon’s path.


Seeing my expression, Ramus chuckled, the dark deep sound frightening me more than anything else I’d seen or heard tonight. He moved his hand to my throat, dragging me upward until we were almost eye to eye. Then he turned me until I stood on my tiptoes, facing Cassie’s green mirrored wards. His free arm moved to my waist in a cruel imitation of a lover’s embrace, drawing me close, forcing me to feel his cold bare chest against my back. His punishing grip around my throat made looking away impossible.


“Not so funny now, hmm, witch?” His grip tightened.


Breath rattled in my throat. Panicking, I raised fire-coated hands to grip his black wrist. Our dueling magics sparked. Ramus took a step forward, kicking a rising Van in the head as he stabbed with the bloody arrow for Ramus’s knees. Van bounced into the barrier, which flickered, briefly revealing a frightened Cassie standing just beyond the green shield. Then the magic surged back, hiding her and reflecting the crazed hungry look in Ramus’s dark eyes.


Van moaned once then went still. The clock running in my head had almost run out. I prayed he was merely unconscious and not dead. Then movement drew my eyes to the mirror and I had no time to worry for anyone but myself.


Ramus’s black magic slithered from his hand, creeping up my pale neck, heading unerringly toward my mouth. Licking his lips eagerly, he hissed in my ear, “There’s nothing better than feeling the tear of a woman’s claws, especially a little demoness’s, and then seeing her face when I turn the tables and rip her to shreds from the inside out.” Ramus’s lips brushed my ear as his voice dropped. “You’re no demoness. But your death will be just as sweet. And I plan to savor it. Don’t think that other witch, the one hiding behind this pretty shield, will save you. When I’m done with you, she’ll be next. We’ll leave no witnesses to the Queen’s demise and no takers for the throne.” A black tongue snaked out, licking the side of my throat, and the hand at my waist moved, slowly inching my dress upward.


I shuddered, gasping for breath, the chill of his magic not as frightening as the dark intent in his eyes. Ramus stilled, his tongue swiping at my throat again. I closed my eyes, silently praying for a miracle…or a swift death, wondering what Jacq and I could have had if we’d been granted more time. My thoughts flew backward, reliving the days since we’d met. At the corner of my eye, a tear formed but I willed myself not to let it drop.


This demon didn’t deserve to see it.


* * *


Sometime after, before, and in-between


One night, Josephine Fera thought, shaking her head. Why couldn’t Cate Delacy stay out of trouble for one bloody night?


Even now, Jacq, Fera, and the vamps were battling for their lives. Over and over, Marco and his people zoomed downward, crashing through the trees, quickly moving around the pines only to circle back as the otherworldly, half-man, half-bat demons took to the skies before dropping into a new location. It was the strangest battle plan Fera had ever seen, but it worked well enough to confuse them. They continuously lost track of the monsters. There would be two, their large black wings flapping, silhouetted against the white clouds, then three, then two again. Even the Kin became lost, losing count of each other until they each sounded off into their communicators.


Using the earpieces Marco had provided, Fera and Jacq leapt from tree to tree, following the others. She was grateful that they’d seen Gemini Roskov on her way back to the car. Marco had posted his injured vampire, Bon, as guard at the fight’s outer edge, but one of the demons might still manage to double back.


Marco was also thinking about Gemini Roskov when he zoomed down through the trees, pursuing one of the black demons. Branches snapped loudly in the distance as his Kin did the same, following the other two downward into the wood. He had nearly reached the tiring demon when the silver-skinned fighter—Jacqueline, he put a name to the face he had first seen in a Council file—leapt down from a high limb onto its winged back. With both hands on her silver runed sword’s hilt, Jacqueline brought the weapon down ahead of her, spearing the beast between the shoulder blades. Its body disintegrated into fiery ashes that were lifted up and carried away by the wind. The silver-skinned Jacqueline fell through the black cloud that had only seconds before been one of their enemies.


Marco swooped down to catch her but she disappeared in a flash of silver, appearing again much farther away, this time hanging in midair in front of a demon. Her face blazed with an intensity that made Marco glad she was not his enemy…in that moment. Then she took the demon’s head with a long sweep of her sword, turning its body into a black cloud of ashes that blew past her, carried by the dead demon’s unstoppable momentum. For a second, she hung there, glowing brightly in the black haze. Then, with a flash, she was gone again.


Marco heard a cry and looked up, spotting the last demon above. Its back was turned to him, legs kicking as it struggled with someone, wings flapping wildly as it tried to hold up itself and its captive. The winged beast twisted, turning to face him, and Marco hesitated. The demon’s arms were locked tightly around none other than Gemini Roskov. The damphyre held a pink glowing baton between her hands, but with her arms pinned to her sides, her efforts to swing the weapon at her attacker’s head did little more than bang and bloody her own shoulders. The demon, head reared back, had long canines poised to rip out Gemini’s throat—a wound even a half-blood could not survive. Marco flew upward, enlisting every ounce of speed he could. Two of his Kin, converging from opposite directions, did the same.


They would not be quick enough.


From the treetops, a green bolo of magic flew, growing as it spun faster and faster. He glimpsed the Fae Sheriff, Fera, sword tucked into her belt, standing on a limb, holding a young sapling’s thin top with one hand, even as a finger on the other spun directing her spell. Just as the bolo reached the two, she thrust her arm out, closing her fist sharply. The weighted green cord of magic spun around the demon’s wings, drawing them tight around its own arms and Gemini’s body, pinning the black beast as it had pinned its victim. The green magic surged upward, covering the screeching demon’s face before he could sink his fangs into the damphyre’s throat.


Fera jerked her hand back. With the movement, the demon’s body jerked. A green cord appeared, turning the bolo into a lasso. The roped demon and Gemini swung downward, their weight pulling the cord tight as they fell. They swung out and down, like a pendulum. Fera strained to hold their combined weight with one hand. The vampires changed course, moving to aid her. But even as they did, the young tree bent under its burden, slowly lowering her and her captives to the ground, where Jacq waited, her eyes flashing with a bloodlust Marco knew all too well.


From her position within the tree, Fera saw Marco turn and zoom away. Once the demon and Gemini were on the ground, Fera jumped from the tree. It snapped back to its full height with a quiet whoosh as she tapped her earpiece, asking Marco where he was going.


There was no answer.


* * *


Was I dead? I hung in a black haze, the lack of oxygen making my mind wander where it shouldn’t.


“Look at me, witch!” Ramus roughly shook my neck, bringing me to my senses. I wanted to keep my eyes closed, to deny him the pleasure of my fear, but couldn’t. He squeezed my throat tighter then eased back. I gulped a breath of much needed air, its relief almost as sweet as feeling his body pull back from mine. Oxygen-filled blood rushed into hungry veins, waking numb nerves, and my eyes flew open in pain. I met the demon’s gaze, immensely confused by the obsessive interest lurking therein.


“I can taste your power,” Ramus hissed, “and it has granted you a reprieve…from a quick death.” His voice lowered, his cold breath barely brushing my ear. “I don’t know how this can be, but my kind’s ancient blood runs through your veins alongside that of the pitiful Vanguard’s mongrel kind. You could be one of us one day. You could be a Mistress of the Moon—the first in a very long time. And believe me, it would be a most pleasurable role.”


Ramus laughed with maniacal glee, and his grip around my waist returned. He moved, pushing slightly against me, and I shivered, as much with the sensation as the breeze blowing cool against my legs, letting me know my dress was now above my knees.


His lips moved against my ear, bringing my attention back to his words. “So I want you to see, witch.” He squeezed my throat again, cutting my breath off, lifting my chin until my eyes met his in the mirrored ward. “See what you will become.”


The words were so low I almost thought they were my imagination. But as his black magic again headed for my mouth and his fingers pried into the hinges of my jaw, forcing my lips open, I knew I hadn’t imagined them because he added, “See what I will help make you.”


Then his thick black magic was at my lips, rushing down my throat, gagging me, burning like black ice as it pushed into my body. My back bowed in pain, throwing my head back, rigid muscles somehow fighting his grip to do so. I looked at the star-studded, cloudy night and silently screamed. My demon-half echoed the sound, her loud roar reverberating in my head as she blasted fire up my throat and through my eyes, lighting the night sky with three blazing pillars of fire.


The fire stopped and I coughed, gasping as Ramus’s grip again loosened. My throat felt as if it had been scraped with razor blades, making it impossible to respond as he said, “Good, you’re strong. That will make it all the more fun when I do this over…and over…again.”


My eyes widened as black magic, this time a larger dose, was stuffed down my throat. Again, my beast rose up, bowing my body backward, slicing through the dark magic with fire. As the fire stopped, I stared unseeing at the clouds, barely noticing the deep choking breaths my body was taking. Ramus was mistaken, thinking his sadism had found a new pet. Yes, I was strong…or had been before I’d had my skull cracked, my brain fried, and given the majority of my magic to save Van. I had been strong. Now I was simply tired. So tired.


My eyes drifted shut and no amount of shaking on Ramus’s part could force them open. My demon-half roared, ramming the walls of her cage, trying to escape and gain control, her need to survive overriding her common sense. But her efforts were weak and her jail held. She collapsed, dazed. I felt her consciousness slip back into the shadows.


My mind began to do the same, my demon-half’s lethargy becoming my own. My body went limp, causing my toes to barely touch the ground. The contact wasn’t much, but it was enough. Beneath my bare feet, the earth shuddered as another witch worked a spell close by. Magic rippled against my skin, rousing me, reminding me of my second source of magic. I forced my eyes open long enough to see Cassie’s barrier flicker again. Cassie had turned to the Earth Mother, and She had protected her. With my fire all but extinguished, I must do the same.


My eyes closed and my body sagged, this time intentionally, forcing the grip around my throat to keep me up. My feet were now almost flat to the ground, and I sought the raw healing power hiding just beneath its surface. Even as lights began to burst and my eyes bulged from lack of oxygen, Ramus lowered my body further, easing his grip around my throat until I could take a quick rattling breath.


“How disappointing,” I heard him distantly say. “We’ll have to finish this now. Mustn’t have you dying on me.” His hand at my waist left but not before tucking my dress into the edge of my panties, exposing everything below my waist. Any relief I felt at that brief respite from his touch was lost as his hand moved behind me, brushing my buttocks as he loosened the ties on his own pants.


Without his grip on my waist, my body hung straighter, flopping downward. My feet made full contact with the ground, and I felt it shudder again, a powerful blast of magic running through the earth. The sensation of another witch’s magic, like sunshine against my skin, and the rush of much needed oxygen woke me from my stupor. I began to struggle again, kicking backward, bruising my bare heels on his shins, scraping his wrist with my nails. Still, I kept my eyes closed, refusing to let the demon see my fear. My urge to fight, to live, had returned.


But it was no use.


Ramus again pressed his fingers into my jaw, painfully forcing my gasping mouth to stay open. The threat was unspoken but I understood. He would break the bone if I refused. Still, I tried to lock my teeth tightly together, but my body betrayed me. Cold black magic moved under my chin, heading for my open lips. Its frigid chill made me shudder fiercely. At the same time, his feet kicked my legs apart, using icy strands of black magic to keep them that way. Shocked, my body stilled. I wanted to fight, would fight, but I was suddenly lost.


How could I battle something such as this?


Cold magic hovered a breath from my open mouth, wavering back and forth like a black-headed cobra, readying to invade my body possibly for the last time. I felt Ramus’s fingers trace the edge of my thong and gagged, bile rising in my throat. I forced it down, knowing if I vomited in this position I would asphyxiate. I couldn’t bear it. I opened my eyes. Maybe I shouldn’t have, because the truth, the pure joy, I saw in Ramus’s gaze was horrific. It was bad enough moments before when I’d thought Ramus planned to kill me. Now, I knew. He planned to rape me—body, mind, and soul—then leave me alive to deal with the consequences.


Ramus hissed in my ear, “Yes, see witch. Open your eyes. See what you will become.”


I almost refused his command, almost closed my eyes again to block from sight what I could never block from my mind. But there was something new in the air—another, much stronger ripple of magic, one I didn’t need to touch the ground to feel. That magic made me keep my gaze open and locked ahead. Cassie’s barrier thinned, revealing the pale-eyed witch holding a large gun only inches from my face. My eyes widened, knowing from her stony expression what was coming. Ramus knew too, because he released me, reaching for Cassie.


I dropped like a stone, stumbling forward into the green ward. Just as my head was about to go through the magical wall, I glimpsed in the mirror a dark shadow dart from the woods. Then I was crashing through Cassie’s shield. Her magic roared through me with a burning backwash, and I had no time to wonder if the shadow was friend or foe. I hit the hard ground just as a loud gunshot tore through the night. Cold darkness spread over me and I forgot to worry.


* * *


A high-pitched whine whistled through the air, making Kathryn, Helena, and Gwendolyn jump. All had been lost in thought, which was easy to do when the conversation was sparse and the night long. The house was still and quiet, but it was an eerie silence. All knew that just beyond the walls of their safe haven a great battle raged. And further distant, thunder rolled and lightning lit the night sky. A storm was coming. The battle and the thunder were only trumpeters, heralding what was yet to come. And all wondered what damage, what casualties, they might find when the night was done and the storm past.


The teakettle whistled again, and Kathryn moved as if to stand. The two guardians rushed to stop her.


“No,” said Helena, the one who looked so much like her son’s long-gone lover. “You’re the guest.”


Kathryn nodded. She was surprisingly comfortable here in this small kitchen with these two strangers, but at the same time she was uneasy. It wasn’t merely the unseen, unheard fight occurring so near that worried her. She sensed one of her children was in trouble. The feeling was like a tight heavy ache binding her heart. Almost as heavy was the knowledge that nothing could be done, at least not by her. She had given her word that she would stay within the witches’ protection. And a Queen was only as good as her word. So stay she did, though she regretted the rash promise. And with good reason.


Kathryn had felt the same sensation the day her daughter Draya and her two sons, Filo and Trayton, were killed. The day that began a centuries-long war of retribution. That war may have ended, but the consequences of it—of her mistake—would never end.


A cool hand patted Kathryn’s and she shook herself from her thoughts, looking into Gwendolyn’s faded green gaze. Kathryn wanted to disregard the sympathy and comfort in the gray-haired guardian’s eyes but could not. The ache in her chest lessened slightly.


Gwendolyn squeezed her hand, saying reassuringly, “The past will not repeat itself. We will not allow it. Cate will not allow it. You’ll find our granddaughter a stronger, more resourceful ally than any of us—” Shaking her head, she corrected herself. “—any of us but Evie anticipated.”


Kathryn nodded. “I hope you’re right, Gwendolyn, for her sake as well as our own.” She raised the steaming cup and took a sip, her ears still ringing with the sounds of a battle that had ended over a millennium ago.



 
Chapter Eleven




“Roses are red. Violets are blue. Shit is ugly. And so are you.”


—Mynx Delacy





My head was in a bucket, a large metal one. And someone was pounding it, using the damned thing to call everyone to dinner. Or at least it sounded like that, my ears rang so painfully. If I didn’t know better, I’d think a gunshot had gone off between my witchy little ears. Oh wait, one had. Or nearly so. Groaning and coughing for breath, I half opened my heavy eyes, rolled out from under the weight dripping icy wet against my back, and nearly screamed when I came face-to-face with Ramus.


Only inches away, his eyes gazed out sightlessly, the top right portion of his head missing, blown away at extremely close range by a large caliber bullet. I shuddered, wiping at my own eyes, acknowledging that the cold sticky fluid I felt on my face and back was something I would rather not consider. And I was absolutely not thinking about the chunky bits stuck in my hair.


As if I were underwater, I heard someone ask, “What the hell sort of weapon is this anyway, a pocket bazooka?”


I looked to see a crouching Cassie holding a smoking gun and shook my head to clear it. That only succeeded in making my temples throb harder. I was pretty sure my whole body ached, but it was hard to tell past the pain in my head. I took a deep rasping breath then looked down, only to see the bottom half of my body gone, cut off by Cassie’s dark green circle.


“Ahhh,” I croaked then coughed as the sound pierced my throat with pain. I scrambled backward, stopping in relief when my lower half appeared. I quickly untucked my dress from my underwear and covered my legs. The circle was only an illusion. A damn good one. Cassie’s circle had been real when Van had hit it. She’d replaced the real with an illusion so seamlessly neither I nor Ramus had noticed. Another impressive spell-cast. Loren had chosen her children’s protector well.


Remembering the pint-sized duo, I leaned my head back and saw a smaller circle surrounding the car. From within its magical confines, small muffled voices called out in a mixture of languages, upset they couldn’t see what was happening.


Cassie snapped her fingers and the illusion faded, letting us see an armed Marco rush from the woods. Unable to distinguish the approaching man’s face, Cassie raised her arm. Seeing Marco’s own guns rise in reflex, I sat up, placing my hand over Cassie’s gun, feeling its hot barrel under my palm. “It’s okay. It’s just Marco.”


The vampire surveyed the area carefully before holstering his guns and approaching. In the most solicitous tone I’d ever heard him use, Marco asked, “Are you well, Miss Delacy?”


Trying to relocate the frog currently residing in my throat, I nodded vigorously, stopping as pain ricocheted through my skull. Hearing Van moan, I quickly crawled to his side, tore off part of the hem of my dress—the only section not splattered with demon blood—and pressed it to the large bleeding cut on his temple, likely from Ramus’s last swift kick.


Gesturing for Marco, I said hoarsely, “Roll him to his side…need to see his back.” I heard Cassie behind me speaking through her circle to the children, calming them.


Marco took one look at Ramus’s corpse, thankfully not commenting on his open pants, before bending to one knee beside me. Unexpectedly gentle, he rolled the unconscious Van to his side. Marco held the injured man with one hand while using the other’s sharp claws to rip the crimson-soaked shirt away, revealing the wound. The tan body was white with blood loss, making the streaking poison hard to miss as it seethed under the pale skin, crawling outward from the bloody hole like a black sunburst. Van’s cauterization of the wound had saved him from bleeding to death. But as it was, there was little time left on his stopwatch.


Marco quickly propped Van against his knee and unbuttoned his own black dress shirt, revealing a similarly colored undershirt. He stripped the top shirt away to press the fabric against the larger wound.


I looked at the vampire. “Are we secure?” My voice came out a bit stronger, and I coughed once more, wincing at the pain.


He said something into his communicator, listened, then nodded.


“Have your men return.” I grimaced at the harshness of my voice but continued. “I need Van transported home.” I waved my hand to indicate the urgency. “And Ramus,” I pointed at the winged demon, “removed.” The children shouldn’t see that. My mind flashed to the demon’s open pants. None of us should, but it was too late for most of us. The least we could do was spare the innocent.


Over my shoulder, I said, “Cassie, call home. Ask Nana and Aunt Helena to prepare for injured.”


Cassie stepped near and half knelt by my side before running a magic-coated hand across my shoulder and head. I nearly jerked away at the unexpected touch, surprised at her magic’s familiar call, but stopped as her cool earth magic soothed my throat and headache. I kept my face schooled, not letting my thoughts show. Cassie wasn’t a guardian, but nearly so. Like Brit, the potential was there. But unlike the feisty grad student, Cassie had grown up in the house of the Council’s Witch Prime, the most powerful of witches. Cassie would well know the legacy she had barely missed being part of.


Cassie finished and I breathed deep, finding the pain more bearable. I smiled in thanks. She nodded and began to step away. I touched her arm, saying very seriously, “Keep your eye on that demon. If he so much as twitches, shoot him again and keep shooting.”


“Absolutely.” Her expression was grim, almost eager.


I had to give the woman credit. She didn’t question my urgings to shoot an apparently already dead man. Perhaps I should have told her the gun was loaded with hollow points, the Kin’s preferred ammunition, and it wasn’t necessary to shoot from inches away to inflict maximum damage. Nah.
She’d figure it out, hopefully before she ended up covered in demon blowback.


Even as I heard Cassie murmuring into the phone behind me and Marco issuing commands into his communicator, two suited Kin flitted from the woods, taking up guard positions ahead and behind us.


Cassie disconnected and told me, “Helena said they’ll be waiting at the ward door.”


Marco lifted Van into his arms, cradling the grown man to his chest like a child. “With your permission, m’lady.” At my nod, Marco took one step and leapt into the air, moving away faster than the eye could follow. Two more Kin emerged from the wood. One was Bon, who I’d seen at Seth’s mansion last night. He moved toward me and the demon’s body.


If I hadn’t been kneeling on the roadside, I would have jumped as a loud gunshot echoed behind me. I flinched as more cold wet matter splattered my back and hair. I turned to glare at Cassie, who stood over Ramus, wiping black goo from her disgusted face. Ramus’s body had a small crater where his heart should have been.


Seeing my look, Cassie shrugged. “He twitched.”


Bon arched a brow at the dark demon’s mangled face and open pants. I pointed, letting him know the mess was all the other witch’s doing. Bon eyed Cassie speculatively and I turned away, anxiously scanning the treeline for a familiar, gray-eyed face.


Instead, I saw Fera, Gem, and another Kin emerge. Gem’s arms and face were covered with large bruises. Her dark blue shirt was torn, and a blood smear stained one cheek. The Kin carried a black demon with wings much larger than Ramus’s. The demon was trussed up in green magic more tightly than a steer at a roping competition. It was my turn to arch a brow.


As if sensing my question, a certain beguiling detective’s mind touched mine, sending a picture of Fera magically dragging Gem and the demon from the sky. Then I saw an image of Jacq and another vampire running through the woods, circling the area, ensuring there were no more demons hiding. I could almost see her cocky grin in my mind and felt the whisper of a kiss against my cheek. I took an easy breath for the first time in what seemed like hours. She is near and unharmed.


While the others moved closer, I gestured to an amused Bon, who was still looking from Cassie to Ramus’s corpse. It was easy to guess what fascinated the vampire. These demons had led the Kin on a merry chase while this little pale-haired witch had dispatched one with nothing more than a little trickery and a single bullet to the head. With their long immortal lives, the fanged ones were easily bored. They were always looking for something new, something different, to reignite their lust for life. I had something they might find interesting, though it had nothing to do with Cassie LaFortuna.


Bon reluctantly stepped to my side and leaned close. I whispered my directions into his ear. He gave another vampire an intricate hand signal then bent and picked up Ramus’s body before flitting away. A sword-toting Fera grinned and waved before she and the Kin dragging the captured demon quickly followed. Gem headed slowly toward the small green circle Cassie was lowering, and I turned my attention to the mystery at hand.


With Jacq’s approach and the strength of her mind in mine, I felt safe enough to do what was needed. I shut my eyes, focusing inward. Often when rising into the mind’s eye, my gaze traveled upward and outward. This time I descended, moving within, looking for traces of Ramus’s tainted black magic. I swept myself from head to toe, moving ever deeper. I had little skill for self-healing, but I should be capable of forcing out any scourge that might have survived my beast’s fire.


But there was none. Everywhere I looked, I saw the remnants of a great battle waged, with my demon-half the victor. Her fire lingered here or there lending what power it could to speed my healing from the inside out. I scoured the depths of my body then traveled deeper. Soon I stood just beyond the cage that contained my demon-half. As always, her form was cloaked in darkness, letting me see only glowing eyes and the dim outline of a dark form reclining in the farthest, darkest corner of my soul.


Thank you, I thought, knowing her intentions had been more than self-preservation. She moved closer to the bars, staring back at me, her face hidden. I didn’t recognize the chaotic emotions moving behind her fire-filled eyes.


Thank me by freeing me. Her voice was a deeper echo of my own. You know the time is coming. Though soft, the words rang with a truth I couldn’t deny.


Yes, I returned, but it’s not here yet.


Something passed between us and I felt her resignation…and the beginning of an uneasy truce. I walked away. But even as I traveled upward, part of my mind remained with my other half. It was as if she kept repeating, The time is coming. And with each repetition, it sounded a death knell in my ears, one that represented something much larger than my other half gaining her freedom. Behind my closed lids, I saw my own blue eyes, helpless and empty, in a dark green mirror. I saw Jacq’s stormy gaze, desolate and teary as she saw my lifeless broken body. And my heart nearly broke.


I opened my eyes and looked down, my blurry vision seeing only the knife I had dropped earlier. Its blade had melted away, leaving only the silver nub of a hilt.


Ramus was right. He had shown me what I could become. Just not in the way he’d expected.


I lost my sense of time as I contemplated the possibilities. Minutes, possibly longer, passed. I had the answers deep within my mind. I could feel them there…hidden in the foggy glimpses of the future I had received three years ago after being knocked into a coma.


Reaching deep, I tried to resurrect and assemble those glimpses into something understandable. My sight blurred as fresh pain lanced through my skull with every attempt. I tried again and again but it was no use.


The visions were beyond me.


I released a long sigh and returned to reality. I again stared at the melted knife. I reached out to take it but shuddered and pulled my hand back. Later I would have one of the vamps carry it to Aunt Helena to examine.


I was about to stand when the trees swayed with a sudden breeze, blowing cool against my sweaty cheeks. The wind carried to my nose the smell of an approaching spring storm, the sort that blew wet and sweet with rain, pine pollen, and the scent of warm clover. Among these other scents was a much anticipated sage and sandalwood musk. Jacq emerged from the dark woods, her shining sword held casually by her side and her silver glow forming a bright haze around her. Her vest was unbuttoned, her auburn hair mussed, and that small braid that ran down one side of her face had reappeared. Otherwise, her appearance was the same as when we had parted not long ago. Yet something had changed.


Our reestablished mental connection confirmed it. A new surging joy of life raged through her. It showed in every confident, almost arrogant step she took. My brave phoenix was flying high in a way I had never seen. She looked so supremely pleased with herself, like the warrior she was, returning victorious from the fight to protect her home and hearth. The worries that had shadowed her eyes since before we’d met had been forgotten, if only temporarily.


Jacq grinned and those burning gray orbs locked with mine. I lost myself in her gaze, enjoying the sensation of her mind again within my own, letting her joy push through me, igniting something within my heart, as well as much lower. My tired body awoke. My lips curved into a sensual smile, my belly clenching tightly. Jacq gave me a hungry look, and beneath my dress my nipples peaked. Her eyes dropped and her joy turned to concern as she took in my blood-splattered body. As her happiness fled so did her glow, her silver light dimming until it was barely visible against the dark trees.


Having no power to communicate telepathically, I simply smiled, signaling that I was okay. But Jacq still hurried to me. Her sword disappeared. She knelt before me, eyeing my bruised throat and battered body with concern, and cupped my face between her glowing hands, her hot magic searching me for injuries. Through our bond, I could almost see Ramus’s bruising finger marks fade as the ache in my throat disappeared.


“How could I not know?” Jacq whispered. Her eyes pleaded for forgiveness, even as their normally dark gray color turned light with pain. My strong warrior was coming down from her euphoria with a vengeance.


I felt Jacq’s fear before she hid it away, but she couldn’t hide her devastation. She looked as if she would cry at the thought of failing me, and I couldn’t bear it. The tear I’d been holding back slipped away, sliding down my cheek.


“Shh.” I brushed my fingers through her hair. “You were too far and I was too weak to call. We believed I would be safe with Van. No one could have foreseen this.” Jacq started to shake her head, to deny the absolution I offered, but I held her steady. My voice was stern. “Had you not gone, I would have sent you away. We both know where your responsibilities lie.” There was no doubt in me, in my eyes or my mind. What I didn’t say, what I couldn’t say, was that I didn’t expect her to always be there. Jacq might not understand, but that would get me killed faster than anything else, including her absence.


She held my eyes for a long time, breathing deep, searching for a rebuke she would not find. I could see her efforts to order her thoughts, to calm herself. As I watched, the tension left her body and her gaze finally flickered with a weak but growing acceptance. I moved my hands and she bowed her head, closing her eyes. Through our bond, I felt Jacq push her emotions away and come to terms with the truth of my words. When she reopened her eyes, they twinkled with unexpected humor.


“If you keep getting into trouble, cher…” She smiled but her tone was deathly serious. “I’ll make you wear one of those long-distance safety whistles within and without the house.”


My nose scrunched. “Those big ass orange ones that skiers wear in case they get lost in a snowstorm?” Jacq smirked. I groaned. “Detective, those are so not hot.” They were certainly better than the cowbell around the neck my Grams had once threatened me with.


Laughing softly, I pulled her close for a soft kiss. Our lips had barely touched when a tiny voice bellowed, “Mama, let us out.” Little fists thumped against the car window. “We wanna see Jiminy.”


Surprised, Jacq and I turned to see Cassie give Gemini an apologetic look before opening the door. A small, dark-haired child flung himself out. Faster than her companion, Gemini caught the child, lifting him to sit on her hip. From inside the car, a small voice protested and Gem reached in, lifting out a smaller child who sucked his thumb sleepily before tugging Gem’s hair until she leaned down. The child whispered something in Gem’s ear. Gem frowned and nodded, adjusting the children until she held them closer. The sleepy child nuzzled the damphyre’s neck before closing his eyes and drifting away.


The children’s skin and hair were close in color to Gem’s. If not for their colorful jumpers, it would be hard to see where the little bodies ended and hers began. As it was, it was hard to tell who was more stunned: Cassie or Gem. Aunt Helena had warned that Loren’s children were extremely shy. The children’s grandfather, our neighbor Wellsy, had said the same when he was still living. Apparently, that shyness didn’t apply to Gem. The children had taken to her like ducklings to a mother duck.


With Jacq’s help, I stood, wincing slightly at the stiffness in my knees. I kept my hand in hers and turned to the other women. “Gem, will you help Cassie and the boys to the house?” Gem nodded, a strange, unidentifiable look on her face. I turned to Cassie. “I think it best if you, Alex, and Carlin bunk with us tonight.”


Cassie sighed. “Normally, I wouldn’t impose. But I don’t know how strong the wards are at their Popi’s. And I don’t have the energy to reinforce them tonight. Do you have room?”


I quickly did some mental rearranging. It was doubtful Seth could find another armored limo at this time of night, and I couldn’t see Kathryn bouncing along back to NOLA in my old broken-down Chevy with a passel of vampires riding in the truck bed. No, the shipwrecked demons, especially the injured Van, would have to sleep over. At least the vampires could fly to NOLA or The Burg to feed before going to their rest. At this rate, I’ll soon have to pitch a tent in the backyard. Then I remembered who was home and smirked.


“Between Nana and Aunt Helena, they’ll find the room. Besides, if you don’t come home with us, they’ll insist on staying with you at the Wellsy place. We’ll all be safer this way.”


Reminding us they were listening, the larger child opened eyes drooping with weariness and chimed in, “We stay with Jiminy.”


“See, it’s settled.” I smiled, laughing inwardly at Gem’s helpless expression and Cassie’s obvious attempt to restrain a lecture. Jacq was laughing so hard in my head it was a wonder we weren’t both rolling on the ground.


Cassie sighed again and nodded. She raised her arms to take the children from Gem but only looked at the strange trio for an infinitely long moment before turning and quickly moving to her car to unload the night’s essentials.


Gem looked from the children to the retreating Cassie with an expression I could only describe as lost before her face hardened into the battle-numbed mask the Kin wore like a second skin. With a fierce resolution I hadn’t seen since our predawn discussion regarding her quest to avenge her father, Gem jerked her head at our two vampire guards, barking out orders in a foreign language I recognized only as not Russian. Despite her bearing a child on each hip, Gem’s tone made it clear her orders were not to be questioned. The vampires scowled but holstered their guns, stepping forward to help Cassie.


While they worked, I turned to Jacq. “Take a walk with me.” Thunder rumbled in the distance. She looked down at my bare feet, and I said,
“Don’t worry so much.” I smiled and tapped her chin playfully, using humor to hide the unease that bubbled within me, growing with every second that brought us closer to home. I had a good idea of the cause and knew I needed open air and a few minutes more before I could face my family.


With my tease, that dimpled half grin appeared, and I received the mental image of her white teeth catching my finger, scraping the sensitive skin gently before sucking it into her warm mouth. My cheeks flushed, and I jerked my hand away. “You’re one very bad woman, Detective Slone.” My voice was raspy from more than a damaged throat.


Jacq laughed, flashing those white teeth in a quick, sexy grin. Then she leaned down, murmuring into my ear, “Not half as bad as I will be, Miss Delacy.”


I shivered with pleasure at the thought. Jacq gently pulled me to her side, wrapping her arm around me, sharing her warmth. She continued to hold me captive as we watched Gem tuck the sleeping children into the back seat of her car. Still slightly shell-shocked, Cassie climbed in behind them, holding the dozing children tightly in her lap. Before they left, I asked the two women to tell my family we would be there soon and instructed Gem to ensure Cassie and the children were given a room facing the front lawn. Then Gem drove off, the two vampires flitting through the woods ahead and behind, staying at my request close to Cassie and the children until they reached the safety of our house.


I felt Jacq’s eyes watching me as much as the departing car. She had questions. But I kept silent. Neither of us was ready for what I had to say.


* * *


October, 1726


The boy would never work magic, not on his own. After two months of being beaten almost every night for botching the simplest of spells, he and his teacher knew this. So in a moment of generous arrogance, the alchemist had decided to share the secrets of stealing power with his future son. That was two weeks ago. Since then, nearly every night, the alchemist had called some dark thing forth from the stone portal and made the boy consume a piece of it. Afterward, the black-eyed man drank from the boy then made him take a sip of his own thick, nearly black blood. Every night, the boy was sent to bed late, his blood burning with icy magic, his mind full of lives he had never lived.


He knew now his father-to-be was something called a son of Drakōn and was mad from the power and memories he stole. The boy also knew he himself was out of time. That same madness was slipping into his mind, growing stronger with each night and each piece of flesh consumed. In desperation, he found a way to tell his mother.


Or rather, he told the wall.


His oath bound him to tell the alchemist’s secrets to none with ears to hear. So when the sun was bright and his Master deeply asleep, the boy spoke to the stockade’s stone wall, the one located in his mother’s room, telling of how he had been sworn to secrecy, telling of the spells that had been cast on the people and the village. Telling how the Master fed on them and stole the memories of it. He told of the box that contained the souls of those that died. The box the Master used to further fuel his powers. The only thing he did not tell was of his own sin, his own growing hunger for what his Master already had. That was an unnecessary worry. His mother could not do to him what was needed. Once she and the others were safely away, the boy would search out someone who could either cure him…or kill him.


He was tearfully surprised when his mother told the wall she was grateful for her son’s courage and that they and a few trusted servants would leave the next day when the snow began to fall. He begged her to leave immediately. But he understood her reasoning. They must leave no trail. And though his mother did not know it, they must leave no Master…no monster…behind to come for them. The pale-haired man had taken blood from all of them. A blizzard from Hell itself would not keep this land’s lord from chasing them down.


Night fell. The others lay down to sleep. As in all the nights before, the boy stood outside his Master’s rooms and knocked. His mother didn’t like it, but they had no choice. If he did not show, the alchemist would know something was wrong. They would all surely die…or worse, if what he saw in the alchemist’s black gaze as he opened the door was correct.


The boy tried to steady his heart as he stepped into the room. His Master shut and barred the door, his smile as large and sharp as it had ever been. For a second, the boy thought he was wrong and that the alchemist had not seen through his bluff. Then the tall man grabbed his shoulder with sharp claws, his nails sinking deep, and the boy knew they were in trouble.


LaFortuna’s fangs flashed, madness shining bright in his eyes.
“Tsk, tsk, boy, don’t you know in a house where the dead walk even the walls have ears?”


Later that night, before the boy’s torture began and before the fully insane and enraged dark alchemist called forth his demon pets to kill all in the stockade and village, stealing their souls for his black stone box, his Master asked the boy if he wished to die.


Every night after for all the centuries since when the boy/man was sane enough to consider such things, he always wished he had given a different answer. A simple yes would have ended his eternity of madness and pain before it had ever begun.



 
Chapter Twelve




“I never kiss and tell. I never kiss tail. And I certainly never kiss off. But everything else is more than possible. If you don’t believe me, watch and find out for yourself.”


—Betty
(Betz) Lo, Tigress





Jacq and I stood on the road watching Gem and her fanged ducklings go. When their red taillights finally faded and the night was again ours, I pulled Jacq across the gravel-embedded asphalt and through the tall grass to the softer, needle-strewn ground near the edge of the woods. Less than ten feet from the tall, imposing pines, I stopped and looked at the dark trees.


Through them was the way home. But I couldn’t move. Now that we were finally alone, that bubbling unease had burst, overflowing into my awareness, bringing with it the realization of what had happened…and of how much worse it could have been.


The strength I’d been drawing on to keep myself together crumbled. I stood with eyes wide and jaw clenched as one silent tear then another slid down my cheek. I swallowed and again felt black magic pushing its way down my throat. I clamped my jaw tight, holding in a whimper.


Jacq could feel my pain but not understand it. Her grip on my hand tightened. “Cate?” she inquired quietly, even as her presence in my mind dug into my recent memories, seeking answers.


I blocked her gentle probing, simply shaking my head, never taking my gaze from the trees. Not that I wanted to hide, especially not from Jacq. But the hurt was too fresh, the pain too sharp. I couldn’t repeat it, couldn’t relive it, not in this moment with my love.


Now that the adrenaline was gone, I was shaky…and if I was being honest, a little scared. But more than that, I felt as if something had been stolen from me. More than the pain or the fear, it was that sense of loss that pushed my tears up and out of the heart-deep well they had resided in. I needed distance between myself and the memory. Then maybe I could share.


My body began to tremble, and my knees weakened. Jacq pulled me tightly to her chest. I closed my eyes, leaned back, letting Jacq support me, and tried to just breathe. I drank her in, letting the things I loved most about her soothe me.


The zinging contact of her magic against mine. Her musky smell. The joining of our minds. The reassurance of her warmth at my back.
With Jacq’s presence, the loss didn’t feel so insurmountable.


We stood silent under the cloudy night sky for an undeterminable amount of time. Finally, I felt as if I could talk without stuttering.


“I promise, I don’t normally cry so much.” I sniffled. “One of these days you’ll see my better side, when I’m not banged up, concussed, and puffy-eyed. Ha, you think I’m hot now, just wait, Jacqueline Slone. I’ll really knock your socks off then.” I tried for a smile, but it fell flat.


Jacq kissed the top of my head. Her chin brushed my hair as she said, “You’re always lovely to me. But it’s our bond that shows me your true loveliness. Unfortunately, it also heightens everything, our joy and our sorrows. I fear this brings about these tears.”


I shook my head and tried to move from her grasp, unwilling to accept the graceful out she offered for my recent emotional meltdowns. But she tightened her grip, refusing to let me go. For a moment, her hot strength was replaced with a colder, harder form, and I struggled frantically. But my struggles ceased as Jacq’s next words flowed out, hovering quietly in the dark night, bringing me to my senses.


“I told you before.” Her accent thickened, becoming the old French I loved so much. “Your pain is mine. Maybe you don’t understand this. I ache for you, Cate. To love you and be loved by you. Part of that means I ache with you. Your heart becomes my own, more so with each hour that our connection deepens. I may not know its source, but I know your hurt is no little thing. Your tears do not frighten or disgust me, cher, but merely amaze me that you have held them back so well till now. I only wish…” Her words trailed off, and in my mind, I could almost see her gray eyes staring blankly into the woods.


I took a deep breath. “What do you wish?” I wanted so desperately to turn and look at her but I was too afraid of what I might see. The night sounds seemed overly loud as I waited with bated breath for her answer.


Finally, Jacq said, “I only wish…to know why. I feel I am the cause, as if my entrance into your life brings this hurt and that things would be better if I go.”


“No!” I shouted. Startled, birds squawked loudly as they took flight, moving like small shadows against the clouds. “No,” I moaned more softly. How could she think that? I cried harder. My silence was causing Jacq greater anguish and uncertainty than I realized. I wanted to reassure her, but I had to be honest, too. “Not in the way you think. I do hurt more since we’ve met.” Jacq flinched. I grabbed her hands, refusing to let her let go.
“But most of that is timing. The rest is my doing. I hid my heart away. It always ached with so many losses. My mother. My relationship with Luke. My inability to be a good guardian. But I refused to acknowledge the pain, instead burying it away.” I took a shuddering breath. “It’s as if everything else blocked the door to my heart. To let love out, I had to let everything out. But even if you went away, I couldn’t stop loving you. And I couldn’t put the hurt away again. I couldn’t undo the things I’ve learned or what I’ve experienced, what I’ve become.”


The words were slow to come and heavy with emotion. But once they were out they seemed to hang in the air, daring me to draw them back. Daring Jacq to accept them. I took a shallow breath. “Please,” I begged, “give me time.”


Voice thick, she breathed, “Cate.” Her grip tightened almost painfully. “I would give you eternity.”


Such love would have had other women crying. As I was already bawling and not any normal sort of woman, her words dried my eyes. After a moment more of sniffling, I smiled weakly, whispering, “Careful of the promises you make, Detective. It seems I have some hellishly powerful relations who could be persuaded to make you keep them.”


“I’ll be careful,” Jacq murmured. “But I’ll need no help keeping the vows I make.”


I nodded, saying nothing more. The fierce certainty in her voice said enough. Feeling stronger, I leaned my head back, looking at the night sky. The clouds, the stars—they were the same as they’d been hours ago. Yet like Jacq, they looked different. But this time, I was the one who had changed. I thought again of my words and knew I was wrong not to share this with Jacq. By doing so, I was holding part of myself apart, making the block on my memories a wall between us. And that was a price I was not willing to pay, even to keep my heart forever whole.


I let the memories return one by one, then removed the block, sharing them with Jacq. The fight with Ramus. His taunting, his abuse, his near invasion of my body and mind. I remembered my betrayals. Finding out my family had bound my powers and hidden my demon-half from me. My aunt’s allusion that they’d done it for my safety. Compared to Ramus’s brutality, my family’s silence no longer seemed so important, especially as I believed their actions, though misguided, were motivated by love. The only thing I held back was my mother’s demon book. It wasn’t the moment for that.


Jacq absorbed my memories, and I kept quiet, standing with her on the edge of the woods, each of us lost in the pain of the past and the not-so-past. I’d learned recently that there were things that one could face, that one could become, that were worse than death. And tonight I had learned a painful amendment to that lesson. It didn’t always take an outside force to transform someone into one of those horrors. I’d seen the truth in Ramus’s mad gaze. He’d plunged gleefully into the darkness. He had embraced it, letting it make him a monster in the name of some unknown holy cause. And he had turned that mad intent upon me, hoping to make another warrior in his image, ready to take up arms in a war I was certain he must be on the wrong side of…assuming there was a right side.


He’d also given me the opportunity to see another side of my own inner demon, and what I’d seen had surprised me. She was not all darkness. I was not all light. And we might not be locked in the endless battle I’d previously thought. Even now, I could feel her silent sympathy rising up, trying to comfort me from within as Jacq comforted me from without. But even if my inner battle was not as I’d thought, the scars were unquestionable.


Jacq’s mind withdrew from mine. Her grip never lessened, but her body trembled and something hot and wet splashed against my neck. I looked again at the trees, unable to face her tears, knowing they would bring mine back.


This had been my home, my play area since I was old enough to run free. Less than an hour ago, it had been overflowing with demons trying to take me and what was mine. They had not won, but the damage they had done—to my home, to the forest, to my peace of mind—would take time to repair. I swallowed again, but this time as I felt Ramus’s phantom magic and remembered with a shudder the feel of him readying to force his way into my body, the anger I’d thought lost returned. I looked again at the area that had been my home, knowing it had been violated as surely as I had, and my anger grew. And with it came an unwavering resolution.


It was time to reclaim what was mine.


The demoness within me growled, and I smiled, my body growing hot, my blood boiling with our combined anger and determination. On this, my demon-half and I were in agreement. No more would we let others bring the battle to our doorstep. Jacq sensed my changing mood, and I felt her relief…and approval. I had feared that once she had seen my memories, she would see me as somehow weak or broken…or worse, look at me with pity. But I sensed none of this in her mind. Her anger and resolution matched my own.


There would be no more tears.


I let the wind that foretold an oncoming storm scrub my face clean, and clenched Jacq’s hands tighter, pulling her to walk by my side. We moved forward into the dark woods, on the path home, even as we began a journey down a new path.


A warpath.


* * *


Jacq and I made it through the woods and had the house’s wards in sight when the rain began. One moment the air was muggy with the promise of an impending flood. The next, the skies opened, and the deluge came down. Here, spring storms were frequent and fast to come and go. This one had approached so swiftly it would not stay long. But while it was here, it would be a gusher. Our clothes were instantly soaked.


“Come on.” Laughing, Jacq tugged my hand, urging me to run. We sprinted to the closest ward door, where my family was still working on Van. The large wards around the house were set to allow in things of the Earth, such as rain, so Nana had cast a small circle around herself, Aunt Helena, Kathryn, and the unconscious Van to shield them from the storm. The front lawn was an unorthodox place for a healing, but even Nana could temporarily ignore propriety to save a man’s life.


We opened an arched ley-line door. Marco stood guard nearby. The stiff set of his shoulders eased almost imperceptibly at our reappearance. The vampire’s dark hair was plastered wetly against his forehead, and there was a brooding expression on his face as he watched the woods, gun held loosely to his side. With his dark Italian good looks, the vampire seemed the sort to have no lack of lovers. But at that moment, he looked to me to be a very lonely man.


Unexpectedly, I felt empathetic toward the undead soldier and had the briefest (extremely brief, not even a half-nanosecond long) urge to play cupid. Then Marco flashed me a very fangy smile and arched a brow at the nipples visible underneath my transparent dress, and I pushed that thought from my head, kicking it in the ass on its way out the door. I crossed my arms over my chest, scowled at the Kin, and marched past him. The only assistance I would be offering this vampire was to point him in the direction home…and there was no guarantee it would be the right one.


I had been known to become confused from time to time.


Reminded, I turned and slogged back to the vampire, surprising Jacq. I had almost forgotten to give the Kin his marching orders.


“Yes, m’lady?” Again on guard, he barely glanced in my direction, his smirk now gone. I stepped close and crooked my finger. He leaned down, and I quietly outlined how he could repay his debt. He raised a brow at the simplicity of the request but simply nodded. “Name the night and time and it shall be done.”


I thanked him and headed again for my family.


Jacq gave me an interested look. “Do I get to know?”


“Maybe, but probably not.” I smiled coyly. “Technically, it’s a human-run facility, out of Fera’s jurisdiction but very much in yours. I don’t want there to be a conflict of interest.” While Jacq might be on vacation, I knew my detective—she would take any opportunity, legitimate or not, to cuff me. Sensing my thoughts, she simply gave me that one-dimpled half grin. My love knew she would get me to talk, one way or another.


Despite the rain, we stopped beside the smaller circle. Even through the shield’s green cast, I could see Van’s color was much better. Still, I wanted to be sure. Hair dripping water down my back, white dress nearly indecent wherever black demon blood wasn’t oozing across the fabric, I looked to the three women. Nana looked up, alarmed.


“It’s not mine,” I said, gesturing to the blood before quickly crossing my arms again. I was a little too old to be flashing my grandmother.
“How’s Van?”


“Stable.” Nana’s lips moved. A second later, the muffled sound passed through the thin magical barrier. “We’ll move him to the Nursery soon. You did well keeping him alive.” She smiled. “Very well, considering the circumstances.” Her smile slipped. “Or so I hear.”


I almost smiled. Then I saw the harsh set to her mouth and bristled, biting my lip to keep back a sharp reply. I wasn’t sure why Nana was angry. I’d done my best to stay away from the battle. It wasn’t my fault it had come to me. So why did I suddenly feel like a child who’d been spanked for another’s crime?


Jacq’s hand brushed soft and warm down my back. I instantly felt calmer, which allowed me to pick up on a reprimand directed at someone other than myself.


Aunt Helena put a hand on Nana’s shoulder. My aunt’s face was turned away, but I heard her hushed, “Don’t take your fear for Cate and your temper at me out on her. She’s home safe now. We’ll discuss what you think you saw later.” Aunt Helena turned, looked up at me, and smiled, saying more loudly, “Yes, you did well, Cate. Very well. You’re unharmed, and you saved Van. That’s all that counts.” She looked to Jacq, and something passed between them. “And thank you, Jacqueline, for protecting our home. Some things cannot be replaced.”


Behind me, I felt my auburn-haired love nod. I frowned. My frown grew as my aunt added, “You both go clean up and go to bed. Rest well, sweet niece.” She turned back to their healing, dismissing me.


“Damn,” I muttered as I pulled Jacq along beside me, heading for the back gardens. “What in the hell is going on?” I grinned. “That was a rhetorical question, Detective. I don’t expect you to know.”


“Good.” She flashed me a smile. “Because you would be sorely disappointed.”


“I doubt that,” I said under my breath.


Jacq quirked a brow. “Where are we going?”


We were currently on a small walkway that crossed through the large shrubs protecting the gardens from prying eyes. I stopped near the sliding glass doors that led to the training room, uncoiled a water hose attached to the house, and pointed it at my dirty feet. Jacq gave me a strange look. Though I knew she had the power to clean us magically, even restore my dress to new, I was in the mood to do things a bit more simply.


Besides, I needed to distract her. Given enough power and clarity of thought, Jacq would realize what was occurring nearby with the captured demons. She would be angry when she realized I’d intentionally kept her from participating in their punishment. But there was tension enough between Jacq, Kathryn, and Van without Jacq being involved in what would happen soon. More importantly, I needed her now. I might appear lighthearted, but inside something was still very raw…probably would be for a long time.


“You heard my aunt. We’re going to go inside, take a shower, and go to bed.” I turned on the hose, adjusted the nozzle, squirted a bit of water on my feet to find it still warm, and smiled. “Just as soon as I’ve cleaned this yucky demon blood off of us.”


Jacq gave me a dubious look, which she was right to do. Before the words were even out of my mouth, I raised the nozzle and let ’er rip, spraying a large stream of water at her chest and the blob of matter on her shirt. The water was nowhere near Jacq’s face, but the surprised woman still sputtered and spat like a cat dropped in the bath.


Taking pity on her, I turned the hose, albeit more gently, on myself, yelping as the water suddenly ran cold. Ignoring Jacq’s laughter, I briskly washed as much gore and blood as possible from my hair and clothes before pulling the formerly white dress up and over my head. There was an abrupt silence as Jacq’s laughter died.


Jacq was suddenly looming over me, forcing my body back into the shadow of the house. “What are you doing?” she asked. Shoulders hunched to curve her body around my space, Jacq stood inches away. Even so, I felt her presence as if we were skin to skin.


“I would have thought the answer obvious.” Keeping my eyes lowered, I quickly wrung out the dress before turning off the water. I had plans for her, and she would know them with only a glance if I let her see into my eyes.


“You cannot undress here,” Jacq said softly, her accent thick with agitation. Though wet, her body radiated a delicious heat. I felt the warmth of it as her hands moved from her sides to the wall behind me, gently bracketing me in. The air around us grew hotter still as she moved ever closer.


“Hmmm, I must have missed that memo. Too late now.” Speaking soothingly, I slid my fingers to where her vest parted, watching her body shudder even as I touched only the dark green, velvety edges. “Care to join me?” Above me, she shook her head mutely. I reached up anyway, removing her vest. At the quick hitch in her breath, my hands stilled, and I looked up.


Heavy-lidded, Jacq’s eyes were focused with an unwavering devotion on my white bra. Its wet cotton revealed the dark outline of stiff nipples.


Jacq swallowed. “There are countless vampires about.” Her husky voice grew soft. “And you’re a temptation no man should have to suffer.”


Through our bond, I felt her thoughts slow as her blood flowed south. I bit my cheek. Jacqueline Slone was so cute when she was turned on.


“There are no vampires.” Smiling, I reached up, pushing her wet hair, its auburn now nearly black, from her eyes. I whispered, “No family, no inopportune guests.” I kissed her jaw. “There’s no one. There’s only me and you and a few pieces of clothing that have to go.”


Jacq murmured, “We shouldn’t,” even as she nodded woodenly, her breath quickening.


I stifled a laugh. Struggling to maintain her control, Jacq made only token protests as I pulled her shirt from her pants. I ran my nails up her exposed abdomen, scraping gently, and moved my lips higher, kissing right below her ear. Jacq raised her head, providing better access but made no move to touch me. I reached for her shirt. She shuddered again.


I whispered huskily, the honey-thick Southern seduction in my drawl belying my words, “If we drip bloody water all over the floor, the only people who’ll suffer will be us.” I almost lost my train of thought when I saw she wasn’t wearing a bra beneath the shirt. On autopilot, I rasped, “We’d better undress before going inside.”


Jacq nodded then shook her head, giving the impression that she was listening, though I doubted she understood a word. I slid her belt free then unbuttoned her pants, my fingers brushing smooth skin before pulling away.


“There’s a shower in the training area that connects to Mynx’s room,” I explained unnecessarily. “She won’t mind if we borrow some clothes.” I slid Jacq’s zipper down, noting her flushed skin, then ran my hands up her chest, stopping to tweak a nipple before I slid the belt behind her head, using it to draw her down for a hot kiss. Her lips opened to accept mine, even as they murmured another protest. At the same time, I used a foot to slide open the glass door behind me.


Jacq’s mouth devoured mine. Gasping a breath, I took her mouth in another kiss, the fire in me boiling my blood. Just as we broke apart, I slid the belt from Jacq’s neck and lowered my hands, pulling her shirt down halfway, pinning her arms, exposing flushed, stiff-tipped breasts. I grabbed her pants, yanking them down to her knees, revealing another interesting set of silk boxers covered in…yellow rubber ducks?


Jacq looked at me with foggy eyes, her lips plump and swollen. Panting for breath, I bit my lip and popped her smartly on the butt with the belt. My good detective jumped, her gaze focusing. She tried to rub her smarting ass but realized too late that her arms were trapped.


“It does me little good if I undress and you don’t and we drag this mess into the house,” I said in my sternest voice, eyes twinkling. “So strip…” I grinned widely and smacked the belt into my hand “…and quickly, or I’ll leave you here to drip dry.”


Jacq’s eyes shifted up, locking with mine, and the look she gave me nearly made me lose my breath.


Then I came to my senses and took off, running for the shower, laughing loudly as the struggling woman released a growling string of French that was anything but an endearment.


Jacq chased me through the training room and into the shower with such speed that I lost my breath in laughter and desire. Soon we were as clean as we were going to get. And if I had my way, we would be getting dirty again very soon. Warm water cascaded over us both. Jacq had my body bent back over one arm while her lips did decidedly wicked things to my breasts. Her hands had done little more than wash and massage my sore body, but I felt as if I would go up in flames with the barest of intimate touches. And with her other hand between us, heading south, that desperately needed touch wouldn’t be long in coming.


A knock sounded on the door that connected to Mynx’s room. From the other side, Mynx called, “Cate.” Then more loudly, “She’ll be out in just a minute, ladies.”


Above the sound of running water, my cursing, and Jacq’s quick startled breaths, we could hear my grandmothers protesting that they must see me immediately.


“Mother of all that’s holy, could they not wait five minutes?” I moaned softly. Screaming with frustration would have been my preference, but I didn’t want to bring the overprotective women running. So I held back…barely. Jacq’s hand rested low on my abdomen, her strong calloused fingers only inches from being inside me. It was definitely something worth screaming over.


Removing her lips from my nipple, Jacq reluctantly raised her head, the haze of desire in her eyes quickly fading. It was replaced by the same emotion I felt simmering within myself: The desperate need to kill someone.


“That settles it,” she whispered decisively. “After your run for Gemini, you, cher, are coming home with me. There will be no demons, no vampires, and especially no grandmothers there.” She stood tall and pulled me close. I sagged against her naked body, suddenly exhausted…and more than a little frustrated.


“We’ll finish this soon enough,” Jacq murmured, resting her head on mine. She reached behind us and turned off the water. The sudden quiet was deafening.


I nuzzled her wet collarbone, groaning, “I really don’t wanna wait.” Yes, it was childish, but my teasing had finally worked Jacq into such a frenzy that I’d been certain she would forget her romantic notion of courtship and finally consummate our relationship. Now all I had to show for my efforts was blue ovaries. If I didn’t love my family so much, they’d be piles of smoldering ash on Mynx’s carpet right now.


And unfortunately neither of us had thought to lock the other door, the one leading to Mynx’s room, as was clearly evident when the ill-timed cat woman popped her head in. At the sound of the door opening, I turned out of Jacq’s arms, cracked open the fogged-over shower door, and glared at the intruder.


Mynx said softly, “Cate, you might better hurry. The natives are becoming restless. A little blue-eyed, demon birdie just regained consciousness and told them you were infected with some sort of big bad bat-magic Voodoo.”


I sighed and rubbed my wet face. “He tried but didn’t succeed. I’m fine. Tell them to go to bed, and I’ll do the same.”


Jacq snorted and Mynx winced. All three of us knew I was delusional if I thought a simple brush-off would work with my family. Mynx turned and said something too low for me to hear. As expected, my answer was quickly followed by shouting. Mynx popped her head back in.


“I’d say you have five minutes before they come for you.” She gave Jacq a leer. “One or both of you might want to be covered by then.” My only response was another glare as she reached in and punched the door’s lock. With a laughed, “Nice hickey,” she closed the door with a loud click.


I turned to Jacq. “Think they know you’re in here, too?” I batted my eyes, expression hopeful.


Jacq leaned down and nuzzled the spot between my neck and shoulder, huffing slightly with laughter as she kissed the mark Mynx had referred to.
“You speak of a demon queen, a high priestess, and a powerful guardian. What do you think?”


I groaned. I should’ve told her to lie. Jacq let me rest against her for a full fifteen seconds. I vacillated between pouting and wondering if it were possible to create an earthquake localized enough that it would crack the house’s foundation directly under the shower and swallow only me. Then a stinging hand slapped my butt, pulling me out of my pity party. Surprised, I looked up and saw Jacq’s one-dimple half grin.


“I suggest you dress and quickly, Cate…before I leave you here to drip dry.” She wiggled her eyebrows.


Chagrined at having my words turned back on me, I tried to scowl but found myself smiling instead. “Fine. I’ll go.” I kissed her lips gently before opening the shower door. I stepped out, reached behind me to turn on the cold water, and shut the door on an outraged Jacq. “But I go alone,” I shouted through the door and laughed. “You still have soap in your hair.” Truthfully, we both could use a cold shower, but there wasn’t time for mine.


With a towel around my wet hair and another around my body, I left a very unhappy, towel-clad Jacq sitting on the toilet lid. It was one thing for my family to see my body in a towel, quite another for them to view my luscious detective’s, especially as Mynx’s towels seemed designed to be indecently short on such a tall woman. Needless to say, Jacq was staying in the bathroom until Mynx could bring her proper attire.


Without a word, I took one look at the worried faces of the waiting women, lay down on Mynx’s bed, and closed my eyes, willing myself not to battle the three magics that began to immediately invade my body, healing and checking for Ramus’s black taint. With a grandmother at each side and my aunt at my feet, the three spoke about me to each other as if I weren’t there.


Mynx had gone to fetch clothes for Jacq. Fera and Marco stood outside. At this point, who they were guarding from whom was confusing.


Thankfully, I only had a few seconds to be embarrassed. Then I fell into a deep sleep. As I descended down, I thought I felt my Nana’s hand brush my cheek in apology.


An hour later, I partially awoke with the vague memory of a healing more painful and lengthy than I’d ever experienced. I came to as my aunt and grandmothers, even Kathryn, each kissed my sleepy forehead goodnight. Then I was embraced by the smell of sage and sandalwood.


A warm strong body carried me upstairs and tucked me into bed before climbing in behind me. Cradled in Jacq’s arms, I fell back asleep with an almost childlike sense of security. Already, I felt stronger. Nothing bad could happen as long as I was in those arms. Part of me knew it was the lingering effects of my grandmothers’ spell, that they had muted my memories of the night, if only temporarily. No matter the source, I was thankful for the respite. For the first night in many, many nights, I didn’t dream a single dream. It was a true blessing from the goddess.


All the more so because, like all truly blessed things, I knew it wouldn’t last.


* * *


They might break his wings, but they would not break him. Melcus dangled over a large pond, suspended from a tree by a long cord of green magic. The strange amber-eyed woman who had captured him stood in the bow of a small wooden boat that was beached near the water’s edge. She held the end of the cord, keeping him just above the surface. Five vampires stood in a circle around the pond, waiting for him to attempt an escape. Not that he could. His wings couldn’t heal properly while bound. But still, he was not overly worried. If the worst they planned was to drown him, then they were pitiful creatures, indeed.


One of the wretched blood-drinkers approached, holding one of his brethren, the smallest, Ramus, the one who’d been relegated to the ground as his wings had never matured. Ramus was similarly tied, this time with a woven rope that ran with a green-gold magic. A woman with green eyes and dark hair followed the vampire. She kissed the amber-eyed woman and said, “What did I miss?”


“Nothing too exciting,” Fera said huskily to Mynx. “A little explosion. Some beheading. A few bat demons.” She shrugged. “It was an off night.”


Melcus’s anger grew. How dare she belittle them so. If he and his selenocid cohorts had been prepared properly all these witches would be dead and forgotten by now. But they hadn’t been prepared. They’d been told only a few weak witches and a lot of paltry vampires would be here. No one had said anything about this hoard of Amazons. They’d lost two good fighters to the silver-skinned woman alone. If he lived long enough, he’d take revenge on their master’s half-witted half-blood child and her misinformants, assuming he could locate the latter. The vampire who had helped them had said he would be part of the Queen’s escort and would assist them. But Melcus had never seen the foul creature’s face.


At Fera’s gesture, the Kin threw his rope over a tree and hoisted Ramus over the water. The injured demon’s head and heart had begun to re-form.


Ramus would awaken soon, Melcus thought. Then their ally would make his appearance. Melcus smiled. They would make these beings pay for their insolence. Then they would finish their mission and begin the war to regain their House.


Soon the sun would set on Demon Kind’s current rulers, and the face of the moon, safe again under the shadow of his people’s black wings, would be gray. Sensing a change, he looked to see his seven captors now focused on him.


Fera’s voice wasn’t loud, but it carried over the water with the force of her power. “We’re going to ask you a question. Your answer will determine how your death goes. If you’re a nice little demon boy and tell us what we want to know, we’ll make it quick. If not?” She gestured, and the vampire began to lower Ramus into the water.


Melcus’s glorious vision of breaking free and wreaking havoc on these Overworlders fizzled out as a teeming mass of red fish rose up, swirling below the dark surface. Their glowing scales lit the water as they nipped at Ramus’s heels, feeding as much on his magic as his flesh. Ramus groaned but didn’t awaken, even as the Kin lowered him until the little hungry beasts swarmed his calves.


“Boralis?” Melcus whispered, shocked. Who in their right mind would keep these monsters, ones so fierce that even his kind feared them? And not one or two, but a league of them? No one who understood the plague these could become would keep such a flock. His Lord had been well mistaken about the ilk of this place. These people were more insane, more twisted than the demons could have ever imagined.


“Yes,” Fera said, smiling. “I must admit, the witch has unusual taste in pets. Where this house found a creature believed extinct is beyond me. But here they are.” She shrugged. “And there you are.” She waved her hand carelessly, and his body jerked closer to the water. Beside him, the injured Ramus was now thigh-deep. Inarticulate, moaning screams emerged from the half-dead demon’s mouth, though his eyes never opened.


Fera turned blazing eyes on Melcus. “So it seems the only true question is: Do we do things quick?” She grinned, showing sharp teeth. “Or slow?”


Face set, Melcus ignored Ramus’s screams and said flatly, “Do as you will. I have nothing to speak of.”


“I’d hoped you’d say that.” She gestured again, and his rope dropped, causing his toes to graze the water.


Melcus tried to lift his legs. Bound too tightly, he managed to lift them only inches. An iridescent red fish jumped up, its razor-sharp teeth barely missing his skin before it fell back into the water with a splash. Again, he searched the vampires’ faces for a friendly one, noticing for the first time that two were women. But all wore the same dispassionate mask. If his ally was there, he would not risk himself.


They lowered the demons, inch by inch. Under his breath, he prayed to his god.


The water was still below Melcus’s calves when Ramus awakened to see everything below his waist was gone. Not long after, Ramus’s rope broke under a hungry fish’s teeth and he sank, gurgling as water filled his screaming mouth.


Melcus was stronger and more determined than any had thought. It took until he was submerged to his knees, all below the stubs of his thighs missing, before he finally cried, “Mercy, mercy. What must I tell you?” Broken, he sobbed like a baby as they pulled what was left of him from the water.


Soon after, his tears were all gone as Fera kept her word and gave him a quick death. Just before she swung the blade that took his head, she leaned down, whispering her final message into his ear. “I pray that on its way back to Hell your soul will take this to your master. Tell him…we value greatly what he thinks so little of destroying. We will not be so kind to those who come after.”


Then the blade fell, and his eyes went dark, his death one even a demon could not recover from. No one noticed the silver-haired woman who watched quietly, listening from the shadows. She turned away and left before the very end, not waiting to see the demon’s remains thrown back in the water, having already heard everything she needed. Kathryn’s guard, Marco, followed silently after, his mind on the traitor the captured demon had said resided within their midst. Kathryn’s mind was on a different traitor, one she had thought long gone. She doubted the dead demon’s soul would deliver the Fae’s message. But it mattered little.


She would make sure The Betrayer heard every word loud and clear from her own lips.



 
Chapter Thirteen




“Hi kids, today we’ll be counting ducks with Jimmy the werewolf. Let’s count. One…Two…Three…Fo—” “Cut! Cut! Bleep, we’ve lost another one. Someone get that kid a steak! He keeps eating all our mother-bleeping ducks.”


—Behind the scenes at Super-Me St., brought to you by The SKids Channel, the channel for all of your extra special little darlings





Day Twelve


I swung the front door open, looking with bleary eyes at the not-so-bright woman who had been seconds before trying to tear down the unlocked
entrance. I blinked at her with one eye while rubbing the other. I was still a little groggy from the sleep spell Nana had used on me the night before.


“Seriously, lady,” I groused, “you wanna try that intro again, minus the knuckles?”


The only reply I got was a rumbling growl, the flash of sharp white teeth, and a flying fist. Eyes widening, I sidestepped. Too slow, the fist connected. Something popped, shooting sharp pain through my head.


I was suddenly very much awake.


“Bloody hell!” I grabbed for my broken nose, blood pouring down my face. Before I could slam the door, the stranger rushed forward, slamming my upper chest with a powerful open palm. I hit the foyer table. Its edges dug painfully into my spine. The heavy wood groaned, scraping as it slid backward. I reached behind me for the vase that was always there, planning to return the favor and smack the stranger’s schnauzer. But it was gone.


Snarling, the stranger cocked her fist back. I had just enough time to note her spiky, orange and black hair and similarly colored eyes. Then I grabbed the sides of the table and flipped backward, lying across the cool flat wood until my head hung over its far side, sweeping my loose black hair between the table legs. My feet swung up, knees rising to my abs, and I kicked, catching the woman in the chest, propelling her back. I rolled off the table and backed toward the kitchen, my nose dripping blood onto the floor. I inhaled painfully, caught an all-to-familiar musky scent, and warily watched my attacker’s quick recovery.


“Who the hell are you?” I asked, voice nasal as my nose swelled. I already had a good idea of the what, if not the why.


“Like you don’t know, hussy,” she growled, a deep rumbling sound that resonated through the entire hall. Her teeth snapped, spittle flying from her lips. Bones moved under her face, broadening the forehead and elongating the jaw. A Were. One awfully close to blowing her top in my hallway. A few seconds more and she would be too far gone to stop. Great, sometimes I really hated being right.


“Where is he, that rat bastard? Where is my fiancé?” She stormed toward me. “This house reeks of him!” she screeched.


“Fiancé?” Doing a double take, I moved backward down the hall, bare feet sliding on the cool hardwood. Nearly tripping on my pants, I hitched them up with one hand. Having awakened beside Jacq as bare-assed as the day I was born, I’d jumped out of bed and quickly yanked on the clothes lying on the chair beside the bed, hurrying downstairs before whoever was at the door could wake our sleeping guests. Unfortunately the clothes were my much taller lover’s and were of a mind to come sliding down my legs at any moment.


“Yes, fiancé,” she seethed, stalking me, murderous intent in her eyes. “Now where is he?”


Two feet from the kitchen entryway, I said, “Look, Cujo, you’ll have to be more specific. I have quite a few men underfoot these days. I suggest you tell me who you are…pronto.” Despite my fire’s nearness, I called the earth to me, letting the green magic pool in my palms. It was deliciously easy thanks to last night’s family-fun healing session. Awkward was not the word. But if it meant I was strong enough to keep others from beating the snot out of me, I’d let my grannies catch me in the shower with a naked woman on a regular basis.


The woman charged and I ducked into the kitchen. She missed the turn and skidded past. I stopped just inside the doorway and we both spun to face the other. “And why is that?” she asked, her voice unusually deep and slow. “Why shouldn’t I beat the shit out of you…” Sharp claws extended from each of her fingertips. “…then tell you my name?” The hair on her limbs began to darken and thicken. I could feel her hot breath on my face.


“Simple.” I tilted my head back. The woman was growing taller with each second. “You tell me why you’re here and my girlfriend there might not fry your ass.” I pointed past her shoulder.


The woman’s orange and black head whipped around, and I let go of my pants, swinging my fist with all the speed and force I could, covering it at the last moment with the green earth magic—more to keep my fingers from breaking against her steel-like jaw than for extra force (though that was an exceedingly pleasant added benefit).


My left hook connected, snapping the woman’s head up and to the right. She crumpled like yesterday’s news at the bottom of a cockatoo’s cage. I shook my sore hand, pulled up my pants, and glared at her.


She wasn’t dead. She didn’t even have the decency to be unconscious. But the shocking blow had stopped her shift and temporarily dissolved her anger. She looked up at me with confused eyes then turned to the stairs, surprised to see my bluff was anything but.


I didn’t need to look to confirm it but did. Sure enough, Jacq was there, watching with amusement, a ball of silver magic in hand, ready to intervene if need be. Her expression smug, Jacq released the magic and crossed her arms. I could almost hear her taunting, You called me your girlfriend, and grimaced. She was never going to let me live that down. I could only be thankful that Mynx and Fera were not about.


Turning my attention back to our guest, I stood over her prone body. “So, like I was saying, you want to try that again?” Annoyed and smarting from my swelling nose and the bruises forming across my lower back, I let the fires of Hell burn in my eyes while green magic crawled like vines up my arms.


There was no question of what her answer would be.


Before the woman could say a word, Cassie rushed down the stairs. Hair mussed, wearing only a large pale-blue T and white shorts, she looked barely awake—until I saw her frightened eyes. She rushed past Jacq, nearly knocking her down, and grabbed my arm frantically.


“Cate, where are the children?”


I opened my mouth to reply, but the woman on the floor butted in, snarling, “Is this a fucking hotel? Never mind, forget her. Where’s my bastard of a two-timing fiancé?”


Red hazed my sight and a scorching flood of anger surged up from within me. I looked down but saw only a swath of crimson. Something dark and powerful swirled within me. Was it my demon-half or something else brought on by the past few days of stress?


At the moment, I didn’t care.


“Shut up!” My kick to her ribs was swift. The woman grunted and I nearly yelped as pain shot through my bare toes. Cassie gasped in surprise. Jacq, as confused as I by my uncharacteristic violence, remained silent. I sensed that she held herself back with difficulty, but I couldn’t hear her thoughts. The voices inside my head were too loud. Insufferable Beast-Kin. Invade my house. Attack me in my territory. Lay claim to what is mine. The unexpected thoughts threw me but I continued on, my anger too strong to make sense of it at the moment.


“Profanity isn’t allowed in this house and neither is shifting, especially with kids running around.” I spat the words, fire buzzing under my skin, begging for its release. “What if Cassie’s boys had gotten in your way of getting to me? Would your beast have simply stepped around them?” At my question, Cassie trembled and the woman on the floor blanched. “That’s your first and only warning. Next time, I’ll kill you and save myself further trouble.”


There was a moment of loud silence as my threat echoed about then faded.


“Do you understand?” I whispered. The power infusing the question made the soft words sound loud in our ears. I met the downed woman’s eyes. She saw the resolve in mine. Her gaze grew wary. Magic crackled in the small space. We four held our breaths, waiting for her answer.


Finally, she took a shallow breath and gave me a small nod. “I’ll be more respectful, but I’m not leaving without what I came for.”


My anger receded. I nodded in return, accepting the unspoken apology, never looking from the woman’s eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to.” I reined in my magic, pushing my fire and the dark power away, and felt my hair, which had been floating, settle against my back.


Eyeing me warily, Cassie cleared her throat and repeated her question almost gently. “Cate, have you seen Alex and Car?”


I didn’t blame her for her wariness. I had scared even myself.
“No.” I shook my head. “But they couldn’t have gone far with the wards u—” I slapped my forehead. “I forgot. Nana said something last night about taking the wards down at sunrise for some quick repairs. Obviously, she has or this one,” I pointed at the stranger, “would have never gotten past the barrier. The kids could be anywhere.”


Cassie turned away, panic in her eyes.


“Wait.” I grabbed her arm. “Let me sense them.”


She shook her head. “I tried. They must have their binding bracelets on.”


I nodded, understanding. The bracelets would block our ability to do any sort of simple search. We could scry for them, but that would only give us their general location, which we already knew. “We need to split up and take sections,” I said.


“Or…” Jacq approached until she loomed over the woman who still lay at our feet, listening with a too blank expression. “We could go straight to them.”


Surprised, Cassie and I looked to Jacq, who said to the woman lying on the floor, “We could use some assistance, and you could stand to make a better impression.”


The woman looked momentarily confused. Then she smiled. “The name’s Betz. And I’m a tiger, not a bloodhound.” Her expression became thoughtful. “Still, I could be persuaded to help you…but it’s going to cost you more than your goodwill.” She sniffed, looking from woman to woman. “Are they about this high,” she held her hand a few feet above the ground, “and dark-haired?”


Growing suspicious, I nodded.


Betz’s smile widened. “I saw them on my way in. I’ll trade you one reluctant suitor and the location of the nearest Justice of the Peace for your two missing brats.” She held her hand up for assistance. When no one took it, her body bowed upward, and she came to her feet with a smooth leap. Cassie and I took a cautious step back. Jacq didn’t move.


Betz’s smile slipped. “But I make no guarantees that they’ll be in one piece when we find them. When I saw the two, they were obviously looking for adventure. And with ones so young, that usually means trouble.”


I started to correct her but didn’t bother. She would find out soon enough that there was no age limit when it came to looking for trouble. In fact, in my experience, the older one was, the deeper they could dig that grave.


* * *


Van had all night (or at least the hours when not in a healing sleep) to consider what he must do. In a room fittingly dedicated to children, he had spent those long lonely hours staring at the man he could have become, the one that was even now sleeping his life away. He did not know the Were Tiger’s name but had been told enough to know that the chances of the Were ever awaking were minimal.


Van had stared and thought…and thought some more. And as the sun had risen, bringing the first light into his makeshift infirmary, he had come to a decision…and a very painful realization. He was to blame, if only partially, for the situation he and his aunt found themselves in. And that knowledge hurt his heart more than the arrow he had so recently burned from his back.


He’d had brushes with mortality before—his fingers moved to the white that tinged his forelock, its presence shrinking with his prolonged exposure to the power that suffused the house—but never as close as this. And never had there been such a risk to his Queen should he fall. He had been rescued by a mere slip of a girl, one not fully in her power. One that seemed destined to be Queen. Cate’s bravery had forced him to look more closely at his own life and to what he could do to lessen his aunt’s jeopardy. And what he had found both shamed and intrigued him.


Cate’s father, the Prince, was not the only one capable of breeding a viable heir, one able to wield the power the seven realms needed. Van was the Queen’s sister’s son and of her line. But few females in the Otherworld were of the caliber needed. And he had found his heart unmoved by all of them. They had been well and good for dalliances but not worthy of bearing a future queen. And of course he had not wanted to give up his freedom…had not thought it necessary until recently.


Obviously, his aunt thought otherwise. She was here risking her life and the future of their realm to ask a girl they knew little of to come back with them. And that was as much his fault as his cousin’s. It was time that he demoned-up as it were and took one for the team. It was time that he took a mate…and begat a few hellions.


Van had never considered looking past his own realm, past his own kind. Until days ago, he had not known that offspring with another species could wield their powers so well. Cate still had a great deal of growing to do, but she proved that this world had potential. His possible pool of selection had just gotten much larger.


And he knew the exact woman to assist him.


As if conjured by his thoughts, Helena Delacy stepped into the room, and his eyes locked on her. Though others might think otherwise, he could tell the redheaded guardian was mated. Like their Draig-Kin, Demons had a sort of second-sense about these things. He didn’t have his aunt’s skill for reading minds, but he did have a bit of knowledge when it came to reading souls. There was something about the witch’s aura that said a piece of her was missing. He would have liked to have been the one to fill her empty spaces but alas knew it was not to be. He would simply have to satisfy himself with enlisting her other less physical services.


For she was full of grace and beauty, steel and cunning. She was a warrior and a scholar—all things a queen should be. Helena would do well to help him pick a woman capable of passing these traits onto a daughter. And he couldn’t forget the most important part. From the number of exquisite lovelies coming and going in her house, she also had access to some most lusciously warm bodies—with all the parts he preferred. It shouldn’t be too difficult for her to find a woman he wouldn’t mind bedding.


“Helena,” he said as she checked his bandages. “I have a favor to ask of you.”


She was reluctant but quickly saw reason when he pointed out how beneficial his own pairing would be for Cate. He didn’t care for her suggestion that they add Marco into the scheme but agreed the vampire had access and skills a potential bridegroom needed. Van knew the basics of speech and dress from his years prowling this realm in search of his cousin’s lost mate, but he knew nothing of its women. Whatever the Italian Lothario could teach him would be a lesson well-learned.


And so their bargain was struck. In a few days’ time, they would begin the hunt for his bride.


Matchmaker, matchmaker, make me a match. Make her strong and fine, the sort of girl any demon would be lucky to catch.


* * *


With Betz leading the way, we went out the front door and circled around the back gardens, past the agency offices, and down a slight hill to the small creek-fed pond that bordered the edge of the woods. I nearly fainted when we arrived at the water and saw through the cattails the boat in the middle of the large expanse of water. Its occupants, Alex and Carlin Wellsy, shrieked with laughter as the boralis spun around them. The shimmering red fish leapt high, twisting and turning in the air above the boat before splashing down.


I’d never seen anything like it. Not only did my always ravenous pets seem uninterested in consuming the children, it was hard to determine which was more enamored of the other. Their bracelets had been removed and yellow ribbons of magic swirled from Alex’s hands, while Car shouted gleefully, watching with wide eyes. The fish followed the magic, seemingly happy to let the small child direct their aerial ballet. Far distant, gravel crunched as a car came down the drive, but we were too busy to be concerned with yet another unexpected guest.


Unaware of the danger, Cassie dove toward the water.


“Hold!” I yelled too late.


Faster than I could see, Jacq’s silver body flashed forward, grabbed the leaping witch’s arm, and yanked her back. Arms crossed over her chest, Betz watched the children, more interested in their antics than the adults’ worry. More interested…until Cassie’s momentum swung her around and into the tiger.


Unprepared, Betz wrapped her arms around Cassie as they fell backward. I scrambled for the back of Jacq’s pants as she slid down the muddy bank, heading for a drop into deep water. With a grunt, I stumbled backward, pulling her with me to more solid ground.


Hearing a shout, we turned to see Gemini crest the hill. She looked tired but happy…until she saw Cassie lying sprawled across Betz’s body. Gem’s expression quickly closed down. Not noticing that they were being watched, the tangled duo tried to separate their limbs. Cassie’s hair, which was notably white in the sunlight, had fallen into her face. She stood and pushed it out of her eyes, glaring at Jacq.


“What do you think you’re doing? My children are on that boat.” Cassie jabbed her finger toward the water. “Neither can swim. I need to get out there now!”


I stared at the witch then turned to the pond. “Be my guest. But you’ll be dead within minutes. The water’s infested with fire-eaters.”


Cassie gaped then looked at the shimmering red fish that leapt and swirled about the boat, murmuring, “My goddess, that can’t be.” She waved her arms at the boralis, shouting, “Those can’t be! I have to get to the children.”


Betz moved to stand beside us. “I don’t see the big deal. So they’re red and glow. Those things obviously like the little kiddos. They can’t be that dangerous.”


“That’s what the last three men they killed thought,” I said softly, not listening to Betz’s disbelieving reply. I’d inadvertently turned these innocent fish into killers. According to the legends, that was their reason for being. But the truth of what I’d done still saddened me.


Gem moved until she stood at Jacq’s side, placing us between herself and the other women. “How high can they go?” she asked, gazing at the water. Cassie turned in surprise, her anger turning to confused hope.


“Maybe a foot or two more,” I answered, understanding. “Maybe not even that. But we can distract them.”


Jacq murmured her agreement.


“Do all you can,” Gem said, floating upward. “Levitating is difficult during the day. I cannot go very high.”


As she moved slowly up and over the water, I peppered the area to our right with fire, hoping to persuade the fish away from their fun. Tiny droplets of Jacq’s silver magic fell like rain all around mine. Cassie watched Gem as if in a trance. Then she shook herself and sent earth magic to flow over ours in thin green sheets.


Gem moved up and outward until she hovered above the boat, the strain evident on her sweating face. Yellow magic still whipped about the children, along with a few stubborn fish. The airborne woman was barely above the jumping boralis’s range. I couldn’t hear the words but could tell she was speaking softly to the children. Alex’s ribbons of magic stopped, and the fish swam to where our magic fell. Both children wore very somber faces as Gem slowly drifted downward, settling with them in the boat. Cassie took a loud breath of relief, and I noticed Betz had placed her hand on the shaky witch’s shoulder.


Gem held the children securely in her lap and braced herself. The small boat moved forward, gliding through the water under her power. As soon as they hit the bank and Gemini stepped out with the children in tow, a crying Cassie rushed forward, hugging all three. Arms again crossed, Betz watched with an impatient expression.


Gem passed Cassie the children who were babbling about being Argonauts. Gem met my eyes over Cassie’s head. She looked ready to drop but there was only determination in her voice when she said, “I think it time, Cassandra, for you, Alex, and Carlin to go home. I spent the night finding tires for your car and will accompany you to ensure you and the children remain safe.” Her voice was steady but her eyes simmered with anger. Though it wasn’t directed at me specifically, I nodded, acknowledging the chastisement.


We would all have to work harder to watch and protect these two. As was often typical for those very young…and those not so young…they didn’t always know the danger they sought.


* * *


Christmas, 1726


“Fend for yourself until I call for you,” LaFortuna said right before he freed the boy’s wrists and walked away to check a brewing potion’s progress. Beyond weak, the emaciated boy slid down the wall to lie in a ball on the floor. Like a starved dog beaten within an inch of its life, the raggedy, blood-encrusted creature was nothing like the boy he had once been. For weeks, he had hung there, kept alive by magic, his Master’s tainted blood, and scraps of rotting food. Now he was free to go. But the snows would be deep outside the stockade. He had nowhere to go and no method to get there. The alchemist had stolen even the souls from the village’s horses.


More importantly, the boy no longer had reason to leave.


He lay there for hours, his mind too far gone to recognize his freedom for what it was: another form of punishment. Finally, he managed to get one leg then another under him. Mechanically, he stood on wobbly feet and walked out of the room, up the stairs, and past door after door until he found his mother’s. Like the others, the smell of old death seeped from under the threshold. Nevertheless, he entered. There his beautiful, kind-hearted mother—the woman who had healed souls as well as bodies with her empathetic spirit—lay, her eyes blessedly closed. She had not awoken to suffer the pain of her death or the knowledge of his failure. That mercy brought a small ray of peaceful sunshine to the jumbled darkness that was the boy’s broken mind.


Stiffly, he moved to the window and opened it, allowing in the winter wind. Shivering, he climbed under the cold covers and lay against his decaying mother’s side, uncaring of the smell. There he watched the night pass. When the sun finally rose, he slept a few fitful hours. Rising reluctantly, he kissed his mother on the forehead, wished her a good day, and headed to the kitchen. There the boy said good morn to the bloated cook, snoozing on her cot, and begged from her what little bits of dried meat and fruit had not spoiled. He rationed what he could, borrowed more practical clothes from the sleeping stable boy, and made plans.


He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but it had to be near midwinter. After this time, he thought he knew his Master well. Come spring and the melting of the snow, he would be free…or he would be again chained. Either way, the boy would die. But first, he had two things to do.


He thanked the cook for her food and in his mind heard her wish him good luck. The boy had no tongue and the cook no soul. But their conversation was as real as any he had ever had. He left the room on a quest, humming a lullaby under his breath. To complete his first task, he would need a weapon. He wondered, Where exactly would one find one of those in a house where the dead walked and the living slept?


No surprise, several of the stockade’s sleeping occupants were more than willing to offer their suggestions.



 
Chapter Fourteen




“Let me tell you a little story about the always ravenous Miss Muffet the Strumpet who liked her curds with whey of a different variety. Now there was a classy fairy.”


—Josephine Fera, Consummate Smartass





“Is he dead?” Betz asked as she looked down at the sleeping Rom.
“Or just too hungover from last night’s drunken orgy to get his lazy ass outta bed?”


“Neither.” I looked at the male Were tiger sadly. He needed to be in a medical facility where he could be provided fluids and nutrition, but his sister, Risa, had delayed making the decision to move him. Allowing the healers to temporarily slow his metabolism after the great battle with Nicodemus was the last magic she had permitted. A day or two more and the spell would wear off. His high Were metabolism would again kick in. Without food, he would waste away quickly. If Risa wasn’t back by Saturday, I would have to go over her head and speak with her Alpha, Grey Gryphon.


As she noted my somberness, Betz’s arrogant expression slipped away. “What’s wrong with him?”


I looked at her, my gaze unwavering. “He’s in a coma.”


She shook her head. “That’s not possible. We heal everything that’s not fatal.” Suddenly angry, she asked, “Did a healer do this? Have them undo it immediately.” She jerked her hand, pointing at Rom. “Romulus will heal fast enough awake. We have business.”


This time, I was the one shaking my head. I sat on a chair near the bed. Betz did the same, looking at Rom with confusion and a fear I didn’t understand. “No healer did this. There was a battle. Rom rushed in to save my life and the lives of everyone with me and was hit by a large blast of black magic. All the Weres had been warded, but his shield cracked, splintering the magic. Part of it hit his head and lodged in his brain, causing irreparable damage before it was purged. The healers can’t say if he will wake or if he does what sort of man he’ll be.”


Betz didn’t say a word. We sat there for several minutes letting her absorb the situation. Despite her dry eyes, she seemed more distraught than I expected. From what I’d gathered, theirs was an arranged marriage. But for a woman who wasn’t marrying for love, she looked as if the rug had been pulled out from under her.


“I need some time to think,” Betz said quietly. “Would you leave us alone for a few minutes?” I nodded and stood, leaving the tigers to their reunion. Not looking at me, Betz leaned forward to touch her fiancé but stopped and clasped her hands between her knees. Thankfully, Van was better and had left the room. This was awkward enough without adding an injured demon to the mix.


Just as I closed the door behind me, I heard her whisper, “You damn tiger. You always had to be the hero. Now what are we to do?” Not as unaffected as she had appeared, Betz’s voice was full of grief. I couldn’t help but wonder if the arrangements for their marriage had been more than a pact between the Lo and Legion Alphas. Perhaps the bride and groom had their own agreement. But if so, why had Rom run? I shook my head and headed downstairs.


Unless another miracle were to occur, and soon, we would probably never know. And while that wouldn’t bother me, I suspected the tiger now softly crying on the other side of the door was a different matter entirely.


* * *


I entered the kitchen just in time to hear Van ask Aunt Helena,
“What is this disgusting porridge-like substance?” He looked at the bowl my aunt had placed in front of him and smiled, only half-teasing. “Where is the meat? Can we not slaughter a cow or perhaps a large goat? This seems truly inadequate for a man such as I.” Sitting tall with one long leg crossed over the other, he gestured to his large frame. Even half-dead, the demon was still flirting. He sat at the table in only pants and a half-unbuttoned shirt (whose I did not know), which revealed the white bandage circling his chest and the hard-to-miss fact that he was a remarkably hairy man.


If my stomach hadn’t been empty, I might have gagged.


I answered for my aunt, who looked too tired to make polite conversation. “It’s oatmeal and you’re in no shape to eat a cow, much less slaughter one and haul its bloody bovine carcass back to the kitchen.” My voice wasn’t as bad now that Jacq had set my nose. But I hadn’t allowed her to drain more of her power to fully heal it, seeing as she still looked tired from last night’s fight.


Aunt Helena threw me a grateful smile. It turned into a frown as she saw my face. “Catherine Delacy,” she said sharply, “you were fully healed last night. Now you’re all black and blue again. Did you come down the stairs on your head?”


Van snickered.


I shot him a glare. “No,” I said dryly, fixing myself a bowl of sliced peaches and cottage cheese. “Our tiger guest’s fiancée showed up while everyone was out working on the wards. She was under the impression that he had left her at the altar to have an affair with me.” I wasn’t able to hold in my snarkiness.


“Is she dead?” Van asked around his oatmeal. Pushing it aside, he eyed my breakfast. “She should be killed for the offense. None are allowed to strike a member of the royal court without retribution.”


“The only thing royal about me right now is the pain in my a—”


Aunt Helena gave me a pointed look.


“Ah, nose. Pain in my nose.” I sighed and fixed Van a bowl similar to my own, sprinkling his with walnuts. He dug in with gusto.


Forgetting his question, he said around a mouthful of peaches,
“These taste remarkably like a woman’s—”


I kicked him under the table. Hard.


He turned red. “Forgive me, ladies. I speak out of turn.”


For a change, Aunt Helena looked amused at Van’s crude near slip. She added some peaches to her oatmeal before winking at me.


I briefly contemplated the possibility that another body-jumper had made it past the wards and possessed my normally prim aunt, then answered the red-faced Van. “No, she’s not dead. We don’t go around killing people for misunderstandings.” Even if a small dark part of me had wanted to. “While in our world, please remember to check with one of us before incinerating someone.”


I didn’t bother to explain further. Thankfully Aunt Helena switched the subject, explaining that Kathryn and Nana had checked the wards early this morning before retiring to the dining room for tea and toast. During our talk the afternoon before, I’d told Aunt Helena and Nana about what I needed to help Gemini retrieve her father’s body. The Council wanted to know how Domini Roskov, a powerful vampire, could have been possessed by Nicodemus so they could prevent such possessions in the future. The Council thought Domini’s corpse was the key to their research and they wouldn’t quietly stand by while I took his remains unless they already had their answers. Knowing Nana, she had taken it upon herself to talk this information out of Kathryn. Or at least I hoped that was the reason for all this recent buddy-buddying between the two.


I was only half listening to Aunt Helena and Van discuss last night’s events when Van said something that had my aunt and I choking.


“What?” I sputtered, spitting orange juice in a wide arc that splattered my new cousin right in the face. “What did you just say?” I set my glass down with a clunk and grabbed napkins, passing some to Van before wiping my dripping chin and chest. More demure, Aunt Helena simply coughed into her napkin.


Irritated, Van wiped his face, giving me a nasty look. “I said, Denoir needs a Queen, even if it is a very young one. If you won’t return with us, we would take your firstborn.”


“Look, Rumpelstiltskin—”


He held up his hand, cutting me off. “There is no need, cousin, to hurl anything else at me, words, juice, or otherwise. That was our request. But it is no more.” Van’s tone gentled. He smiled. “Almost in spite of me, you saved my life last night. The Queen and I agreed we would not force the issue…not at the present moment.” His smile slipped. “But our time runs short. Many of our people already suffer and more will as well if a Queen is not found.”


Van looked to Aunt Helena, and something passed between them. Silently, my aunt stood and left the room, touching my shoulder on her way out the door. I looked after her, wondering what she and Van had discussed before I came downstairs.


I turned back to the demon, saying softly, “I promised last night to listen. So I apologize for the outburst.” I laughed, realizing how funny Van looked covered in orange juice. “And for dousing you with my breakfast.”


He laughed also and the tension eased. Van again began to eat.


“What is it?” I asked. “If you won’t force me to be queen or give you my child, at least not right now, then what is that you want? I can see there’s something.”


Van chewed slowly, watching me carefully. Finally he swallowed and said, “Come home with us. Come see our land and people. Come see what it is that we offer. But especially, come meet your father.”


“Why isn’t he here asking these things of me?” The question had been at the forefront of my thoughts since Van’s introduction Monday night.


Van’s eyes briefly flared before he said with resignation, “He’s hell-bound…has been since before your birth. The gates deny his commands.”


I let that sink in, having a better idea now as to how that might have occurred.


“You and I have no such limitations,” Van said. “Come, and if you want to walk away after, we will let you go and damn the consequences.”


“And if I don’t?”


Van smiled, grabbing a whole peach from the fruit bowl. “Then you may find yourself with a very permanent demon houseguest.” He bit into the fruit, smacking his lips, unfazed by my stormy scowl.


Van wasn’t joking, and I wasn’t about to head to Hell. I had the unpleasant notion that my grocery bill was about to mirror my blood pressure and go way up.


I wanted to tell Van exactly where he could put his trip to Hell, but I could hear company approaching from the hall. This was a conversation better left for a more private moment. I stood and held up a hand, saying as diplomatically as I could, “Hold that thought.”


Mynx walked in with JJ, former paralegal for Benito Carmel, Seth’s man-of-business. We had fought with JJ during the battle against Nicodemus. JJ had proved herself a capable fighter, which was why I hadn’t thought twice about hiring her as our new secretary. The beautiful black-haired woman was dressed nicely in black slacks and a black shirt. The hair bun and glasses made her appear sedate, but I’d seen her magically toss Seth’s sister, Serena, a vampiric Viking hulk of a woman, across a room without a thought. Very impressive considering JJ was my height. She had olive skin much darker than my own and a small white streak in her hair, similar to Van’s. The streaks looked natural. I had made a mental note to ask both JJ and Van about them but hadn’t had the opportunity.


My smile wide, I turned to greet JJ. “Welcome. How was the drive?”


Before she could reply Van stood from his chair and lifted her hand, kissing it. “My name is Vanguard. And who might you be, lovely lady?” White teeth flashing, he fluttered his lashes at her.


JJ removed her hand from Van’s, giving him a tight-lipped smile before turning to me. “The drive was fine.”


“I’m heading to the offices now.” I swept my hand toward the back door, laughing silently at Van’s obvious consternation. “I’ll help you unload your car.”


Annoyingly persistent (clearly a family trait), Van looked between us. “I shall join you.” Again all charm, he asked JJ, “Perchance are you available for marriage and of good breeding stock?”


Mynx’s cheek twitched. JJ gave me a questioning look. I pinched the bridge of my nose and shrugged. “He was kicked in the head last night.”


JJ nodded knowingly. “We used to have a coffee machine like him at Carmel’s. Another swift kick usually resolved the issue.”


“Believe me, I’m considering it.”


Mynx coughed into her hand. Van looked from one of us to the other, confused. “What is a coffee machine?”


Alighting on an idea, I grabbed Van and steered him toward the den, saying with forced brightness, “Excellent query. Let me introduce you to our educational device. It will answer all your questions.” I plopped him down on the couch, grabbed the remote, and turned on the flat screen that sat above the fireplace. “We like to call it satellite TV. Watch for the things we call commercials. Those are especially informative.”


“That’s just cruel,” Mynx said under her breath, following us into the room.


Van’s eyes glazed over in wonder. I waved frantically behind my back for JJ to make her escape. Mynx, fighting hard to keep a straight face, gave Van a bag of Cheetos and an oversized football jersey so we could wash his OJ-splattered dress shirt. When we left, the enraptured Vanguard was switching between SuperHGTV, NASCAR…and oddly enough, several women’s channels.


It was early. The Darkmirror wasn’t yet open, but the phone was already ringing when I unlocked the front door of the small house. I rushed into my office and grabbed the call.


“Ah, Miss Delacy, just the woman I wanted to speak with,” said a cultured NOLA voice.


I threw myself into my desk chair. “Mr. Carmel. Good morning.” Through my open door, I saw Mynx and JJ walk in. JJ twitched at her old boss’s name but merely dropped her bags at the open door and left to grab more.


“Good morning, Miss Delacy. I apologize for the early call. I have two pieces of most urgent business to discuss.”


My ears perked up. This had to be important. I could count on one hand the times I’d spoken with Carmel personally. Normally the busy lawyer’s assistant was the one to call.


He continued, “One is in regard to my previous assistant, Miss James.” That would be JJ. “Her Majesty, the Vampire Queen of Mississippi, wishes to inquire as to Miss James’s health and location.”


I bet she does. The blond bloodsucker was smitten. She and JJ were the only two who didn’t know it.


“Really. And why would Serena think I would know your assistant’s location?” I drawled as JJ walked back in the door.


Scowling, she dropped more bags in the reception area, stalked toward my office, and attempted to close my door, clearly not wanting to hear the conversation.


She was a better woman than I. Had I been in her shoes, I would have been hovering over the phone, listening to every word. I waved, letting her know to keep it open. I didn’t plan to say anything she couldn’t hear.


“That I could not say,” Carmel answered. He was paid big bucks to sound truthful and sincere, but that statement didn’t need any help. Serena rarely if ever revealed her motives. “I have the authority to hire your agency at a premium rate to locate her.”


Premium, eh? That was tempting. Too bad I couldn’t help him out.


“Please extend my apologies to Her Majesty, Mr. Carmel.” I kept my eyes on JJ. Under the scowl, there was a perplexed expression. Was it me or Serena who had my new secretary’s panties in a twist? “I cannot at this time accept the offer to locate Miss James. Please advise Serena that my official
recommendation would be to check under her bed. That’s usually where I find what I’ve lost.”


JJ covered her mouth, muffling a snorted laugh. Behind her fingers was a smile. I returned it, grinning broadly. But there was no sarcasm or humor in my tone. JJ and Carmel might think I was joking, but assuming Seth’s man-of-business delivered the message as given, Serena would understand. Or so I hoped. Otherwise, I’d have one very pissy vampire on my hands.


“It shall be relayed.” Carmel cleared his throat, obviously not liking my answer. JJ left the room as her old boss said, “The other matter is regarding Denoir’s Queen and her escort. My Master apologizes for the danger their presence has rendered to yourself and your home.” His voice was a bit stiff. Delivering an apology to such as me, even one given via proxy, must stick in the man’s craw.


I started to tell Carmel to cut the bullshit but merely bit my cheek. There was no rushing a lawyer. If I tried, he’d drag this on just for spite.


“His apology is accepted, although unnecessary.” My tone hinted at my frustration. “As I invited his guests to visit, any danger they brought was expected. However, I am concerned as to their transportation home. When will their escort be arriving?”


Carmel cleared his throat again. “Unfortunately, that is my other reason for calling.” There was a rustling sound as he fidgeted in his chair.
“We will not be sending a car. Upon his head guard’s recommendation, my Master has rescinded his offer of protection.”


“What?” I sat up, waving at Mynx who was lugging in a few boxes. Like a revolving door, I had moved from amused to panic in a second flat. Surely the vampires didn’t intend to leave Kathryn and Van with me indefinitely. I’d go insane and someone would die. I’d expected to have the two demons on their way within a few hours. My mind scrambled to regroup as Carmel continued.


“We believe one of the Queen’s vampire guards was connected to last night’s attack.” His tone was most apologetic. “For the Demon Queen’s safety, the Kin will officially have no further dealings with her.” His volume dropped. “Unofficially, however, I have been authorized to hire your people to make the necessary arrangements. We wish you to provide transportation and protection for Denoir’s Queen and her guard to a gate of your choosing. From there, she can travel directly home and to safety.”


I had the delirious urge to laugh but stifled it. I could take the offer and be in charge of getting my new grandmother and cousin safely home…or I could be stuck with them until the Blood-Kin found their traitor, which could be a very long time, if ever.


Somewhere, at this very moment, a Fate was convulsing with maniacal laughter, her face twisted in sadistic glee as she rolled across a heavenly floor.


Mynx stood nearby, listening with her sharp cat ears. Desperately, I looked to her and she nodded, her green eyes already gleaming with a plan. I sighed, the sound one of relief…and surrender. “We’ll take the job.” Not that we had much of a choice. “Denoir’s Queen will be home by,” I looked to Mynx, who held up two fingers, “Saturday night. My associate Mynx Delacy will be in contact regarding the fee. The very large fee.”


“No doubt, Miss Delacy.” Carmel chuckled. “No doubt.” We exchanged a few more details. Then he added, “Oh, and the Master had Bon Ame do a check. He said, ‘The autopsy begins Saturday morn’ and that you would know what that means.”


Biting back a curse, I demurely thanked the man.


He finished the call by saying, “Have a good day. As always, Miss Delacy, it’s a pleasure doing business with you.”


I muttered my own pleasantries and hung up before I could lose my temper. In his parting words, Carmel had asked only that we keep things inconspicuous. Apparently they’d had difficulty explaining why Bob Rainey, the last fellow I’d “retrieved” for them, had been dead, decayed, and missing the majority of his legs. That knowledge brightened my day.


But I knew what the vampires were up to. When all was said and done and Kathryn and Van were home safe, Seth and his people would come out smelling like butterscotch-flavored roses. They would take the credit, letting everyone know how they’d suckered a pack of wild bat-demons and ferreted out the bad apples in their own bunch. If things turned out badly, they’d disavow any knowledge of our agreement and leave us holding the bag.


Basically, it was business as usual.


Or at least it was for Seth, but what of Marco, the “head guard,” as Carmel had called him? He had made the recommendation that we escort the Queen. The smarmy Italian didn’t seem the type to admit he couldn’t handle a problem. Why would he convince Seth to take himself and his team away from guarding such a prominent visitor, especially when such admission could cost a vamp his head?


Mynx immediately left for her office. I shook my head as I heard her pick up the phone and ask for Nana. I left my office to show JJ the rooms that would be hers alone. On our way past Mynx’s office, I shut her door, not needing to hear what those two were planning.


This was exactly the sort of challenge Mynx thrived on so I would leave it to her. I just hoped she knew what she was getting into, because I sure as hell didn’t. Seth’s message meant the Council had moved up their plans to autopsy Roskov’s body then remove it to an unknown location. I had less than forty-eight hours to bring Gem’s father home or risk losing him forever to the Council’s clutches. It made me wonder why they were in such a godawful hurry that they’d change their plans.


It wasn’t like the dead vampire was going anywhere…as far as they knew.


* * *


A new year, 1727


The first night the boy came back with a knife belted to his hip—walking and talking like a man, his eyes as black and mad as his would-be-father’s, expecting…almost wanting to be punished—the ever-fickle, pale-haired LaFortuna simply laughed and slapped him. “Fortune favors the bold,” he said.


If the boy was arrogant enough to think that he could kill him, LaFortuna would let him try.


And so it became a game. One that amused his Master and kept the boy alive and free of his chains. Each night, LaFortuna would set the boy outside the only entrance to his private rooms then bar and ward the door. The tired boy would return to his mother’s room to rest and think. Hours later, when the sun was high in the sky, the game began.


The first day, the boy smeared the alchemist’s wooden door with tallow from the always generous cook and set it ablaze. Prepared for this, its wards doused the flames and blasted the boy. The second day, it was gunpowder from the armory. The third, lock-picking. The fourth, wood-boring ants
(courtesy of the sleeping gardener). The door was slightly slower to recognize the insects as a threat, but each time ended with the same result: The boy was flung away to lie in a bruised and battered heap. And when he managed to pull himself back up, the door—the evil, mocking, sadistically clever door—was always undamaged.


But the stockade and village were filled with many sleeping corpses, and each had a different suggestion on how to breach the door. Ropes and pulleys, pry bars, flaming arrows, battering rams, metal-eating acids—none of which worked. It wasn’t until weeks later that he found his answer.


In desperate hunger the boy borrowed the sleeping stable master’s tall boots and a guard’s bow and forced his way through the deep snow to hunt. There, sleeping deep beneath covers of cold white powder, was the mason. With his own hands, the rough gristly-bearded man had carved the stockade’s foundation out of the mountain, had helped lay each block, had helped the carpenters secure each beam. Forgotten by all, he had been the alchemist’s first victim.


Though weak, thanks to months of consuming Otherworldly flesh and vampire blood, the boy was stronger and faster than he should have been. He managed to shoot several rabbits and, under the mason’s tutelage, set snares to trap more. As the boy returned with his catch, the mason’s ghost walked back with him. The hungry boy slit the innocent hares’ throats and let their blood flow down his own like wine from a gourd before skinning them. While he consumed the meat, sucking the blood and sustenance from each raw piece before swallowing them, the mason spoke.


As it turns out, the boy didn’t have to go through the door. He simply needed to make his own. And the sleeping mason was more than willing to show him how.



 
Chapter Fifteen




“Death and rebirth, this is all we know. One day maybe it will be enough.”


—Phoenix D’Artanian, former leader of the Draig





There wasn’t enough time to do the run for Gem tonight. As it was we were rushing to cover all the details by tomorrow night. Waiting meant cutting things close, but we had no choice.


After speaking with Carmel, I called Fera, informed her of our change in circumstance and timetable, and asked her to stir up her spells at the house. While waiting on Fera, I gave JJ the basic rundown of her duties and outlined the role I’d like her to play in the run for Gem. She agreed to help and also offered to make the needed illusion charms, saving me some time. Then Mynx and I had a long, disturbing talk about Fera’s interrogation of Ramus’s demon cohort. She confirmed Benito Carmel’s statement that a vampire from Kathryn’s escort had assisted the demons. But worse was the certainty that Ramus and the winged demons with him weren’t acting on their own, meaning others might come for Kathryn before we could get her safely home. Mynx stayed with JJ at the agency offices while I went back to the main house to wait for Fera.


Though crowded, the kitchen was the best place for stirring a spell so that was where I found myself during the late morning hours. Fortunately, the room only held me, Jacq, Fera and Brittan. Jacq had volunteered to take over Brittan’s magic training for the morning while Nana and Kathryn worked on something for me. Watching Fera conduct her spell was a golden training opportunity. Aunt Helena had gone to Wellsy’s to help Cassie strengthen the old house’s wards and would send Gem back soon to discuss her part in the rescheduled run. My grandmothers were even now chatting over their third or fourth pot of tea. And Van was still camped out in front of the TV, watching cartoons, eating corn chips and drinking beer, both of which he’d demanded after determining they were the preferred snack of Earth males.


Fera was still reviewing the needed ingredients for her spells while Jacq was explaining things to Brittan who had offered to assist with the run. Brit wasn’t trained, but had shown that she did well under fire. I’d relented and given her a small safe task.


This was also Brit’s first time to watch a spell cast. Understandably, she was very interested in every little detail. And she wasn’t the only one. It was my first time to see a Fae conduct magic, but I hid my excitement. Elfin spells were closely guarded. We would likely never again have such an opportunity. If Fera knew how badly I wanted to stay and watch, she’d kick me from the room for the hell of it.


Brit and Jacq had been poring over Fera’s ancient spell tome, but now Brit looked from the book to the large bowls of ingredients scattered across the table.


“This is too much,” Brit said, drawing me from my thoughts. “This only calls for a small amount of these and these,” she pointed at two bowls,
“and an even smaller amount of this and this.” Confused, she looked at me and Fera. “You could make a gallon of potion with this.”


“Two gallons actually,” I said, not looking up from my map. As an afterthought, I added, “Of each spell.”


Brit blew out a large breath. “This says an ounce for a full-sized adult. What are you putting to sleep? An army?”


“Something like that. And there are ingredients there for the color-changing potion I mentioned. We’ll have to have two buckets of that as well.”


The amount of potion needed was something I’d changed when I’d called Fera. The new amount had her spinning in confusion, but she’d agreed to the request. Fera had given her word that she would do the spell, so she wouldn’t mess things up, not intentionally. That wasn’t why I’d asked her to work the spell here. I simply didn’t like the idea of having magic worked on myself without understanding it. And I was particularly sensitive about this procedure.


If things went wrong, I would die. And I was not fond of the idea of dying.


There were two spells: one to invoke the stasis and the other to undo it. Both were potion-based and would have to be swallowed then invoked as needed.


“What’s this?” Brit picked up a small vial.


“Don’t open that!” I warned. “That’s liquid Were phers for making suppression amulets.” I pointed to the wooden disc Brit wore around her neck to mute the symptoms of the musky Were phers the unconscious Rom still emitted.
“If you get the liquid on your skin and absorb a concentrated dose the amulet won’t help.”


Brit put the bottle down gingerly. The phers affected her less strongly now that she was magical, but she had enough experience with them to know an undiluted dose was a bad idea.


I returned to the notes I’d been making, discouraging conversation. Brit took the hint. Fera did not.


Smirking, the sheriff pointed to the small pond that sat in the middle of the mapped area I was currently planning to invade. “Speaking of armies, General Cate, will we go by land or by sea?”


Gem had told me where Roskov’s body was being kept. Seth had confirmed the information. I hadn’t told Fera the location, but she’d found out anyway. She and Jacq now knew where we were headed, but I hadn’t shared the how…and had no plans to do so.


What Fera didn’t know couldn’t get me arrested.


I gave her what I thought was a fairly good imitation of her one-brow arch. “You go nowhere. You do the spell. Then you’re out. The rest of us will take it from there.” I could have said, “Then you go home,” but that was wishful thinking. The amber-eyed Fae had been stuck to Mynx like glue and had only gone home after Mynx said she had to get to work. Fera had run back here so fast after I’d called to ask her about the spell that I wondered if she had been sitting at the end of the driveway.


Fera crossed her arms. “You’re about as fun as a barrel full of flying monkeys.” She wore a fresh-pressed version of yesterday’s khaki uniform, minus the hat, continually tempting me to peek at her ears. But it was a lost cause. I couldn’t see their tops under all that multicolored hair.


“You bet…and proud of it.” I gave a crooked grin. “Don’t worry.” My grin became a smirk. “If your Friday night sitting here demon-sitting Van and Kathryn is dull, I guarantee we can make up for it. You and Jacq will be well-entertained Saturday as you help my two unexpected demon houseguests escape back home.” Mynx had told me this last detail of her and Nana’s plan before I’d left the office. I was very happy to enlighten her unsuspecting cohorts.


“What’s this?” Fera scowled. “I haven’t said anything about playing guard to your grandmother and her pussy-hound of a nephew, not for one day much less two.”


Inwardly, I snickered. When Mynx and I checked on Vanguard earlier, the demon had pulled himself away from a commercial advertising body spray long enough to hit on Mynx. He’d kissed her hand in thanks for the snacks then quoted some line of obscure demon poetry about the purity of her eyes and ripeness of her smell. Not only was Mynx unimpressed, but Van had nearly gotten clobbered by an irritated Fera.


One could only hope that the demon would avoid sniffing women in the future.


My smile widened at the memory, and I said oh so sweetly, “You didn’t have to say a word. Seth has pulled his protection. Other arrangements had to be made and you two,” I patted Fera’s cheek before leaning against the table, facing away from Jacq but resting my hand on hers, “were drafted.”


“You volunteered us to guard the demons?” Jacq’s husky voice was soft, her face carefully calm, but there was a tenseness in her tone that said she was upset.


“No, I don’t have that right.” I ran my hand down her arm. “And even if I did, I would ask before obligating you to someone’s service.” In fact, I didn’t even know the plan, only that Jacq and Fera were part of it.


“Mynx?” Puzzled, Fera looked up from where she had been grinding the spell’s last ingredient: deadly nightshade.


I shook my head, lacing my fingers with Jacq’s. “No, it’s her plan. But Nana made the request that you two help Mynx and that you stay here during my run so the house will be protected. I simply didn’t try to persuade Nana from the idea, not that I could.” I laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “Gwendolyn Delacy might not consider it unmannerly to offer someone else’s assistance to demons. But you can bet she’d consider it rude to take the offer back. I would have a hell of a fight on my hands for even suggesting it. And you know my grandmother…With her, it’s best to pick your battles.”


“Damn straight,” Fera muttered, turning back to her spell. Brit laughed under her breath. And Jacq nodded, giving me a worried look before again explaining the spell to our new guardian. No surprise, Fera and Jacq didn’t say another word. They hadn’t lived this long by being stupid.


Neither had Mynx. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what she had planned. If a small squadron of heavily armed vampires couldn’t keep Kathryn and Van safe, how would Mynx do it by herself? And she would definitely be by herself. According to Mynx, her entire plan hinged on that one fact.


The day passed quickly with everyone running about attending to different tasks. After a quick lunch, I loaded Gem, JJ, Brit, and myself into my rebuilt yellow Jeep and headed to The Burg to pick up a few supplies and go over the routes everyone would follow the next night. Mynx stayed home to act as guard. When we returned in the late afternoon, she left in her SUV to go over the route and attend to her own errands. Brit looked as tense as I felt, so I took the young blond into the back garden and we sparred with practice swords on the black and gray stone practice pad.


It was dusk. Brit and I had finished sparring and were on our way back to the house to clean up for dinner when the wards behind the garden rang, alerting us that someone was requesting entrance.


“Go on.” I shooed Brittan toward the house. “I’ll get it.” In that direction lay the path through the woods to the Wellsy homestead, so the visitor had to be Cassie or Gem.


Or so I thought.


I got to the swirling blue and green door only to find a slicked-down, dressed up vampire waiting. Marco wore a nice dark gray suit with a coral tie, a flower in his buttonhole, spit-shined wingtips, and his hair greased down. The only thing missing was the Tommy gun. Hands in his pockets, he bounced around on his toes. Gazing off into the woods, he didn’t immediately notice me, which was odd. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the pointy-toothed man was nervous.


I stood by the door and waited. After a moment, Marco turned, giving me an expectant look which turned to confusion when I made no move to open the door.


“My, my,” I said, “don’t you look spiffy. Didn’t have to dress up on my account though, Marco. You miss the message?” I asked, knowing damn well he hadn’t. I cocked my head and smiled sweetly. “The Kin are free of demon-sitting duty. You can go home.” I gave a small five-fingered wave.


Marco pulled his hands from his pockets, straightened his suit, and adjusted his tie. Through the magical barrier, black eyes met mine. I could almost see his cocky mask fall back into place. “I’m not here for the demons.” He held his hands together behind his back. “I have a date with Helena.” The words were slightly muffled by the wards, but my ears heard them loud and clear.


My brain however did not compute.


“You have a what? With who?” I crossed my arms. “Since when?” I had the nearly overwhelming urge to open the ward door just so I could close it in his smug face.


“A date. Your aunt. Since this morn. I was,” he smiled, “invited to dinner.” His smile widened, showing very large, very sharp fangs.


I gulped. Nana had said we were having fish tonight, but who knew what the vampire planned to eat? I simply hoped it wasn’t Aunt Helena. There was only so much mental scarring a girl could take. Having to watch this smarmy Italian blood drinker simpering…or worse, sipping…at my aunt’s boudoir might just put me over the limit.


* * *


March 15th, 1727


Spurred on by the steady drip, drip of melting snow, the boy chiseled at the stone wall, uncaring of the sweat that burned his eyes or the blisters that burst on his aching hands. Deep within the cellar of the stockade, he should not have heard the water falling above, but the sound, along with the mason’s guiding voice, was loud in his ears.


It had been exactly one week since the boy had met the stone layer. He’d spent those seven days locating the tools he would need and pacing each wall, verifying for himself that the mason’s estimates were correct. Each day he made an attempt to breach the door, not wanting his Master to know the game had changed. Then he hunted, trying to feed the hunger that always gnawed at his belly. His growing desire for blood would have concerned him had he not had other, more pressing worries. Worries that were, even now, filling the cellar with their excited comments.


Yesterday, while marking his stones, he’d heard the icicles hanging from the mountain’s great pines breaking. Over and over, the booming
cracks, like the first round of cannon fire from an invading army, had echoed across the valley. Two days before, they’d been in the midst of a blizzard. Today they were at the front of a spring thaw. With no warning and mere hours to nightfall, there had been no time to implement his plan.


At dusk, the boy had returned to his Master’s room expecting to again be chained. When the Master had merely drank from him then ignored him in favor of calling a treat forth from the gate, the boy knew he could not risk another night. The alchemist had begun to have trouble opening his stone portal. Every night, he spent longer, forcing more blood and more magic upon the black stone, and every night his rage upon the demonic beasts that finally stepped forth grew. Like the boy’s need of the rabbits, the alchemist’s need to feed on these creatures increased. And like the boy’s prey that had become sparser and sparser, fewer beasts came at his Master’s call. Chained or no, the first night the black stone did not open at the alchemist’s bidding would be the boy’s last. And that night was imminent.


So that day the boy had begun an hour after dawn when the alchemist could not be awakened. He was small and the stones were large. The mason said two at the most must be removed. He had not stopped the day before or this day to hunt, and there was nothing left in the stockade worth eating—nothing that hadn’t once been human. And though always starving, the boy was not that desperate, not yet. But with his body weak from hunger and persistent blood loss, his blows didn’t carry the force they would have only days before.


The first heavy block was the hardest. But he was determined. Two hours after midday, he pushed until the stone fell to the ground far below. Two hours more and the second stone joined it. This time he heard the tinkling of breaking glass as the stone crashed into something in the Master’s chambers. With rope the sleeping stable master had loaned him, the boy lowered himself, moved quickly between overladen tables, and into the small alcove where his Master slept. Within seconds, he stood over the alchemist, LaFortuna, knife drawn. He briefly considered allowing the man to awake, to see his death coming. The boy wanted LaFortuna to know the boy had won their game. That brief glimpse of fear and pain in the man’s black eyes would be a small but satisfying justice for all the suffering he had caused.


But the voices were now all there with him, arguing. The sleeping villagers—the mothers with their crying babies, the huntsmen and bakers, the candle-makers, the herbalists, the milkmaids and cooks, the scullery maids and stable lads, the midwives and holy men, the simpering pages and shy adolescents, the crones and wizened old men, the chubby toddlers clinging to their fathers’ legs and the scruffy youths peering into each colorful bubbling vat of mystery brew—they all had something to say. They all wanted revenge and their freedom. Like himself, they all wanted the alchemist dead. And more than a few had descriptive advice as to what he should cut off first.


But it was his mother, quiet and calm amid the din, he heard and listened to. It was her wisdom he obeyed. To wait was to risk his life and their eternity. She cared little for eternity. He cared little for his life. But for each other they cared greatly.


So with hours left until dark, he plunged the dagger into the alchemist’s heart. Repeatedly.


Leaving the dagger in place, the boy used the last of his strength to drag the man from the alcove, across the room, and onto the bare area in front of the gate. Kneeling beside the body, he pulled the knife free with a loud sucking sound and held it high above his head with both hands, considering. Then as he had seen his Master do to the creatures he consumed, the boy plunged the knife deep, sawing, ripping open the pale chest. Some of the villagers murmured in shock but the oldest encouraged him. No longer enspelled, they remembered what their wisest had taught them of the ancient ways. With bloody fingers, the boy reached in and removed the alchemist’s black, rotting heart. The oldest among them said he must hold the organ to ensure it did not return to its owner. The boy simply nodded. Whatever it took, this monster must never return to life.


Heart in hand and bloody knife again at his hip, the boy tiredly moved to gather the fuel his Master used to brew his potions.


Burn him! Burn him! Or risk he rise again.
The older voices began the chant and the younger soon chimed in. But when the boy came to the cabinet where the supplies were kept, he found it on its side. One of the heavy stones he had pushed through the wall lay half atop it. The cabinet’s doors had sprung open, tumbling its glass containers onto the floor. The lamp oil and other burnable compounds mingled with potion ingredients as they flowed like multicolored rivers through the floor’s cracks.


Time was running short. The boy could feel the sun sinking lower and lower. Concerned, the sleeping villagers ran through the room, shouting to each other, only to find what he already knew: It contained nothing else capable of burning a grown man to ash. The boy returned to stand over his Master and looked at the shining black portal, seeing only the bloody remains at his feet reflected therein, not noticing his own pitiful bedraggled reflection.


He would give the alchemist to the stone…assuming he could make it do as he bid. Surely wherever it was that LaFortuna sent his victims’ bones would be a sufficient burial for one such as this. As he had seen his Master do, the boy took the knife, slit his palm, and smeared his blood across the blackness, not feeling the cut’s sting. But nothing happened. Again and again, he tried, muttering every sinister snatch and sliver of spell he had ever overheard. Nothing.


Eyes brimming with tears, the boy, heart in one hand and knife in the other, leaned against the stone, resting his brow against it. As the dead heart touched the stone, it pulsed in his hand, beating out a long-forgotten dirge. At the heart-blood’s call, the black stone rippled against the boy’s skin.


A voice came out of the darkness. As soft and strong as his mother’s, the woman’s voice comforted him, even as her words broke what little spirit he had left. He was not hers, never would be. Still, she would give him one moment to serve her, though it would be his choice to do as she asked. He nodded against the stone, knowing what her request would cost. When he pulled the heart back, the stone solidified, the voice lost to him forever.


The boy turned to his former Master and loosed fully for the first time the dark hunger he had held at bay for months. He could smell blood. Blood everywhere. He saw the black-red smears of it on his Master’s white shirt and the small trail of it that led across the cold stone floor back to the alcove. And underneath that scent of blood was the smell of meat…ancient, richly ripe meat. The boy inhaled, taking the scents in, savoring them in a way he would not have weeks before.


Seeing what he planned, his mother spoke urgently, begging, Not this! Go not down this dark path my son. We will find another way.


Alas, there was no other path for him. He had two tasks. With the alchemist’s death, one was done. And the voice in the stone had been certain.


There was only one way to fulfill the second.


As he had been bidden, he brought the alchemist’s heart to his mouth and began to eat. Even as his hunger and madness grew, his mother’s voice slipped away, fading from his mind. When he picked up the dagger and carved his Master up in earnest, his mother was nowhere to be found. In fact, all of the voices were gone. For the first time in many weeks, the boy was treated to a blessed silence. Like the pieces of demon-tainted, vampire flesh he consumed, the sudden lack of sound left him empty inside.



 
Chapter Sixteen




“Oh, what a wicked web we weave when at first we practice to conceive.”


—Old Demon Proverb





Night Twelve


It was tight but we managed to fit everyone at the dining table at the same time. Unaware that Kathryn, Van, Marco and Betz would be staying, Nana had invited Cassie and the children back for dinner. Likewise, Mynx had invited Fera, and I had invited JJ. Jacq was a given. (If I had to suffer this, so did she.) Nana wouldn’t hear of anyone eating in the kitchen, so we’d added every leaf possible to the old table, dragged in extra chairs. The children had gladly climbed each into an adult’s lap, and we’d all squeezed close together.


That left us with a very full, very close…very awkward…house.


Aunt Helena and Marco were seated at the opposite end so I heard little of their conversation, but I caught an earful…and eyeful…of everything else. Van was clearly drunk and more intent than ever to make a romantic connection with any woman in his general vicinity. My grandmothers were acting like long-lost sisters. Marco was doing everything but make love to my aunt at the dinner table. The normally taciturn Mynx was flirting outrageously with Fera, who was flirting back while carrying on a conversation with at least three others. Alex and Car were butting into everyone’s conversation with the guileless innocence and frightening curiosity of the very young. Betz and Brittan were dishing on their relationships or lack thereof with the tiger twins, Rom and Risa. Cassie and Gem looked very uncomfortable seated nearly on top of each other. JJ’s cold sarcastic semi-violent side had reasserted its delightful head. General chaos was abounding.


It was a sad but unexpectedly welcome day when Jacq and I were the most uninteresting people in the room.


I ate my dinner slowly, my free hand lightly touching Jacq’s thigh, my gaze jumping from person to person as they spoke, catching only pieces at a time. It was like something between a train wreck and a disjointed play, one that was part farce, part tragedy…and all nightmare. I longed desperately to tear myself away but couldn’t. Conversation rained in on me from all sides.


Fork to mouth, Kathryn was saying to Nana, “This sauce is delicious, Gwendolyn. You must give my cooks the recipe when you visit. As to our earlier conversation, I recommend the fall. Denoir is quite lovely then.”


Nana nodded. “Thank you, Kathryn. I feel much better about seeing Denoir before Cate’s arrival. It’s been decades since my last visit to the Otherworld.”


Kathryn’s ring with its blazing golden sun glowed softly in the room’s low light. Earlier I had remembered seeing the same sun emblem on the medallion I had taken from the corpse of Bob Rainey, the embezzling CPA Benito Carmel had hired me to track down. I suspected the demonic spirit who had possessed Rainey had stolen the medallion. A connection to Kathryn was there somewhere. The recurring image of the blazing sun said so. I didn’t know what that connection was. But I would find out. However, at this moment I wanted to know something entirely different.


Kathryn sat across the table from me. I asked her quietly, “Tell me about my father. What is his name?”


Kathryn smiled softly. “He has many names and titles but Falcon is his given name. Our House name, what you might consider a last name, is Aditya. Falcon is a good son and I believe a worthy father for you.” She looked happy, her eyes twinkling in a way I’d yet to see.


“Falcon.” I nodded. “Tell me…” I met her eyes. “Did he love my mother?”


Kathryn’s happiness was lost in the shadow of another, unidentifiable emotion. “That is something you will have to ask your father. What he has told me of their relationship was spoken in confidence.”


I smiled. “Thank you. I may just do that.”


Kathryn returned my smile. I knew we had different interpretations of my last statement but didn’t correct her, instead turning to listen to the other conversations occurring around us. Sometimes a pleasant misunderstanding was better than an unpleasant truth…at least when that truth was served with dinner.


Further down the table, an outraged Brittan loudly said to Betz,
“I can’t believe Rom left you three days before your wedding. The prick! And for another woman, no less. I’d have cut something off.”


Betz couldn’t meet the other woman’s eyes. “At first, I was so angry I could’ve done that or worse. But now I’m just confused and worried. My parents will marry me to someone else once the betrothal is ended. Our bloodline has unique abilities. We don’t have the privilege of remaining unmated past a certain age. When they picked Romulus and his parents agreed to the match, I thought I was fortunate. But then he ran. And I’m right where I was to begin with.”


Brittan was pensive. “Exactly how does one annul a Were betrothal?”


Betz looked very sad. “You don’t. It’s a binding, till-death-do-us-part contract.”


Brit paused with her water glass to her lips. “That doesn’t sound good.”


Betz nodded grimly. “No, it won’t be.”


“My heart beats for you,” Van said lustfully to JJ.


JJ gave him a cold stare. “Demon, if that hand moves even one inch higher, I will stab you with this fork and make it look like an accident.”


“Mama, what’s a prick?” mumbled Alex around a half-full mouth.


“Ask me again in thirteen years, baby, and we’ll discuss it,” responded Cassie with the calmness of a battle-seasoned mother. “Swallow then talk. I don’t want you to choke.”


“Have you considered taking a more permanent position, say in New Orleans?” asked Marco of Aunt Helena with the voice of a snake oil salesman.
“It cannot be easy to pursue romance when you are always moving from place to place. And such a beautiful woman as you is very deserving of more.”


“Thank you, you’re a good-looking man…er vampire also.” Aunt Helena flushed.


Fera tilted her head toward Kathryn. “Sooo, what’s Hell like? Is there really that much gnashing of teeth? I’ve always thought it would be like Florida without the geriatrics.”


Young Alex answered the question. “Hell must be close. Mama always says Great-Aunt Prime is going to go there one day.”


“Do you have a mama?” Carlin asked Gem, his eyes big.


Gem held Car close. “I did. She’s gone now. My baba, my father, too.”


Alex gave Gem a gap-toothed smile. “You can have our mama. Car and me will share.”


Cassie turned red and wiped Alex’s mouth with a napkin. “You can’t give me away, Alex. And don’t repeat what I’ve said about the Witch Prime. You weren’t supposed to hear that.”


“Are things so difficult where you come from that you damn your own family?” Gem’s eyes were concerned as she asked Cassie the question in a hushed tone.


Perplexed, Alex asked Cassie, “But, Mama, you said it’s good to share.”


Exasperated, Cassie answered Alex, “It is good, baby. But people are different than toys, mamas especially.”


Gem winked at Alex, but her direct gaze said she was aware Cassie had skirted her question. “That’s right. Besides, maybe I don’t want your mama. She smells.”


Alex giggled and shook his head. “Nuh-uh, she had a bath.”


Van leaned half out of his chair to eye Gem and Cassie and gave them a lecherous grin as he said, “Yeah, she smells…gooood. If you don’t want their mama, I’ll take her. She’s smokin’!”


“Did Van watch TV all day?” Jacq whispered to me.


“I think it fried his brain,” I whispered back. “That and the many, many…many…beers he drank.”


When I’d gone to retrieve Van for dinner, I’d been shocked to find the den littered with junk food wrappers and empty cans. It looked as if he’d knocked over a 7-Eleven. I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, the sugar, the Were phers floating around the house, the kick to the head, or all of the above, but Van was definitely jonesing on something.


Mixing phers with alcohol was a very bad idea. Or a very good one depending on your intentions. A lightbulb went off in my head and I made a mental note to consult with JJ about it after dinner.


Returning to my conversation with Jacq, I asked, “Did my Nana just say she’s going to Hell and I’ll be following her?”


Jacq nodded. “Yes. Let’s hope she doesn’t try to take the RV.”


“Lovely.”


Mynx, voice husky and low, said to Fera, “Tell me, sheriff, why does my bedroom smell like a zoo?”


Fera’s eyes smoldered. “That’s because a wild woman lives there.”


“Is that the best explanation you can offer?” Mynx asked, her own eyes sparkling.


“Get a room,” muttered JJ. “And take this lush with you.” She jerked her thumb at Vanguard, who sat beside her. “His breath could knock over Fort Knox.”


Van simply batted soulful, puppy-dog eyes at JJ. “You complete me.”


JJ’s expression was sour. “The last man that said that to me disappeared to never be seen again. Have some ice cream and shut up. It’s coconut.”


Aunt Helena licked her lips, saying nervously to Marco, “You may have misunderstood my motives for inviting you tonight. When I said I wanted to discuss romance, I didn’t mean my own.”


Kathryn looked around and asked Nana, “You know, I’ve wanted to ask…why is there a hole in the wall of this room?”


Nana gave Kathryn a sad look. “There was a fight.” She looked to the children. “We haven’t finished painting over the repaired area.” Nana didn’t elaborate, and I understood why. Only a few days ago, it had been the children’s grandfather, Wellsy, dead and possessed by Nicodemus’s evil brother, who had put the hole in the wall.


Van, slumped in his chair and humming the theme to Three’s Company, asked no one in particular, “What is this thing called ganja? They spoke of it today on TV. It looked quite enjoyable.”


Fera passed Van a piece of bread. “Demon, if JJ doesn’t stab you, I will…and with something larger than a fork. Stuff a roll in your hole before you get yourself hurt.”


“Did you know Marco was coming?” I looked at Jacq with slitted eyes.


Jacq shrugged. “I thought Helena would tell you. The last thing I want to do is interfere in your aunt’s…uh…” Her eyes shifted and her voice became hesitant. “…affairs.”


I shook my head. “No, no, no. There are no affairs going on in this house.”


“What happened to your parents?” asked Cassie softly of Gem.


Gem, mouth open, said to Cassie, “They—” She stopped. Van was swaying back and forth in his chair.


Car, ice cream dripping down chin, asked Cassie, “Mama, what’s ganja?”


Van slid to the floor with an ungraceful thump. Faster than a pink elephant could fall from the ceiling and pulverize the table’s flowery centerpiece, the room went dead silent. I stared, completely flabbergasted. JJ, one hand captured by Van’s, looked ready to gouge out the demon’s eyes with her ice cream spoon.


Down on one knee, Van asked JJ in a slightly slurred but very solemn tone, “Will you be the mother of my children?”


Fera swallowed too quickly and began to choke, turning blue with alarming speed. Brittan jumped up, yanked Fera out of her chair, and did the Heimlich. A piece of half-chewed buttered broccoli flew out of Fera’s mouth and across the table, landing with a soft plop on the linen tablecloth between Nana and Marco. There was a heartbeat of silence. Then Alex and Car began to clap. Everyone else spoke at once, loudly, vibrating the small chandelier with their volume.


“Timeout!” I yelled, clanging my knife against my water glass. Everyone went silent, looking at me. Brit and a red-faced Fera slipped back into their chairs.


“You.” I pointed at the kneeling Van, working for the children’s sake to keep my tone below an ear-piercing level. “No, she will not. I’ve already told you that the Wifetime Channel is not how things work here. Cut it out and zip it up or I’ll take away your television privileges.”


Van opened his mouth to protest.


“And all the new toys Mynx bought you,” I added menacingly.


He climbed back into his chair, mumbling an apology to JJ. I was actually beginning to miss the confident smartass Armani-wearing demon I’d first met. One would think he was seven instead of seven hundred. Or whatever in the hell years he was! Thank God we hadn’t introduced him to the Internet.


“And you two,” I pointed at Fera and JJ, “will not be stabbing anyone.” I forcefully speared a piece of my fish and ate it, saying as I chewed, “This is my house. If anyone is going to stab someone, it’s me.”


I sat. Everyone but Alex and Car remained silent, looking at me. The toddlers were bouncing in their seats with expectant looks on their faces.
“Don’t look at me,” I said. “I’m not explaining to them what ganja is.” I waved my hand. “Carry on.” And like a record starting up midsong, everyone began to speak again.


Red-faced, Fera glared at Van. “I’m the sheriff. I can stab you if I want.”


“You could try.” Fire burned in Van’s eyes. He looked drunkenly eager for a brawl, making me worry for the future state of my dining room furniture.


Jacq laughed, distracting me as she said softly in my ear, “I meant affairs as in business, not as in…how do you say ‘knocking boots’.” She raised her eyebrows, grinning.


“Oh,” I coughed, “how do you even know that phrase? Have you, uh,” another cough, “been knocking a lot of boots?”


Jacq’s voice was softly serious. “None in a long time. And none that mattered for longer still. Would it make a difference?”


I considered her thoughtfully. “No, maybe not. I guess it would depend upon your intentions.”


Marco, voice low and serious, said to Aunt Helena, “Perhaps you didn’t invite me here for your own romance, but motives are a strange thing. They often change as do we.”


Aunt Helena looked away from Marco. “True. I’ve changed and so have the things I need.”


Jacq’s mask slipped as she looked at me, showing me the depth of her love…as well as her fear. “You know my intentions, cher, much better than I know yours.”


“Tell us a story,” pleaded Alex, looking at the adults around him.


“I heard a story today,” Van offered. “A funny one.”


“Tell us. Tell us.” Car clapped his hands.


Cassie laid her hand carefully atop Gem’s, asking gently, “You were telling me about your parents?”


“They’re gone.” Gem’s breath hitched. “My mother was lost to us long ago. My father…more recently.”


“I’m sorry.” Cassie squeezed her hand, letting her fingers linger. Gem simply nodded, returning the squeeze. Her voice had fled.


Fera was giving Brit a big smile. “Thank you. Who knew eating your vegetables could be so dangerous?”


Brit blushed. “Just repaying the favor.”


Mynx leaned across Fera. From my seat I could see her fingers move under the table and up the sheriff’s inner thigh. Mynx said to Brit, “You’ll make a fine doctor someday.”


Van began his story, slurring slightly, “Knock, knock.”


Alex fidgeted. “Who’s there?”


I bit my lip and squeezed Jacq’s hand under the table. “I thought you knew my intentions. You have my love, my heart, soon my body. What more do you want, Detective?”


Van grinned and answered Alex, “Cate.”


Biting her cheek, JJ said to Fera and Mynx, “This isn’t going to end well.”


Fera smirked. “I’m with you on that one, sister.”


Mynx snorted. “I second that.”


“Yes?” I turned to Van expectantly, but he wasn’t talking to me.


“Your heart can be enough.” Jacq’s voice was husky in my ear.
“It’s certainly more than I hoped for…more than I deserve.”


I turned back to Jacq, confused. “But there’s something else. I feel it.”


Jacq hesitated. “Yes.”


Frightened by the fear in her eyes, I clenched my jaw and had to loosen it to ask, “Well?”


Car bounced up and down. “Cate, who?”


“Cate, Cate, she’s at the gate,” said Van in a singsong voice.


Jacq leaned in close. “I’m not sure where to start.”


Impossibly more confused, I asked, “Where to start with what?”


Van, gaining volume and momentum: “Cate, Cate, don’t make her wait.”


Jacq’s lips were so close they touched my ear. “With telling you what you mean to me.”


Fera sighed. “That wasn’t so bad.”


Mynx looked concerned. “I don’t think he’s done.”


Van ad-libbed, “Cate, Cate, she likes cake.”


I smiled at Jacq. “Start wherever you like, though I would recommend somewhere more private.”


“Later then.” Jacq chuckled in my ear, sending a pleasurable tingle down my spine. The fear in her eyes, though still present, had dimmed.


“This is an odd story,” said a frowning Alex to Carlin, who nodded.


Van’s head bobbed up and down. “Cate, Cate, she’s so great.”


Contemplative, JJ turned to Fera. “Ten bucks says she kills him.”


Fera laughed. “No way, that’s a sucker’s bet.”


Worried, Mynx looked at the drunken Van. “I think I’ve heard this before.”


Car got into the spirit. “Cate, Cate, she’s great!”


Van grinned largely with bright white teeth and nodded emphatically. “Cate, Cate.”


Alex’s and Car’s heads bobbed also. “Cate, Cate.”


Everyone else at the table went silent, waiting with equal amounts of dread and anticipation.


Van was singing now. “Cate, Cate, she’s so great. She makes me want to m—”


Shocked, Gem and I clamped our hands over the demon’s mouth. His head rocked back with the force of it.


Forks clanging as they dropped into their plates, Kathryn, Nana, and Helena all cried at once, “Vanguard!”


Echoing, Alex and Car sang, “She makes me want to…?” They paused, looking to Cassie and Gem.


Stunned, all of the adults but Van and Brit looked from one to the other in desperation. Brit laughingly answered, “Communicate.” She bobbed her head. “She makes me want to communicate.”


Alex and Car smiled. “Commun-ablicatee.”


Fera snorted. “That’s fairly accurate. Can’t seem to get anyone to shut up around here.”


“That’s not the word!” Van mumbled past the hands over his mouth then licked my fingers.


I jerked my hand back. Gem did the same. We gave him withering glares, wiping our hands on our pants.


Mouth free, he said clearly to me, “Is this not an acceptable rhyme? I thought the poet quite clever.”


My face was hotter than the sun. “Poet?”


Embarrassed, Mynx looked at me. “Did I mention I showed him the pay-per-view channels?”


Jacq managed to grab my plate and move it right before my head thumped onto the tabletop.


Goddess bless and keep our souls, I prayed. We still had dessert and coffee to go.


Van reached for the ice cream. “Knock, knock.”


“Who’s there?” asked Alex around a shortbread cookie.


Mouth full of ice cream, Van managed to say, “Bevis.”


I thumped my head a few more times for good measure, rattling the silverware.


This family gave new meaning to the term dinner from hell.


* * *


March 17th, 1727


During the night, a late, unexpected winter storm settled over the land, laying a thick layer of fresh snow on the stone and wood fortress standing at the base of the mountain. The snow’s crusty surface, white and pure, twinkled in the morning light. Hours moved, the sun rising over snow-burdened trees in a shadow-casting pendulum. No sound was heard. Not a soul, man or animal, stirred to disturb the scene. Like the gods and goddesses of the people who had lived here, the animals had fled this land.


Others had not been so perceptive. And so the snow, like a wedding dress on a corpse, had become a beautiful adornment on a grisly ruin. One whose fall had come too late for the sanity and security of all within the fortress’s walls.


When the sun was near the end of its downward climb, the guardian’s fighters arrived. They trampled the snow with their heavy boots, skirting the silent village and taking the dark citadel with little effort. The large wooden gate and pike-crowned fence had long since been abandoned, leaving the alchemist’s home open to all who dared enter.


The inner sanctum, the house within the heart of his fortress, was also unguarded. From the strong smell of aged death, the fighters thought they knew what awaited. They thought they were prepared.


Even the harbingers of the devil himself could not have prepared for such as this.


The sword-wielding men and women pulled their cloaks tighter, shielding their mouths and noses, if not their eyes. Level by level, they opened doors, breaking them down if necessary, moving quickly from room to room, searching for survivors. There were none. And from the condition of the bodies, there had not been any for a very long time.


Many of the rooms had one or more occupants decaying in their beds. Some had eyes and mouths open, frozen in eternal screams. Others lay undisturbed, passing into death in peace. It had been a silent, slumberous, seemingly indiscriminate massacre. One that could be committed by only the darkest, most foul of spells.


In the midst of her guards, the white-haired Cassidy LaFortuna strode, directing them unerringly to the darkmirror. Its distress had called to her for weeks, but the alchemist had thoroughly hidden himself and the portal by which he summoned his dark fleshy feasts. Or at least he had until days before when something had changed and his protection spells had fallen. Still, the fur-clad witch and her people moved with caution. The gate was no longer open, but that did not lessen the danger.


Cassidy directed her two most valiant warriors to follow her, leaving the rest to guard her daughters. She had dared not leave them at home, lest this moment of weakness be a feint to draw her away so the alchemist could steal her children. She had learned the hard way that a guardian or her offspring were a prized commodity for some.


Finally, they reached the lowest level and the wooden door that barred the alchemist’s laboratory. Finding it unbolted, their unease increased impossibly more. Swords drawn, her guards entered first.


All that could be heard was the creaking of heavy wood and stone above them.


Though brief, that moment without sound, without the clash of steel or blast of magic, seemed interminably long. Then her men shouted for her, their voices raised in alarm. The cold knot in her stomach said that whatever lay on the other side of that door would be much worse than the battle she had expected.


Sword in one hand and a green orb of magic in the other, Cassidy entered, quickly scanning the room. Tapestry-covered walls rippled with magical depictions of demon horrors. Glass bowls and beakers, filled with countless unknown compounds, littered the chaotically arranged tabletops. Some steamed over burned-out candles, their multicolored sulfuric fumes clouding the air. Stacks of tumbling books and jumbled tools were crammed here and there between pots of ingredients so black and rare their names had been struck from the common tongue.


All this Cassidy absorbed in the blink of an eye, quickly moving to where her men huddled over something near the large black gate at the far wall. One stood sword at the ready. When he stepped back, she gasped, catching her first glimpse of what they guarded. Cassidy had once been trapped on the other side of that mirror, damned to be a demon lord’s mistress. She’d endured great torture, had seen horrible cruelty, had even born a half-demon child, yet she had never thought to see such as this.


The man they had come to punish, to make pay for his sins—the undead sorcerer who had once been her brother and the traitor who had sold her into slavery, the one who had killed all those upstairs who had once served him faithfully—was already dead. Kneeling over the corpse, head bent, was the killer, the alchemist’s blood still on its small hands. The room was dim, its magical sconces fading from lack of renewal. She squinted. The figure was dirty, bloody, and clothed in rags with numerous bruises and bite marks. The small form looked up and she had the urge to laugh.


The sorcerer who had killed so many, who had made even the mightiest Otherworld creatures tremble, had been killed by a child…a boy, if her eyes told her correctly. Though that was more guess than fact as the child, starved near to death, was little more than a bag of bones. Cassidy had no doubt her brother’s death had been well-deserved, if likely too brief. But what the boy, blood still smeared across his lips, had done afterward was a sign of a mind as broken as his Master’s.


One of the guards spoke, telling her of the gruesome thing the boy had been doing when they had interrupted his dinner. But the explanation was unnecessary. The bite marks on the dead man’s face and the large sections where flesh had been carved out were hard to miss.


What sort of desperate hunger…what sort of foul desire would drive one to do such as this?


Cassidy stepped forward, fist tight on her sword. “What’s your name, boy?”


He shook his head, the hungry madness in his black eyes briefly overcome by confusion and fear.


“Answer me,” she demanded.


He shook his head again then opened his mouth, revealing a black hole where his tongue had been.


Tongue had always been her brother’s favorite.
Cassidy’s stomach clenched and her heart fell, her mind knowing well the tortures the boy had suffered. But her once-kind heart had been hardened years before and she steeled herself to finish the task, watching as the hungry madness slipped back into the boy’s gaze. No quarter could be offered here. If let live, the child would grow into his dead Master’s shoes. That future was laid in his crazed eyes.


The boy’s mind swirled with dark images of pain, hunger, and loss, but even a rabid animal knows death when it approaches. Unable to beg for mercy, he bent his head. He’d been so close to living through the day, to gaining enough power to finish his second task, only to face death again, making everything he had done and suffered for naught. To most it would seem unfair. But he was so broken that there was nothing left in him now. Even the voices, his constant companions and comforters for so long, had left him. He did not feel the bloody tear that ran down his cheek, leaving a pink trail through months of grime and dust.


Cassidy raised her sword high, whispering, “May the goddess keep you in her peace and grant you a mercy in death that you did not find in life.” Her sword fell.


An amazingly strong hand shot out, grasping Cassidy’s wrist, arresting her with a painful grip just before her arcing blade could severe the small bent neck. Cassidy turned to see her youngest daughter, black eyes unblinking, dark-gold hair much darker in the dim light.


“Lucine,” Cassidy hissed, fighting to look past the features that belonged to her daughter’s cursed father. “You have no right to stop this. Return to your sister and Sati.”


“I have every right,” Lucine said evenly. “He is mine. The Fates have decreed it. As such…” Her voice was more forceful, more defiant now, her eyes glinting with a determination her mother had never seen. “I say you cannot kill him.”


Lucine’s older sister, Cordelia, and their keeper, the old gypsy druid Sati, entered hurriedly. Stooped within her heavy furs, Sati shuffled forward as quickly as she could, her bones twisted painfully with the cold.


“’Tis true. I have seen it.” Sati’s voice warbled with weariness. She raised her fist to her mouth, coughing a deep wet sound not present before their journey over the mountains to this place. “Though I be unsure to what respect, he is hers to care for, hers to teach…hers to kill when that time comes.”


“I will fix him,” Lucine said, her black eyes still unblinking.


Ignoring her daughter, Cassidy searched Sati’s face. The old druid had served her family faithfully for many years. She would not lie. That understanding left a bitter taste in Cassidy’s mouth.


Cassidy had lived a long life of faithful service. And for the first time in those many years, the pale-haired guardian wanted to damn the three demanding goddesses and do what she knew in her heart was right. Her daughter was mistaken. There would be no fixing this one. From this moment forth, anything he might become would be a shattered reflection of what he could have been.


Cassidy had the eerie feeling that sparing his life would cost her much more than she was willing to pay. But that future might never come to be, while it was a certainty that spiting the Fates would bring an unpleasant outcome. But would letting the boy live be the lesser of two evils? Goddess, she hoped so.


“Very well.” Cassidy lowered her sword with great difficulty. Her men did the same. “But I wish to never see his face again.” Cassidy’s pale eyes met her daughter’s dark ones, and Lucine nodded, understanding.


His banishment meant her own.


As if a sign, one by one the low sconces flickered out, taking their light with them. Breaking eye contact, Cassidy whirled about and left the room, all but Lucine and her charge following close behind, their fates forsaken to the darkness.


Behind Cassidy, her daughter’s voice whispered, following her into the approaching night, “I will fix him.”


“Will he turn?” a guard’s voice echoed back.


“I know not.” Cassidy’s reply was resolute. That was the Fates’ affair. She had divested herself of it.


As they passed the open doors and the silent dead still lying in their beds, the other guard asked, “What shall we do?”


“Burn it,” Cassidy said, eyes focused on the path ahead. “Burn it all.”


With her sensitive half-demon ears, Lucine listened as her mother and her people left. Once she and the boy were fully alone, she crouched in front of him, her dead uncle between them. Though he was vanishingly thin, she judged him to be perhaps only three years younger than her thirteen cycles. As the guards had spoken, the boy’s head and body had twitched but he never raised his head. Lucine reached out, lifting his chin. His eyes were as black as hers, a gift of the undead flesh he had stolen from his Master.


She said, “I am Lucine. But you, beautiful boy, may call me Mistress…Mistress of the Moon.” She smiled, showing teeth just a little sharper than a witch’s. He looked at her with questioning eyes.


“Come,” she stood and held out a hand, “let us go home.”


The boy stayed as he was, watching her hand for a moment before standing. He took it, feeling a connection already growing between them.


As they left the citadel, the first licks of flame lighting the dark sky behind them, he carried out only a small ornately carved black box. His new Mistress’s soft voice began to lilt in his head, telling him of her father’s kingdom and the rich feasts he laid every night for his loyal servants. One hand in hers and the other cradling his box close to his chest, the boy smiled for the first time since reaching this valley.


The time had come to begin a new game.



 
Chapter Seventeen




“Hellhounds are a girl’s best friend. Those that don’t try to eat her, that is. The rest I recommend avoiding. In fact, that goes for anything with sharp teeth and ill-intent. In conjunction, those two can really put a damper on a girl’s evening.”


—Cate Delacy





“This doesn’t feel right,” Jacq murmured into my hair. Holding me close from behind, she swayed with me to the sultry blues song wafting softly out of my bedroom speakers.


Her heart was heavy with worry over tomorrow night’s run to remove the remains of Gemini’s father, Domini Roskov, from the Council’s cryo lab. Between my stray thoughts and the smattering of information she’d managed to glean from JJ, Brit and Mynx, Jacq had learned enough that I’d had to tell her our full plans or risk her going mad with worry. But knowing hadn’t eased her concerns.


With her still holding me, I looked down at the clothes I was packing and sighed in equal parts pleasure and weariness. Somewhere in there was the outfit we’d found for Brit to wear during tomorrow night’s run. The rest were for my trip to Jacq’s house. That was the only benefit of the change in plans. We could leave for New Orleans after Mynx made her run to take Van and Kathryn home. Jacq had raised her eyes at the dress I’d packed, clearly wondering where I planned to wear it. She seemed to think we would spend the entire trip naked in her bed. She was going to be surprised.


“Funny, this feels very right to me.” I placed my hands over Jacq’s, enjoying the heat her body generated.


“That’s not what I meant, cher, and you know it.” Her whiskey-smooth voice, holding the smallest hint of a threat, shivered down my spine. Her hands tightened, making my blood heat in a very pleasant way.


I broke Jacq’s tempting grip and turned, lacing my hands behind her neck. The worry in her gray gaze was hard to miss.


“If I had a choice,” I said, “you would be riding shotgun all the way. But with so little time to prepare, it’s going to be hard enough getting myself in and then out with Roskov’s body. Getting you out too would take angelic intervention. At least I’ll have Mynx coordinating everything. Besides, I need to know you and Fera are here keeping Kathryn and Van safe. If more demons attack, you know my family would go out to fight them. You two have to keep them from doing that.” I cupped her cheek. “Together or separate, you’ll always be my champion.”


One of Jacq’s hands moved between us, stroking the material softly above my belly. Fire moved under my skin. I bit my lip, holding in a groan.


“I thought,” she said huskily, lowering her head to speak in my ear, “that champions went on the quests.”


I laughed, clenching my thighs together to ease the ache her sure strokes were creating. “It’s a new era, Detective. Now the damsel has to get herself out of distress, and the champion has to prove her love for her fellow man by going off and doing lots of good deeds.”


Face serious, Jacq seemed to consider this. “Fine.” She stopped our dance and stepped back. I looked up, confused. She looked almost angry.
“I’ll give you a good deed.” Growling, my fierce phoenix grabbed my waist and threw me onto the clothes-strewn bed. Squealing, I landed amidst shirts, pants, and lingerie. Jacq landed on top of me, tickling my ribs even as she began nibbling on the sensitive underside of my chin.


“Uncle! Uncle!” Laughing hard, I rolled, tangling us in the clothes.


“Uncle? Uncle?” Jacq laughed. “Who are you calling for?” She continued her torturous tickles.


“It means mercy—” I stopped as someone pounded against the wall located behind the bed’s headboard, shaking the mattress beneath us.


“Pipe down! Demons are trying to sleep here!” Van, still a little drunk, yelled, unsuccessfully mimicking a Jersey accent.


Jacq laughed harder and I glared at her. I wasn’t sure who to kill first: my new demon cousin for watching TV all day, myself for introducing him to the damn thing, or my grandmother for putting him in the guest room when Gem said she would stay at the Wellsy homestead as “extra protection” for the children.


Sensing my thoughts, Jacq laughed harder, and the pounding came again. She began to pull her shirt up over the back of her head and do an impression of Van.


Quickly rolling atop my detective, I placed my hand over her mouth and whispered, “If you start that, I will forever equate you with my cousin. And there will never ever be any consummating this relationship.”


Jacq’s eyes widened. Her lips screwed up tightly beneath my fingers, and I slid my hand away to kiss her startled face. I pushed the clothes off the bed and turned out the bedside light. It was a long time to Saturday night and our trip to New Orleans. We might not be able to have hot wild demon-monkey sex until then, but there was no reason we couldn’t play around a bit. Jacq moaned as my thumb flicked her nipple. I grabbed the stereo’s remote, turning the volume up.


What Van couldn’t hear wouldn’t hurt him.


I awoke sometime later to the sound of Jacq moaning loudly behind me. What at most times would be a welcome sound was anything but when I rolled over to find a sleeping Jacq writhing in pain. Dressed in her favorite blue boxers with little green dragons and a blue tank, she lay twisted in the sheets, her body glowing bright silver in the dark, her forehead shining with sweat.


Jacq’s eyes were open, staring blankly at the ceiling, but those normally beautiful smoky orbs were cloudy with sightlessness and pain. Her slightly open mouth released the most agonized sounds. I didn’t want anyone to see my love like this. Thankfully the radio was still on, playing a soft nighttime rock show, and Van, the only person sleeping nearby, should be out cold from all the alcohol he’d consumed.


I stroked Jacq’s forehead and neck, feeling the fever that scorched through her body. Jacq was always hot but right now she felt ready to combust. Literally. Even for a woman who played with fire on a regular basis, having my love erupt in flames in my bed seemed like a very bad idea.


Somehow I knew what to do. With my demon-half’s guidance, I rolled my T-shirt-clad body to lay over Jacq’s, fitting our limbs together. Kicking the sheets away, I tried to touch as much skin as possible, gasping as I felt her heat seeping into me. I opened myself up, drawing in a small amount of her heat, making it my own. As her power moved into me, I threw my head back in pleasure.


It was like dipping my toe into a pool that rippled with ecstasy. Though small, the power moving between us created such a wonderful feeling.


I needed more.


I wasn’t sure if that thought belonged to me, my demon-half, or something else. And I didn’t care. I wanted to submerge myself in that pool. I wanted to pull the warm wetness of it into my body and make it my own until I could feel this feeling every moment of every day until eternity. I wanted Jacq…and everything she could give me.


I did it again, taking more of her heat, opening myself further. Silver power arced out of her and into me. As her own body bowed back in pleasure, recognition returned to Jacq’s eyes. Her mouth flew open in a gasp.


“What…are…you…doing?” she panted, her chest heaving as I pulled power from her a third time.


Hands braced on either side of her head, my body moved over hers without my control, the need to connect more skin…to feel that all-consuming surge of ecstasy directing my limbs. Deep within, my demon-half growled hungrily, the sound rumbling upward until it came out of my throat.


“I don’t know.” My breath came fast, my body shuddering in pleasure. “I can’t…I can’t…seem to stop.” It was as if my body were starving and Jacq were a banquet of endless delicacies spread open before me. My thoughts were foggy, my senses focused completely on the hot magic moving from her body into mine.


“You’re not…ahhhh,” Jacq cried out as another blast of silver magic surged out of her, this time not directed by either of us.


I hadn’t opened myself enough to absorb it and the power hit me like a fist. My pleasure quickly morphed to pain. I cried out, my body convulsing as I tried to absorb the magic without shuttling it back to Jacq, understanding her earlier agony. If this was only a small part of what she held, of the hurt she felt, then my love deserved any peace I could offer her, no matter how brief.


“Cate!”


I heard Jacq call my name. Opening my eyes, I found myself slumped over her, my pain ebbing. I felt almost lethargic, my body heavy in a pleasant, drunken sort of way. I blinked lazily, watching as she gently placed me on the other side of the bed.


“I’m sorry,” Jacq whispered. Her beautiful gray eyes cried sparkling silver tears that slid down her silver-flushed cheeks. “You’re not ready for this.” Slowly, almost reluctantly, she rose from the bed. “I have to leave.” She shoved her legs into her black pants, not bothering with her shoes or overshirt.


“No,” I croaked, shaking myself from my lethargy, forcing my arms and legs to move. “Jacq!”


But she was already gone.


My body screamed for me to forget everything and simply sleep, but my soul cried out for the woman who had just walked out the door…and possibly my life. As quickly as I could, I forced my leaden body from the bed and headed for the door.


Jacq was fast. But so was I. As I pushed myself down the dimly lit stairs, my tiredness slipped away. I found myself moving faster and faster, the power I had taken from her giving my feet wings. Jacq was blocking our mental connection. But she couldn’t block my nose, which was sharper than ever thanks to her magic. Like a bloodhound, I locked onto her sage and sandalwood musk and followed it out of the house, through the back gardens, and down the hill. I stopped near the pond and looked into the woods, my eyes scanning the dark trees for an unmistakable flash of silver.


Jacqueline Slone was mistaken if she thought she could escape me so easily. I would follow her to hell and back…and was about to prove it. Deep within my soul, my demon-half cackled with glee, and for once I didn’t silence her.


On my way into the woods, I glanced into the dark water of the pond and saw my reflection. My eyes burned red with the fires of Hell. I smiled grimly.


I was my father’s daughter. But his mistakes would not be mine. I would not let the one I loved go.


I moved through the dark woods silently. Time seemed to move slowly as I moved faster and faster. After what seemed like a series of infinite moments, I came to the end of my search at the same meadow where we’d fought the minions of Nicodemus. Jacq lay in a small patch of daisies, her bright body visible from far away. The hellhound that I had begun to think of as my other protector lay by Jacq’s side, her diaphragm expanding and contracting quickly. Though the dog somehow seemed larger, her length almost matching Jacq’s, her presence seemed smaller. The hound’s eyes were black, the coals of Hell that normally burned there banked, but she seemed very alert, her nose raised and her eyes shifting from spot to spot.


As Jacq watched me cross the meadow, she absently stroked my demon-doggie’s head. Jacq’s face was still etched with pain, her brow wet with sweat, but the small tendrils of silver magic floating from her to the hound seemed to offer some relief. Seeing this, my anger dissolved. Especially when her mind again opened to me and I felt her distress overrunning.


I stepped closer, and the hound growled. But she was looking past me, into the dark woods at my back.


“Shh, Wrin,” Jacq said.


I looked over my shoulder. A scared rabbit dashed out of the woods, across the clearing, and back into the trees. The hound’s ears tilted forward, but she didn’t move.


“Just a rabbit,” I laughed. Yet as I said it a shiver ran down my spine and I wondered. I turned back to the strange pair. “You know the hound’s name?”


“She told me.” Strangely enough, that made perfect sense. The hound huffed, and I wondered if she was laughing at us. Jacq took a sharp breath. “You shouldn’t have followed me.” The words were soft, but her chest rose and fell heavily, her suffering apparent. “I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you.” Her eyes were still bright with magic and moisture, silver tear tracks visible on her flushed cheeks.


I stepped closer and lay down at Jacq’s side, placing my hand over hers where it lay on the warm grass. My skin soaked in her heat, but I didn’t dare take as I’d done before. My love was in no shape to run again, but her mind said she would if pushed too far.


“What if it had been me running into the dark in pain?” I asked.
“Would you have left me to suffer alone?”


Jacq was momentarily silent, clearly fighting for control over her body and magic. “You know I wouldn’t. I haven’t.”


Under my palm, the muscles in her hand tightened, standing out prominently, and another silver blast rose up from her body. It swirled around us three, lightly touching me with the softest of fingertips before disappearing into the hound. Wrin whimpered and I raised my head to see her eyes, still staring into the woods, were again red, only now her breathing appeared to be slowing.


I lay back down. Perhaps Jacq’s magic also made the hound lethargic. If so, the demon-dog must be feeling very tired. I wondered how many times they had done this and if that was why I hadn’t seen the hound this morning when I’d placed her food outside the wards. That would explain Jacq’s frequent “running” excursions. The possibility worried me, but there was no time for such considerations.


“What is happening to you? What is the source?” I entreated. “Tell me and I will fight it with everything I have.”


“Cher…” The quiet word was tender even as it trembled with grief. “This cannot be fought. The source…is you—” She gasped, her teeth clenching in agony as larger tendrils of power moved out of her and into Wrin.


I was the one? Pain unrelated to magic flared in my soul. I was stunned into silence as my head reeled, uncomprehending.


Jacq sighed as the power lessened and her pain eased. Between pants, she continued, “Cate, I sense…your thoughts. Let me finish. You and
I…we are the source. We…are each bringing the other’s powers to their full strength. I know you have sensed it.”


This information was not the relief and alleviation of guilt Jacq had meant it to be. From the moment we met our magics had reacted together. I had felt her heat grow, had felt my body absorb it and become stronger. I longed to deny her words…longed to deny that my presence in her life could cause her this agony…but couldn’t.


“If I leave, will this stop?” It would destroy me to leave her like this. But if it was the only way I would.


Jacq looked away.


“I must know.” I touched her chin gently.


Her head turned back. Her gaze met mine but there was no judgment there. “No,” she answered sadly. “The process has begun. It must run its course.”


“What can I do?”


Jacq moaned, another silver pulse rising from her. “You both need to go now. I can’t hold this much longer. Wrin has nearly taken all she can without losing consciousness. Without her to absorb this power, it will be dangerous to be near when it is freed.”


I gripped Jacq’s hand harder. “No.” I shook my head, the grass under my head tickling my scalp, my words softly stern. “I can take some. Wrin,” it felt strange to call her by a name when I had been thinking of her as
the hound, “can take the rest…assuming she agrees.” I looked to the hound. She simply whimpered and laid her head on Jacq’s thigh.


That was good enough for me. I opened my body as before, opening my soul wide to accept Jacq’s magic. Pleasant slivers of it began to pass into me. Jacq moaned again, panting heavily now.


“No. There are too many enemies about. Too much danger for Wrin to be alone in the woods, asleep and defenseless. Go now.” Jacq pushed the last two words out through tight teeth, their sound resonating heavily in my ears.


Go. Go. Go. Go. Go. NOW!


For a moment, I felt the overwhelming need to be away, to run, lock myself in my room and lie in my tub, mattress above me in preparation for the storm of all storms.


“No.” I gritted my teeth and batted her spell away. My determination would not be swayed.


“I can’t…talk you out of this?” Jacq raised her head to look at me.


I shook my head. “Not if you had a hundred years and a travel trailer of chocolate to argue with.” I forced a smile.


Jacq simply looked at me with sad, pain-filled eyes then lowered her head, releasing a long sigh. Our bond said she had nothing left to argue with and for once I was glad. Under my palm, her hand grew almost unbearably hot, her glow painful to see. Since she was neither directing it nor I taking it, her magic was slow to seep into me. Still, I was beginning to feel the early effects, my limbs already growing heavier.


Wrin growled again, rising slightly onto her front legs, wickedly sharp teeth bared to the dark trees. I frowned, sensing the same foul presence as the hound. It was demon but not. And it was watching us, waiting for…something. From Wrin’s demeanor, she wanted to go after it but was staying by Jacq’s side, staying to help my love. Such loyalty deserved to be repaid.


“You’re right. We can’t leave Wrin.” My jaw flexed in frustration.
“But bringing her into the wards won’t be safe enough.” A week ago, I thought it impossible to get past the blue and green barrier that surrounded the house and gardens. Now I knew better.


We couldn’t leave Wrin here. We couldn’t leave her in the gardens but within the wards. We certainly couldn’t take her into the house, not as she was. And once Wrin passed out, even Jacq wouldn’t be able to budge the massive dog more than a few feet.


I had a mental image of us standing behind the hound, straining to push her large body through the back door and Nana’s face when she got up to fix breakfast and found a pony-sized hellhound snoozing on the brown tile. As humorous as that was, it wasn’t worth the lifetime of scolding I’d endure as punishment.


Then I had an idea. “What we need,” I said, “is more convenient packaging.”


Jacq snorted, breath hitching. “I really…can’t,” she gasped, “work a spell at the moment. Did you have…something in mind?”


“Yes,” I said, though I didn’t. Such a spell was more complicated than I or even a highly skilled witch such as my Nana could work, especially on the fly.


But such things do come naturally to some, my demon-half reminded me.


I mentally nodded, acknowledging her suggestion, and sent the hound a message, hoping she understood, Can you shape-change? Become smaller? I knew some hounds could. A picture popped into my head and I shared it, never pausing to consider where it came from. Jacq was running out of time and I wouldn’t leave Wrin to fall prey to whatever was in the woods or to the next bat-demon that came for my demon grandmother.


As if offended that I would even ask, the hound huffed, steam flying out of her nostrils, eyes flashing like a fire receiving a fresh infusion of fuel. Before my eyes, her body shrank. I leaned up on my elbow to see her over Jacq’s body. Within seconds, the cutest curly-haired red-eyed terrier lay beside my love. Though pained, Jacq turned her head and let out a short laugh.


“What is that?” she asked.


I shrugged, chagrined. “I watched The Wizard of Oz a few weeks ago. It was the first dog that occurred to me.”


Wrin wagged her bobbed tail and gave us a grin containing more sharp teeth than I remembered such a small dog…really any dog…ever having.


“We’re all set.” I lay back and laced my fingers with Jacq’s. Her eyes were again open, staring at the bright night sky.


“This is a very…bad…idea,” Jacq said, her husky voice scratchy with pain and tension, but she didn’t refuse. She turned her hand to lace our fingers together. Through our connection, I knew her other hand’s fingers were twisted in Wrin’s fur.


Jacq’s head twisted and we locked eyes, light blue to blazing silver. I smiled softly, accepting whatever might come. Jacq returned the smile, her brow still creased with worry. Her body relaxed as she stopped fighting her power.


And with that, it began.


Scorching hot silver magic, brighter than my eyes could bear, began to flow out in faster and faster pulses. I slammed my lids closed but still felt the heat searing against my skin, still felt Jacq’s gaze upon my face. I saw the bright light through the thin layer of skin and wondered how she stood it. For several seconds, I felt only the barest edge of magic as it all moved into Wrin, who whimpered, making small barking noises before going quiet. With her silence, the air around us shifted.


Wrin had taken all she could, and it was my turn.


There was a slight probing touch as the magic swept me from head to toe, looking for the entryway into its new home, finally wriggling around at my soul’s door as if accessing its space. Then a river of power thrust into me. And I held my arms wide, embracing it like a lover, taking all that Jacq could give.


Willingly.


The magic was more than before, and it hurt. But this time, I was ready. I kept making room, cleaving my soul till it seemed to split. Yet more came. The burn of it was agony, and I wondered if I would be incinerated or split down the seams and explode. Fighting the urge to scream, I bit my lip until I tasted blood then dampened our mental connection. Jacq had to know my pain, had to see the blood trickling down my chin. But knowing she couldn’t feel it through me helped.


I spread myself wide, drawing more power in. Something within me ripped. For a second, I tried to just breathe. The copper of blood in my mouth grounded me, and I panted, opening my eyes, looking past the blaze to lock eyes with my beautiful phoenix. Then the pressure eased, equalizing between the three of us. I felt full to overflowing with power.


And it was glorious.


Wrin snuffled, her breath slow, her body already deep within its stupor. But the magic was still flowing, little aftershocks rippling between Jacq and me.


I took a deep breath and felt as if I had inhaled the night. I tasted the air, noticing things I had never noticed before. The pine scent had a strong acidic undertone. There was a wealth of small living creatures around us. And the skies high above were full of buzzing insects and humming birds. The stars were brilliant, like colored fireworks in the sky, and I could almost feel the earth beneath me spinning on its axis. I ran my tongue across the inside of my lip. My cut from seconds before was already healed, any trace of it completely gone. Jacq’s fingers traced my cheek and down my neck. I shivered, feeling the touch everywhere.


Jacq’s wide smile didn’t quite meet her shadowed eyes. Her fingers lingered on my lips, and I lost my breath. “Might I have the pleasure of escorting you ladies home?”


I laughed and moved with her help to my feet, feeling as if I no longer knew my body. That sensation of soft wings rippling against the walls of my soul came again, this time stronger. Something had cracked within me, making the walls holding my demon-half captive that much weaker, the bonds my family had used to tie my powers that much looser. That knowledge didn’t worry me as much as it should have. I felt stronger, lighter, more powerful.


I felt immortal.


For a second, I dared whatever dark creature was infesting our woods to come and face me. Then I shook that thought away. I was barefoot, in a T-shirt and panties, weaponless, and needed to ensure that I got my exhausted girlfriend and sleeping hell-terrier home. It was a bad moment to pick a fight.


Until this exuberant feeling wore off, I needed to be extra cautious. Overconfidence and carelessness often walked hand in hand. Either could get a girl killed quick. Together they made worlds fall. I might not live forever, but I wanted to live as long as I could. Which meant not doing stupid things, like running into the woods in my unmentionables to challenge the big bad king of the backwoods jungle.


Jacq and I looked at the small dog sleeping soundly in the daisy-dotted grass. Jacq bent down.


“Let me,” I said. I owed Wrin more than I could repay, but bearing her small weight on the short walk home was a good start. I tucked Wrin into one arm. Jacq took my hand. And we walked back to the dark house. Little time had passed, and everyone was still asleep. Almost everyone, that is. We tiptoed past the kitchen where Nana sat in the dim light, speaking softly on the phone. I heard her say Aunt Helena’s name but kept on walking. Not wanting to answer any questions, Jacq and I made sure she didn’t see us. Nana and Aunt Helena frequently made calls late at night so I didn’t think anything of her being awake.


When we reached my room, I took a large blanket out of the closet, made a nice nest at the foot of my bed, and placed Wrin on her throne. Exhausted from the night’s magical, emotional gauntlet, Jacq took off her pants, gave me a goodnight peck on the lips, and fell facedown onto the bed, out before her head hit the pillow.


I tucked the sheet around her waist then sat on the bed’s edge, running my hand through her hair, over her cheek and neck, down her back and shoulders, reassuring myself that she was alive and whole. Seeing the shimmer of gold, I raised Jacq’s tank top, looked at the tattoo that covered her back, and saw what I knew would be there.


Golden feathers ruffled in a nonexistent breeze, glowing softly in the dark with a nearly white light. Feeling my gaze, the phoenix turned its fiery head and locked eyes with me. Its gaze burned through me, reading the depths of my soul.


I dropped the top, unsure who I was hiding from whom. I sat there a moment, taking in the contents of my room: bed, lover, window, chair, the trees outside, and even the cloud-shrouded, silver sliver of moon that peeked through the window. They all seemed a bit different. Not different wrong, just different.


I slowly walked to my wooden wardrobe, opened the door as quietly as possible, and removed a false panel, uncovering the leather demon book I’d hidden there. As I replaced the panel, my fingers brushed the black and gold medallion.


I wasn’t sure what instinct had kept me from turning the medallion over to the Kin, but it was the same urge that had brought me to remove it from my aunt’s office once I knew we were going to have demon visitors and hide it along with the book in the lead-lined cubby at the back of my wardrobe. It was a spot impervious to magical searches. When I saw the blazing sun emblem on one side of the medallion matched the ring Kathryn wore, my decision to hide it felt right. Now if I only knew what I was hiding from whom, and why, maybe then I might understand why my demon grandmother insisted I was needed in Hell. This was about more than requiring an heir. An instinct deep within me said the mystery of the medallion and my grandmother’s request were connected. Too bad that instinct couldn’t tell me what my answer to that request would be.


I left the wardrobe open, sat in the small sofa chair near the window, and tucked my legs under me.


Illuminare.


Words of fire lit the page, providing all the light I needed. No longer tired, I began on page one and read until dawn lit the room, finding myself nowhere near finished with a book that only lengthened with each page turned and each fiery word called forth. When I heard my family rise, I doused the spell, hid the book again, and slid into bed behind Jacq.


The picture on the very first page—the one of a long-dead Demon Queen, one of seven who had given their firstborn daughters in offering to the gate—was all I could see behind my closed lids. She had given a daughter… They had given daughters…who had been changed by the living stone, becoming something that could survive, no, thrive, on this side of the void. Becoming the women that would one day form the seven guardian houses.


We, the guardians, had once been—in some ways still were—the thing from which we tried so hard to protect the rest of the world. Self-righteous. Sanctimonious. There was a much shorter S-word that fit the information I had just received but my mind was spinning too quickly to think of it.


One arm wrapped around Jacq, through her shirt I felt the magical feathers covering her hot skin brush my palms. I slid my hand under her shirt and stroked her back, moving my fingers down the bird’s flaming neck. The feathers bunched then settled. I kept stroking, my movements slowing as they lulled me to sleep.


There was a phoenix in my bed, an incognito hellhound on my floor, and, deep within my blood, the essence of an ancient Demon Queen waiting to be awakened.


Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore. In fact, I’m not sure we’re even on the same planet. You better check the map. ’Cause this looks a lot like Hell to me.


* * *


The sun would soon rise, but the vampire perched on the same limb he had occupied after following Cate and the silver-skinned woman to the edge of the woods. He swung his legs loosely back and forth, thinking of what he had seen and heard. From this height, he could see the witch sitting near her window, alternately reading and looking out the glass portal. She couldn’t see him, but it almost felt as if she could.


Was his funny Catie, his favorite witchy friend, confused, too? He thought so, because her eyes would stray from the window to the book and finally to the bed that he couldn’t see but knew was there. He hadn’t realized their closeness until tonight but knew now the silver-skinned woman had to be the one sleeping close by. The one drawing little Catie’s eye. The one confusing them both.


He wasn’t sure what the silver-skinned woman was, but he’d heard stories from his old Master, the dark alchemist LaFortuna, of a creature that once walked with demons. He didn’t like to think of those stories, of that cruel time before his Mistress…his wonderful, strong Mistress. But for her he had tried. And he had remembered enough to make the silver-skinned woman his new target.


The silver people had once shared power and life with those among whom they had walked. Power was good. But it was life that would make his Mistress, his Lucine, truly happy. And he wanted to make her happy. The voice came again, giving instructions, cooing how pleased she would be if he would do this for her. His chest swelled. He dropped from the limb, plummeting downward with quick glee before catching himself just shy of the ground and zooming back into the sky, heading north.


He set his sight on The Burg, his eyes already twinkling with laughter and cold intent.


He’d seen the silver one fight. She had killed the demons and ruined his careful plan to destroy the Demon Queen as his Mistress had requested. He pouted. The silver-skinned woman didn’t fight fair. But she had a weakness. And he had a very good idea where that weakness would be tomorrow night.


The silver-skinned warrior wasn’t the only one who didn’t play fair. In his head, the voice of his Mistress as she had been when they had first met, before she had grown up and he had been turned, giggled.


Hide-and-seek had always been her favorite game.



 
Chapter Eighteen




“Bippity Bop. Bippity Boo. You need a new ’do. In fact, wizard boy, you need a whole new you. Let’s start with cracking the broom and torching the black hat. Velvet robes might have gotten Merlin laid, but I promise you a modern woman will get the wrong impression if you show up in a dress.”


—Brought to you by Queer Eye for the Flyin’ Guy and SuperHGTV





Day Thirteen


After two hours of sleep, I crawled out of bed, slipped on a pair of jeans, and left Jacq resting soundly while I went downstairs. I’d had a bad dream and felt unsettled. All I remembered was darkness, water and pain. Lots of pain. Foreboding dreams were the norm these days, which didn’t make me feel any better.


Wrin had followed me out of the room. Her presence at my side was strangely reassuring. Too bad it didn’t save me from stepping on the mushy hairballs our malicious cat, Hexamina, had left outside my door. Jacq’s silver threshold wards kept Hex from entering my room, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t torture me beyond it. The urge to hunt down and strangle the cat was great. I resisted…but just barely.


I hopped on one foot to the guest bathroom, cursing the gooey mess stuck between my toes. Wrin shook her head, the disgust on her doggie face matching my own as I washed my foot and marched back to my door to clean up the mess.


I really needed to learn to wear shoes.


Hex’s antics and my lack of footwear were excellent distractions, but once the cleanup was done, my thoughts turned back to that foreboding dream. There was a knot growing in my gut. Something had changed. Something big. Something about tonight. I didn’t know what that something was, but I knew I was going to find out.


As I went down the stairs, I said to Wrin quietly, “So, I highly doubt a hellhound such as yourself has been randomly wandering around in my woods for a week, accidentally assisting me with the fight against Nicodemus, and saving my girlfriend’s bacon more than once. Who do you work for?” Whoever it was, they were clearly a friend.


I stopped midway down the stairs and looked at the hound. Her eyes briefly flared red. The picture of a bird was projected into my mind. I studied the picture carefully. Surely she didn’t work for a bird. Then it dawned on me.


“Falcon. You work for my father?”


Wrin simply huffed and continued down the stairs. Either she wasn’t much for conversation or found the question too redundant to answer—I was leaning toward both. No matter the cause, it was curious as well as strangely reassuring that my father, a demon I’d never met, had sent her to watch after me, for there was no doubt she had been doing that from the very beginning. Now the question was, could I use Wrin to communicate with him? Did I want to? I would have to think about that.


I found Nana in the kitchen, having tea and reading the paper. With a loud crinkling sound, she folded the paper and looked at Wrin padding silently at my heels.


“Who is that?” Nana asked. “I won’t say what as its magic is clearly demonic.”


“This is Wrin. She’s a hellhound, sort of. Wrin, meet my Nana.”


Wrin wagged her bobbed tail and nodded her cute, curly-haired head. Her muzzle stretched wide with an amused, sharp-toothed grin.


Nana arched a brow, returning the nod. “It’s a pleasure.” Her lips twitched, caught between a frown and a laugh. She raised her paper.


I pulled a package of meat out of the fridge, placed it in a bowl, and warmed it in the microwave. Wrin sniffed disdainfully at the food, but she scarfed it down and dashed out Hex’s cat door before I could offer her some water.


“Don’t eat the cat!” I yelled after Wrin.


An answering bark that might have been doggie laughter came through the door.


“Where is everyone?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of tea and arranging the ingredients for fried eggs and blueberry pecan pancakes.


I could see Brittan through the kitchen window, sitting with eyes closed on the gray and black stone practice pad. I tensed then smiled when Wrin approached the young blond and climbed into her lap. Brittan broke from her meditation with a start, but the strained lines around her mouth eased as she began to pet and play with Wrin.


Nana looked up from her paper and smiled when she saw what I was looking at. “Helena is resting. She hasn’t been sleeping well.”


I turned from the eggs I was cracking to study my grandmother’s carefully calm face. “Something we should be concerned about?”


Nana’s green eyes faded as they often did when she remembered a vision. “No, the problem will resolve itself soon. As to the others…The young tiger, Betz, has gone to Grey regarding transferring Romulus to the Were medical facility.” Grey Gryphon was the local Were Tiger Alpha and ultimately responsible for the weretigers in his territory. With Rom’s sister still gone, Grey must be the one to transfer the comatose Rom to the hospital.


Nana continued, “Gemini is at the Wellsy homestead with Cassie and her boys. They’ll join us for breakfast soon.”


I nodded, thinking of the three. Gem was a Russian damphyre. Cassie the Witch Prime’s great-niece, and Alex and Carlin Wellsy the orphaned grandchildren of our neighbor Arno Wellsy—a man who’d openly despised Cassie’s great-aunt for reasons I’d never been told. It was an odd grouping, but it seemed right. Shared grief often turned strangers into family and family into strangers.


Nana said, “I invited your new secretary, JJ, to breakfast since she wouldn’t have had time to unpack. She’ll be here in an hour or so. Everyone else is about but will wander in to eat shortly. You might want to make more food.”


I looked at the giant platter of eggs, small mountain of pancakes, and large bowl of sliced fruit I’d already prepared and pulled more ingredients from the fridge. Seeing Nana discreetly eyeing the pancakes, I slid a plate of food her way then refilled her teacup before turning back to flip more pancakes.


“Thank you,” I said. “I should have thought of inviting JJ.”


“You’re welcome, but the invitation was more than courtesy.”


That got my attention. “What do you know of JJ?”


Nana cocked her head. “No more than I’ve seen. But there is something familiar about her. Time will tell. It always does.”


Knowing Nana, she had “seen” a great deal, but I didn’t call her on it. Like my mother and my Grams before her, Nana doled out what she gleaned from her visions with a cautious hand.


I worked for several minutes. When I had a few moments where I could leave the food to cook unattended, I stepped to Nana’s side and placed my hand on her shoulder. There was something I needed to say, and I’d put it off long enough.


“Thank you.” My words were quiet.


The paper rustled as Nana looked up. “For what?”


“For not letting me die as a child. For breaking all the rules to ensure I could grow up in this world with my mother and family, despite knowing it meant stripping me of my guardian as well as demon powers. For forgiving me for my unjustified accusations.”


My mother’s book had been clear. Demons couldn’t live indefinitely on this side of the gates. They needed regular infusions of the sort of heat only found in Hell to maintain their life force. Demon children couldn’t live long here. And guardians couldn’t survive in Hell for different but no less deadly reasons. My family had bound my powers, had bound my demon-half, to keep me alive. I didn’t understand and couldn’t forgive their vow of silence regarding this, but at least their motives were just. Whether or not my adult self could live on this side of the gates when my demon-half was free was unknown. My guardian-half might protect me from the eventual wasting away demons faced here. Then again, it might not.


Her eyes solemn, Nana sighed and laid her hand over mine. “Cate, please don’t thank me. I know you suffered, are still suffering because of our decision. I’ve thought countless times over the years that there must have been another way, though I’ve yet to think of one. We did what we had to do, what we thought was best at the time.” She shook her head. “But don’t thank us.”


I nodded and turned back to the stove, tears shimmering in my eyes.


After several minutes, Nana cleared her throat and said in a more neutral tone, “Regarding our guests. Of all the people I named who are here, one I cannot sense. The good Detective Slone is unaccounted for. I assume you know where she is.”


I turned and met my grandmother’s eyes. My flushed neck was confirmation enough.


Nana’s pancake-filled fork paused halfway to her mouth. “Cate, are you certain you know what you’re doing?” Her words were slow, but the fear in her eyes was sharp.


Shoulders set, I said confidently, “I’ve never been this certain about anything in my entire life.”


“Be careful nonetheless, my child. Your magic when you’re together…I can feel it changing, growing violently fast. I worry for you.”


I’d locked my magic away tightly after last night’s magical explosion in the woods. But apparently not tightly enough. Jacq had only touched the surface when she said we were bringing each other’s powers to their full strength. I thought of what I had read in my mother’s book. Of what I had known deep down all along. Of how Jacq’s presence in my life and mine in hers would affect us both in wonderful and dangerous ways.


“Nana, of the two of us, it’s not me you should be worried for.”


“We never stop worrying for our children,” Kathryn said from the doorway, a bleary-eyed Van behind her. “Even those who are no longer with us. It is the nature of life.”


Her eyes held such tragic loss—my response was stopped by the lump in my throat. I nodded and cleared my throat. “Would you like some tea?” At her nod, I poured her a cup. “Breakfast?”


Kathryn shook her head, took a seat next to Nana, and picked up the discarded sports section, frowning at the advert for leprechaun mud-bogging. Van didn’t seem to hear the question. He wobbled and weaved to the table, slumping into a chair. His hair was mussed, his bloodshot eyes dull and unaware, his feet bare, and his face scruffy. I put a large glass of cold water in front of him with a thunk. He flinched at the noise.


Kathryn had donned reading glasses. I did a double take. That was the second time I had seen her in those. Now that I knew her better, I no longer thought the glasses an affectation to appear human-like. An immortal as powerful as her shouldn’t need glasses. But clearly she did.


Why?


An unsettling supposition surfaced in the back of my mind. However this wasn’t the moment for that discussion so I filed the question away for later.


Watching me above the silver-rimmed lenses, Kathryn asked, “The explanation of how your vampire was possessed and the mechanism to prevent such again, did you find it satisfactory?”


“Yes.” I smiled at her. “Thank you both for the assistance. A copy of the prepared papers will be delivered tomorrow morning by anonymous courier to a gentleman with ties to the Council. He’ll see they get where they need to go.”


Kathryn frowned. “Not to one of the Primes?” The Primes were the most powerful of each group in the Council—Witch, Fae, Vamp, Were, etc. Together they created and enforced the laws that governed Supernaturals. Cassie’s great-aunt, Lucine, was the Witch Prime and head of all the witch covens.


Obeying Nana’s subtle brow wiggles and nose twitches, I placed plates of food in front of Kathryn and Van. Van, who had been carefully sipping his water, turned green and put the glass down quickly, clamping his lips together tightly. Kathryn looked from me to the plate and then suspiciously to Nana, who again had the paper in front of her face.


And people thought I got my gracious bossiness from my mother.


“It may sound strange,” I answered Kathryn, “but a bad feeling stopped me from sending a copy to the Primes. I’ve lived this long by following my gut, and it says the Council Leaders can’t be trusted.” I turned back to the stove but felt Kathryn watching me.


After a moment, Kathryn said, “You do well, Cate, to trust your instincts.”


And with that, the subject was closed. Nana put aside her paper and began to chat with Kathryn of lighter things, leaving me to wonder what Denoir’s Queen knew of the Primes that she would agree with my assessment.


While they spoke, I fixed enough breakfast to feed a small army, ate a large chunk of it, and fixed more when Nana scowled at the remains. Brittan came in cuddling a happy Wrin. Kathryn wasn’t surprised to see a terrier-shaped hellhound in our kitchen, which I found very interesting. Brit offered to wash up after eating, so I snuck the funnies out of Nana’s paper, loaded down a tray with food, and headed for the hall. Van stopped me as I walked past. The green was gone from his face and his eyes looked almost cognizant again, but he still looked ill, as if less now from a hangover and more from remembering the events of the night.


“Cate,” he said with breath so rank it could wilt flowers, “I owe you an apology for my deplorable behavior the night before. There is no excuse. I have never lost myself in drink as I did last night, especially not when responsible for the Queen’s safety. I hope in the future you will grant me an opportunity to show you such fair hospitality and consideration as you have shown us as well as the opportunity to regain my lost honor.”


I took a large step back before he could breathe on Jacq’s food on the tray. “Your apology is accepted. I think your honor will be fine in the future so long as you stay away from mixing alcohol with Were phers and kicks to the head. As to the rest we will have to see. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go upstairs for a few minutes before everyone else arrives.”


“Of course.” He nodded, eyeing the food tray, and said almost bitterly, “Detective Slone must be hungry after her activities last night.”


Silent, I stared at him before turning away. I felt his eyes watching me as I left. That had been a short-lived apology. If I didn’t know better, I would think Van was jealous. But of Jacq? Or of me? And why? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. Van and his Queen were going home tomorrow.


Don’t discount your cousin so quickly. You’ll see him again if you do as his Queen wishes and join her in the Otherworld,
my demon-half said in my head, her voice stronger, clearer. She too had benefited by the magic absorbed from Jacq.


I shushed her, continuing up the stairs, my steps slower than a moment before. Kathryn’s need for my decision was already a weight dragging behind me with each step. I didn’t need anyone else, even a part of myself, adding to the burden. And I couldn’t think on it now. I had to focus completely on today’s run to retrieve Gem’s father. One false step and I wouldn’t live long enough to decide anything.


I entered my room quietly, placed the tray on my small writing desk, and sat on the bed, staring at the sleeping Jacq. I couldn’t resist running a finger over her body. With the lightest of touches, I caressed her cheek, lingering where her dimple hid, followed the dip of her collarbone, skimmed down the side of her lean muscled arm, and traced the curve of her thumb, shivering at the rough callouses. Finally I settled my fingers against the crease of her open palm.


Her magic had been extremely low when we’d returned home last night, most of it going into me and Wrin. But now it was strong again and growing stronger with each beat of her heart. Despite the hot power that rubbed against my skin even as I softly rubbed hers, this moment, this touch, wasn’t about magic. It was about love. Me loving her.


Me loving Jacq.


Jacq’s eyes moved behind her lids. Her limbs twitched, her face twisting with worry. Were my bad dreams catching? I thought so, especially when her magic spiked unexpectedly.


“Jacq.” I stroked her brow. “Wake up, my love.” When her expressive gray eyes blinked open, I leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. “Good morning. I brought you breakfast.”


Cradling my face with her warm hands, Jacq said in a voice thick with sleep, “I feared you were a dream.” She brought our lips together in a kiss so sweet it melted my bones. When we were done, she whispered against my mouth, “If you are a dream, I wish to keep sleeping.”


Heart achingly full, I threaded my fingers through her mussed auburn hair and smiled. “I’ve had those dreams. I’ll promise I’m real if you will do the same.”


“Then it’s a promise.” She sealed the words with another kiss, asking when we parted, “Good morning. You said breakfast?” She looked so hopeful, I couldn’t help but laugh. I brought her the tray. She smirked, eying me knowingly. “Have the mice been into my breakfast?”


Chagrined, I looked at the pancakes, which had a bite missing. “It was a long hike up the stairs. I got hungry.” I gave her a cheeky grin.


Jacq chuckled and dug into her breakfast while I read her the funnies and snuck kisses and an occasional bite…of food, mostly. Despite our levity, the knot in my gut was growing. And it wasn’t all from worrying about tonight. Jacq had a secret and I knew it thanks to my mother’s demon book. I needed to tell her, was desperate to tell her, even as I feared how she would react. But I bit my lip, holding in the words. It wasn’t fair to lay that on her then leave her alone to deal with it.


When Jacq finished eating, I moved the tray off the bed, plumped the pillows against the headboard, and sat beside her leaning against her side, one of Jacq’s arms around me as the other held my hand in her lap.


My curtains were open, showing the woods that surrounded the house in the distance. The night before, I had received pleasure and power beyond imagining in that wood. The night before that, I’d been tortured there by Ramus. Life’s twists and turns were strange sometimes.


I could hear muffled voices as people arrived downstairs. Our time alone was near an end.


“What troubles you, cher?”


I looked away from the window to see Jacq studying my face. “Are you reading my thoughts again, Detective?”


“No.” She traced the tense line of my jaw. “This gave you away.”


I bit my cheek. “Have I told you lately how beautifully perceptive you are?”


“No.” Jacq tapped my chin. “But you may tell me after you explain what has you frowning when you think I’m not looking.” She gave me a look that said she would not be distracted.


“A bad feeling, nothing more.” I squeezed her hand in reassurance.


“I too have a bad feeling.” Jacq met my eyes. “You know my desire is to be by your side tonight.” Her fear—the fear that was for me—moved through our bond so strongly it stole my breath.


“I know.” The words were barely a whisper.


With determination, she said, “I have given my word that I will stay with your family. I will not break it. But—” She looked away.


“Tell me.” I stroked the side of her neck.


She grabbed my hand, her eyes turning to meet mine. “You exacted a promise from me that I would be the last to the battle against Nicodemus, keeping me from your side so I could protect the humans. Yesterday your grandmother promised my service to the Demon Queen, keeping me from your side tonight. Reluctantly, I agreed both times to these promises. Even so I will only stay here if you make me a vow.”


“What would you have of me?” There was little she could ask for I would not give.


“No matter what happens tonight, I want you to live. Return to me, Cate Delacy.”


I smiled. “You don’t ask much, do you?”


Jacq returned my smile. “No more than you’re capable of.”


“Then you have my vow. I will live through the night…one way or another.”


Jacq lifted my hand, kissing it, her eyes blazing as they met mine. “And you have my vow. After tonight, nothing and no one will keep me from your side when trouble approaches. I will be with you always.”


One way or another.


* * *


The Burg, hours later…


The gate’s old guard leaned out of his booth and eyed my battered work truck. “You two look a mite old for school.”


He was one to talk. What hair I could see from under his sweat-stained cap was fully gray, and his face had more wrinkles than a fat cat’s. I leaned out of the truck, not bothering to smile. Playing Miss Pretty wouldn’t have looked well with the fiftyish, male faces my companion and I wore.


“We’re here to paint the roses.” Deep and gravelly, my voice sounded like that of a man who’d smoked every day since his teens. I had to give JJ serious praise. She could really weave an illusion.


“Thank goodness.” The guard swiped his red brow with a handkerchief before grabbing a temporary parking pass. “Them flowers are looking mighty poor. Mighty poor.” He shook his head sadly and leaned so close I thought he would fall out of the booth. He whispered loudly, “I hear it’s all those bodies. They say it was supposed to make the flowers smell sweeter, but it’s turned them poor blooms white as ghosts.”


“Yep.” I nodded, pulling on my own illusionary cap. I looked expectantly at the parking pass, but he wasn’t done, reminding me of why I’d always bypassed the gate on my way to class. If only we could have done that, but getting the pass would keep us from being hassled by security while we worked. They changed the color of the passes daily to keep students from forging their own.


“Don’t make sense if you ask me. What’s the school need all those bodies for? I think something strange is going on.” He waved the pass. “Who in their right mind would want to get frozen?”


“I dunna,” I drawled, pulling my cap once more. “Someone who got tired of this heat. Maybe decided when they died they’d at least get a temperature change.” We really needed to hurry this. I was as bare as a plucked chicken under my gardener’s coveralls and they were starting to itch. JJ, sitting beside me, was trying not to laugh. Maybe I should have let her drive. Her illusion looked less friendly than mine. I bet the guard wouldn’t have tried to strike up a conversation with Miss I-Survived-Prison-Have-You.


“Huh.” He scratched his head. “Never figured that. I might could stand to be frozen myself if that was the case, but I don’t want none of those science-types poking and prodding at me, messing up my afterlife. Just stick me in a freezer and leave me there.”


I sighed with relief as a yellow Jeep pulled up behind us and the guard hurriedly shoved the pass through the window.


“Y’all try to stay cool now.” He waved us on.


“Yep.” I said again and slowly moved forward. Through the open window I could hear the helpful guard giving the young blond woman behind us directions to frat row, along with security’s number—just in case a “young gentleman became too fresh.”


Finding a good parking spot, I pulled over. We grabbed the pumpers from the truck bed and walked into the gardens.


JJ eyed the white petals of a rose whose spell had faded. “Did the bodies really do this?”


With one hand, I pumped the sprayer attached to my back, spraying a fine mist onto the plants. As it hit, the roses turned red again. We headed deeper into the garden, spraying as we went, making our way to the lake.


“No, the university got a grant—really a free loan from the Kin—to build a cryogenics lab. Supposedly, it’s for their new medical school. But the vamps and Council use it, too. For what I don’t know and don’t care to ask. To maintain the temperature, they put it underground. A pipe broke during construction, leaching magic-infused coolant into the soil. That’s what turns the flowers white. They tried planting new ones, but they simply turned white again. The university thought it would remind people of what was kept below the garden and depress the students, so here we are, painting the roses.”


We neared the lake, still spraying. Spotting the discreetly placed cameras near the lake’s small bridge, I hit them with the color-changing potion. The original spell was keyed to the color white. It changed only the flower petals red without disturbing the leaves and stems. But we’d set the magic to work on glass as well, and with the potion’s application, the camera lenses were quickly covered with an impenetrable red fog.


We ducked into a cluster of dense bushes at the water’s edge. As soon as I knew we couldn’t be seen, I slipped off the sprayer, downed Fera’s potions, and tucked the empty vials in the coverall pockets, all the while making a face at the horrible aftertaste. On lookout, JJ turned her back, and I undressed, laying my coveralls and the illusion charm that made me look like a gardener over the sprayer. JJ would take them back with her before stashing the truck and changing for her next part. I kept only two, currently inactive, illusion charms.


“Wish me luck.” Nude, I tucked an illusion charm into each cheek, slipped between two rose bushes, and dove into the water, my blood already humming with inactive Fae magic. I moved deep, heading toward the large tubing hidden under the bridge. JJ’s reply was garbled. Not that it mattered. At this point, everyone else needed the luck. A couple hours more and I would be dead. Then my job would be done and the others’ would begin.


For safety reasons, the shaft acting as the lab’s emergency exit and the ventilation service entrance must stay unlocked while the lab was occupied—that was why it was hidden so well. But once the last keycard swiped out, the bolts would throw shut on all entrances and exits. All but the water tunnels that circulated fresh water to the partially magic-powered cooling units. The tunnels opened at sunrise and closed at sunset so any steam caused by the mixing of hot and cold water could dissipate in the sunlight without being noticed.


I’d reviewed the water tunnels first, thinking I could swim in right before sunset and haul Roskov out after dawn. But the idea had quickly been dismissed. The space was too narrow for a scuba tank and swimming through either tunnel’s swift current without one would be difficult for anyone who needed to breathe. Exiting with Roskov would have been impossible.


Seth’s people had helped with the lab’s construction. He’d been most generous with the blueprints and other information, making me wonder what the normally-not-so-giving vampire was up to. Unfortunately, that was something to worry about another day—one where I wasn’t stuck between a lake and a very cold place.


A ladder led down the emergency shaft from a trapdoor in the floor of the bridge, but I headed for the smaller ventilation portal hidden under the bridge about two feet above the waterline. Because of the portal’s proximity to the water, it was only alarmed with a small ward. Foot traffic shook the bridge daily, so the ward was keyed to sound only if the portal’s cover moved so far from the tubing. I melted three of the cover’s welded edges with a little fire, sparing the side with the ward, bent the portal upward, leaving the side with the ward attached, and hoisted myself out of the water and into the chute. After I was through, I carefully bent the cover into place and replaced the welding. A close inspection would show the difference, but my magical residue would be gone before anyone would know to check the tubing.


I climbed down the ladder, the air growing colder and darker with each step, moving from one shaft to another, following the map in my mind until I heard people talking and water roaring to the coolant system nearby.


Shivering, I wrapped my arms around the metal ladder and hung in the shadows, listening to the chopped conversations filtering through a grate a few feet below my naked toes. I looked down to see slivers of people moving back and forth, their skin shaded blue by the cryo-tank’s light. Until they left, this chute would be my home. I focused my mind away from my aching arms, stiff legs and clammy skin and set my mental clock.


Three hours.


It was Friday afternoon and the end of finals. Even the most dedicated wouldn’t be working late tonight. But they were three long wet cold
hours as the ventilation system blew frigid air past me. I had to release a small steady stream of magic to keep myself from shivering to pieces. Fortunately, thanks to my beautiful phoenix I had plenty of magic to spare.


Above my head, JJ walked, spraying the last of the roses. A few students would be milling about, taking photos before the next day’s graduation. Three hours would give JJ time to change and be in position for the next part of the run. Three hours for Gem, Marco, and Mynx to meet and swap rides.


Three hours in which Jacq and Fera must be going crazy, stuck at the house playing pinochle with my grandmothers. In my head, I could see Van driving them crazy by commenting on everything and flirting with Nana and Aunt Helena just for the heck of it. Hopefully he knew better than to hit on Jacq or Fera. Either might hit back, and the recovering demon didn’t need any more bruises…to his body or ego.


Three hours before the exit above my head locked down for the night.


I released a little more magic to help warm myself and took a breath, thankful JJ’s illusion charms were amazingly small. At least my cheeks weren’t stretched like a chipmunk’s. I looked again at the people moving below me. Three hours. I could do that. Houdini I wasn’t. But I worked well under pressure, as long as it wasn’t water pressure.


The continued sound of water roaring through the coolant system reminded me of this morning’s foreboding dream. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Death lurked in those water tunnels. Thankfully I’d left navigating the waterways to the fish and Davy Jones.


I had a promise to keep.


* * *


Night Thirteen


The grate popped open with a clang. I winced, waiting to see if anyone would investigate. I counted to two hundred, slowly, holding my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering with the cold. My breathing and the hum of the cooling units sounded loud in the silence. When no one came, I quickly lowered myself down the ladder and into the room, refastening the grate as I did. My first plopping step was into a very large, very cold puddle of water. Staying close to the wall, I sidestepped and shook the water from my toes, looking and listening for cameras.


The overhead fluorescents were out, but the room glowed with the blue light that came through the cryo-tanks’ frosted glass, which covered the walls to my left and right. Dark shadows lay behind many of the square windows, creatures silent and still in frozen death.


I spotted the cameras. As expected, they were dark. Conveniently, something large and hungry had recently chewed through their wiring, saving us the trouble of disengaging them. Thanks to Mynx’s hacking skills, we knew a work order had been placed for their repair, but it would be days before it could be filled. Currently, a guard sat in a small office near the front door watching the only active camera, which faced the underground lab’s official, above ground entrance.


Assured I was alone, I let my fire rise, careful to keep it close. Though the cameras were off, the temperature sensors were not. The cryo-units hovered just above freezing, and the large room wasn’t much better. A major heat spike would draw the attention of security, so I kept my magic low, letting it warm me. Quietly, I moved through the rooms, steaming footprints following me, occasionally stepping in another puddle of water as I passed stainless steel tables and sharp pieces of equipment whose purposes I didn’t want to know, heading for the only two tables that held body-shaped black bags.


As promised, the names on the bags matched those I’d been told to expect. I slid down the zippers, confirming that the faces matched the pictures I’d been given. With great respect, I levitated the bare bodies out of their bags and back into empty cryo-units. As I closed the frosted-glass windows, I apologized to the dead souls.


Finished, I left the bags open and moved deeper into the lab, making my way to the end of the building and the small vault housing the university’s most special clients. Holding my breath, I tried the code I’d been given. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the light turned green. The large metal door swung inward, revealing another cold dark room, and I sucked in a breath.


A pair of bright eyes peered at me from the darkness. I opened the door further, letting in a small amount of light. My breath whooshed out. In the middle of the room stretched a stainless steel table. The shadowy form of a body lay on the table, its head closest to me. But where the head should have faced its feet and the far wall, this body’s unattached head sat squarely facing me. Domini Roskov’s eyes were open. Like a cat’s, their black pupils reflected the light, even as they stared directly at me. My mind flashed to two nights before and Ramus’s eyes reflected in Cassie’s mirrored green wards. My heart thudded painfully and my throat closed as if a hand fisted tightly around it. I blinked several times, replacing the nightmare image with the real one. With difficulty, I pushed away the memory and analyzed the room.


What I saw made a long string of curses erupt in my head and I bit my lip to contain them.


I’d been told the body would still be bagged. The examiners wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. But there Roskov lay in an unzipped body bag with chest open and sundry parts lying on rolling trays beside the table. Fully nude now, the body was more horrific than I remembered. The baseball-sized bloated pustule areas had burst open, spilling their inky mucus onto Roskov’s pale skin, revealing warped tissue and gray bones beneath.


It was hard to believe this monstrous husk had once been Gem’s beloved father. There would be no hiding this carnage from her. I suppressed a deep wave of sadness and walked forward. When I was close enough to reach out and touch the grisly tableau, I closed the dead vampire’s eyes for the last time. With my fingertips on his eyelids, I closed my own.


“You can go home now, Domini. We’ll look after your daughter. Let the goddess bless and keep your soul.”


There was a moment of silence, even the cooling unit’s low buzz stilled. I thought somewhere, somehow, Gemini’s father had heard my wish.


Then a quiet, almost childlike voice in my head said, Such pretty words for a demon-tainted blood-drinker. What would your granny say, Catie girl, about wasting the goddess’s blessings on us undeserving?


I froze. I knew that voice. And it said a great deal about my week that at this moment in time I wasn’t surprised to hear it. “Once, I thought I knew.” Opening my eyes, I raised my head. “But these days, she keeps me guessing.”


A grunting, almost laughing sound rolled out of a dark corner. I searched the shadows there.


“But then, she’s not the only one,” I added.


From behind a large metal cabinet a wiry black-clad form stepped into the soft blue light that flowed through the open door. The light barely reached his location, but it was enough to let me see the owner of the voice fully. For once, the face I saw before me was not a stranger’s. And that truly saddened me.


There, sporting the largest, happiest, fangiest smile I’d ever seen, stood Bon, my favorite of Serena’s guards. His blond-brown hair, as shaggy as ever, stuck up around his head, and his clothes were wet, making his body appear even smaller. Cheeks sunken, face and wrist bones pronounced, he looked as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. Yet I’d seen him healthy and whole only two nights before.


That was an illusion, my demon-half whispered, watching through my eyes from behind her prison bars. This is the truth.


I couldn’t help but agree. Like a clown, Bon’s mouth was smeared with blood. My eyes flickered from his face to the body that lay between us and back again in understanding. Roskov’s body hadn’t been autopsied.


It had been butchered.


My mind went numb. Then anger hazed my sight. I barely restrained the urge to shout. “Why?” I hissed. “Why would you do this?” I waved my hand at the large chunks of missing flesh.


The metal table and its mutilated corpse hid my nudity from waist down but left my wobbling breasts visible. Not that the cannibalistic Bon noticed. The moment of attention he’d shown Cassie Wednesday night had been a truly rare occurrence. His happy, carefree expression never changed, but deep within his dead eyes I thought I saw a flicker of regret. Regret would save neither of us, but I was glad for it. Had there been anything else in his gaze, I would have unleashed my magic, possibly killing him but certainly trapping myself as the sensors set off the alarms.


Bon had been Serena’s friend and trusted guard for years. Her hurt at his betrayal would be profound. The thought made my blood boil, and I had to clamp down on my fire, which was hungry to avenge her sorrow.


Ignoring my question, Bon, who was a mute, smiled and said sweetly in my head, Don’t worry, Catie-girl. I’m not here to kill you. He casually moved toward Roskov’s feet, his hands moving along the drawers lining the wall then, the steel rolling trays, touching their strange and sharp instruments as he passed.


Bon moved slowly down the left side of the table. I went right. We circled each other, the mutilated body between us. With his nearness, I felt the first pinpricks of dark magic against my skin, further chilling my already cold body. The magic was old, much older than Bon, and had an insidious seething quality, as if it had its own life, its own intentions. Its own hunger. It was the sort of magic one accumulated over centuries. It couldn’t have come from eating a few pieces of a dearly departed fellow vampire. Bon had hidden it, had hidden himself, until now. He was hiding no more, which frightened me more than knowing where Roskov’s missing bits now resided.


“You’re not here to kill me?” I asked, mirroring Bon’s relaxed tone. “Why, are you saving me as a treat for later?”


No, no, Bon thought. Never that. Friends don’t eat friends. I simply wish a favor, an introduction. He ran his fingers over and into Roskov’s body, caressing parts so black and twisted they were unidentifiable, even with my healer’s training. As a mute, Bon had never said more than a few words at a time to anyone. It was probably his silence more than anything that had allowed him to rise to such a high position in Seth’s forces. This conversation was the longest and oddest we’d ever had.


“Good to hear,” I said with fake relief. “You’d find me a bit bony, anyway.” My smile came out more a grimace. “If it’s Cassie you’re wanting, I think an intro’s unnecessary. She doesn’t seem the shy type.” Especially not with a gun in her hand.


I looked at the rolling tray nearest me. There were saws, scalpels, metal stakes, mallets, and an assortment of other tools—good weapons in a pinch. But I wasn’t fast enough or strong enough to wield them against a vampire souped up on black magic-infested undead flesh. And earth magic wouldn’t hold this one.


I would have to find another way.


Bon again made that grunting laugh-like sound. Cassie. He thought the name like a caress. Such a sweet treat. She reminds me a great deal of someone I knew long ago. He shook his head. But not her, not yet. His smile grew. But soon. Her reprieve and that of that little half-blood currently playing her guard dog are merely temporary. He reached into Roskov’s chest and removed a chunk of red and black flesh. Little bits of meat fell from it back into the body. Excuse me. It’s quite a long trip home. I wouldn’t want to get hungry halfway and have to look for a snack.
He flashed his fangs, picked up a scalpel, and like slicing an apple, removed a piece of the red-black meat and put it in his mouth.


“Quite all right.” I raised my hand to my mouth, choking on the words. If my stomach hadn’t been rolling, I might have laughed. He was a crazy son of a bitch, but he was a well-mannered one. My humor dissolved quickly. I’d heard it said some Fae ate the flesh of other immortals. But even those powerful Elves eventually went mad from the power and memories they consumed. Bon looked as if he’d passed madness long ago. This wasn’t his first time chowing into something he shouldn’t, which didn’t bode well for me.


He continued eating, waving his hand. Again to that introduction. You shall come home with me. When your silver-skinned lover comes for you, you will introduce her to my Mistress. You and your powerful protector will find her a most generous Master. He released a little giggle. His face morphed with childlike excitement then contorted as he fought for composure. A chill ran down my spine and the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up. That childish sound had been almost too warped for recognition. I wasn’t sure what Bon’s adult side was fighting, but I didn’t want it free.


Had I said crazy? More like bat-shit crazy with a big helping of goat-fucking insane on the side.


Bon had sworn allegiance to Serena, my good friend and Mississippi’s Vampire Queen, but I knew Bon’s “Mistress” wasn’t her. I began to wonder who he could mean when my mind returned to the image of the Fae eating the forbidden flesh.


That wasn’t the only thing they did.


I had an idea, a very dangerous one, but at this point, I had no choice. I had promised Jacq I wouldn’t die tonight. I planned to keep that promise. More importantly, I would not be used to set a trap for my love.


But I had to go about this carefully. Bon knew me too well to be fooled by my usual tricks of sweet smart-mouthed innocence.


It was time to play hard to get.


“I suppose this isn’t optional?” I fingered a nearby stake, my tone innocent but my threat clear.


It could be, I suppose…if you like to play pretend.
That giggle slipped out again. This time, it took Bon a little longer to recover. Finally, he flashed his fangs and stopped near Roskov’s head, acting as if no time had passed.


I stopped at Roskov’s feet, my back to the wall, and we faced off.
“Well, then…” I put down the stake to pick up a mallet, feeling its solid weight. “It looks to me like you have two choices.” My eyes met his black ones. I slapped the mallet into my hand, smiling. “You can drink me dry and use my hand-puppet of a corpse to make introductions to your lady. Or you can drag me out of here kicking and screaming and as naked as a jaybird. Either way…” I arched a brow. “I’m not going willingly.” My grandpa had always said it was never good to call a crazy man’s bluff (they always made you pay for it), but that was just what I’d done.


Laughing in my head—this time thankfully a very adult sound—Bon returned my smile and turned Roskov’s head to face me, opening the dead man’s mouth to show me that something was missing. Sensing a sudden stillness in his body, I prepared myself for what was coming, but it was no use. Before I could blink, he shoved the table forward, pushing me backward into the wall, jamming me against the cold concrete. My elbow hit the wall hard, and my hand went numb, releasing the mallet. Bon raised Roskov’s head high, holding it next to his own like Hamlet holding poor Yorick’s skull.


I do so love having options, but you’re wrong to think I have only two, he said in my head. Across from me, two tongue-less vampires smiled, eerie reflections of each other—one’s mind and the other’s soul long gone. When we’re done, believe me, you will leave at my side. And assuredly you will do it…most willingly.



 
Chapter Nineteen




“Hungry and on the go? No problem, drive on through. We’ll pop a vein for you.”


—Jack in the Coffin





Bon moved around the table slowly, his steps light and purposeful. I kept my heartbeat from roaring in my ears only from years of meditation.


“This doesn’t change anything,” I said with a calmness I didn’t feel. “Kill me or force me, neither constitutes willingness.”


No? Bon thought. His glowing red eyes caught mine. Witch, guardian…demon…he sniffed, the fire in his eyes flaring brightly as his fangs flashed. Whatever you might be, there is no creature on this green earth or in the bowels below it immune to a vampire’s bite. But then… He stepped near and ran a finger down my neck and along a scar that had long since been hidden by my family’s healing skills, his touch more clinical than caress as he forcefully turned my chin to bare my throat. You would know that if you had allowed Seth into your bed as he’d intended. They don’t call those that feed us sheep without cause.


His head lowered. Tucking my chin down, I tried to turn and face him. But his hand clamped tight on my jaw, keeping my face averted. Did Bon not want to look into my eyes? Or did that strange, mannerly part of him simply not want me to see the end coming?


As if reading my thoughts, he said, Fear not, Catie-girl, it won’t be long before you’ll be bleating like the little lamb you are.


Then his teeth sank deep, and the control I’d kept over my heartbeat failed. It pounded hard as my blood rushed out. Tendrils of power moved between us as his mind crept into mine. I wanted to scream, as much in agony as frustration. Vampires could induce pleasure with their bite, often sending their victims into orgasmic oblivion even as their life was sucked away. But Bon neither found nor gave any pleasure in the task. I knew enough to know he wasn’t intentionally causing me extra pain, but the piercing of skin, muscles, and veins was still sharply painful. Even so, the greater pain was his brutal assault on my mind.


You taste so good, he murmured, of powerful magic and rich blood.


His words filtered through the fog that was creeping over my mind, and I shivered with pain and fear. Long ago, I’d helped a friend track a rogue vampire. I’d seen my share of drained bodies and knew the horror firsthand. The corpses had been nothing more than emaciated husks.


But despite the pain and fear swelling within me, I didn’t fight, not physically. Without Bon releasing his jaws and retracting his incisors, pushing his head away could rip my throat out. At some point, he’d moved the table and pulled me close, now cradling me in his arms. But the time for escape had passed, and lethargy had set in, forcing my arms to dangle heavily at my sides. Blood poured from my throat too quickly for my body to replace. For a second, the walls I’d placed around my mind teetered and Bon latched on, thinking he’d won control. My heart slowed, laboring. My lids grew heavy, my eyes starting to close.


In my head, Bon sighed with regret. He pulled his teeth from my neck, licking the blood from my skin to seal the wound, an empty parody of a lover’s wet kiss.


No, no, he thought, can’t have you falling asleep on me now, Cate. I need you awake. Otherwise you’ll drown when I take us back through the tunnels.
Bon slapped my cheek, not sounding too terribly upset by the possibility of my demise.


I blinked, suddenly remembering what I had to do.


That’s better. He smiled. Within me, my demon-half returned the look. Unlike with Ramus, she had made no move to assist me. She knew firsthand how well I could fight a war of wills.


Bon flexed his mental control, saying, Now, Catie-girl, you’re truly blood of my blood. Do as I say and I’ll steal some pretty college girl’s clothes once we’re above ground and allow you to dress. Now…MARCH.


Nothing happened. He blinked once, the closest thing to surprise I’d ever seen on his face. The taking of my blood might afford him more access to my mind, but I’d had a lifetime of building locks and walls to keep myself in. It was a simple effort to use them to keep others out. The wall he’d breached was only the first of many.


He was right though—no creature could withstand a vampire’s will, not indefinitely. But my protections would hold long enough for me to do what I needed to.


I looked at Bon with blurry eyes and let our thoughts merge. “Not blood of your blood, blood of my blood, running even now rich and strong through your veins.” My smile was feral. There was something wild and primitive within me. Something that anticipated what was coming. I should have been frightened of what that something might be, but I was too busy fighting other battles.


Bon was too full of magic, too dark and too dead inside, to sense the small current of wild magic racing, spreading, infecting him like poison crawling through the inner walls of his veins, even as the memories I could see through our connection—the murder and deaths, the forbidden consumed flesh, the trapped souls and the scarred scared boy crying silent tears next to his mother’s rotting corpse—returned the favor and tried to force their way into my mind, tried to infect me with their madness.


The wild part receded and my eyes misted at the last memory. The bitter sadness of it was as sharp through our connection as the winter wind the boy and I felt against our wet cheeks. But there was no time for sympathy. Promises of safe conduct to his Mistress’s door aside, I knew without doubt that once there I would surely die, if not by Bon’s hands then by another’s. The woman he served was merely a dark shadow in his thoughts, her image frequently transposed with that of a rarely smiling, black-eyed girl, but I’d seen enough to know her intentions were anything but pure. Bon knew this, too. Or at least that small part that was a crying boy at his mother’s side knew. But Bon the man, in many ways more innocent than that child, did not. He served without question, making his innocence all the more dangerous.


Do as I say, he ordered, tightening his vise around my mind.


Pain shot through my head so quickly and strongly I would have fallen had Bon not held me. “No,” I refused sharply.


Ignoring the pain, I followed the connection he had made between our minds, placing myself nearly in the center of his being. His dead eyes gave the smallest flicker of surprise. Then with a thought, a word, and a push of magic, I set the poison in his blood free.


I set him…and his dark painful memories free.


Cysga’n. The Fae spell sparked deep within the vampire, and I slammed up a wall between our thoughts, trying to separate our minds. Realizing the danger, Bon threw everything he had against my barrier, trying to push the spell back to me. Clenching my jaw against the pain, I forced the wall to stand, telling myself it would be over soon.


Like weeds growing at an enormous rate, the seed I’d sown sprouted, moving, spiraling from his mind into his heart and out into his limbs. Fera’s spell activated with the subtle vengeance only a Fae could possess. Bon’s grip loosened, and I jerked away, knowing the spell didn’t have to come through my mind to take me. With our distance and his sudden weakness, I broke the chains that had kept our minds together, but even as our thoughts separated, that crying boy turned and looked at me from his mother’s bed, making a request I could not deny. With the remainder of my strength, I eased Bon to the ground and crossed his hands over his chest.


Black eyes hazing with sleep, he looked at me and repeated the words he had spoken earlier, his tone now one of confusion. Such mercy. What would your granny say about wasting your blessings on the undeserving? Eyes closing, he drifted away.


For a moment, I stood over him. With his skin pale, and everything utterly still, the sleeping vampire looked like the corpse he was. “She’d say I’d done good.” My words echoed hollowly around the vault, its space suddenly darker and emptier than moments before.


Tired beyond comprehension, I gathered Roskov’s head and other sundry parts and returned them to his bag, which I levitated into the main room. I brought Johnny Lee’s bag back, its surface now bearing the name D. Roskov, and levitated Bon into it and onto the vault’s table. It hadn’t been my intention to replace Domini’s body. But a vampire sleeping on the floor would draw attention before attention was due.


I could have, probably should have, left things at that. I could send Bon’s body out in my place and leave Seth and Serena to deal with his treachery in their own uniquely painful way. I could hide a note or message under the illusion charm and work my way out through a water tunnel come dawn, leaving it to the quick-thinking Mynx to find a way to fish a naked me from the lake without arousing suspicion. But the crying boy’s request was ringing in my ears, the desperate pain behind it stronger than any persuasion spell’s pull.


Bon the betrayer deserved whatever Serena could give him. Bon the boy did not.


The plea of the crying boy was still ringing in my head when I placed the tip of a stake on Bon’s forehead and brought the mallet down hard. A stake through the heart would have been sufficient for a vampire. But Bon, and the little boy hiding deep within him begging me to end their misery, had never been just a vampire.


“Cysga’n dda. Sleep well, Bon Ame,” I cried as the stake drove home, freeing Bon’s soul.


I was still crying when I zipped the bag, sealed the vault, and activated my two illusion charms, moving the appropriate one into the place where Domini Roskov’s heart had once been. But my tears were dry when I climbed into Mary Lou Tucker’s borrowed ticket home and zipped myself in. Cysga’n.
With a sigh of relief, I activated what little of the Fae magic was left in my blood and slipped into the easy arms of temporary death.


To sleep was to dream. And to dream was to want. But the Fae had learned well the sorrows of wanting for an eternity. Goddess bless them for creating the only sleep where one could be assured they would never…ever…dream. For as certain as I had just murdered a friend who had delivered me a headful of mad memories, the only dreams that would be visiting me in the near future would be nightmares.


* * *


Across campus…


The music was loud and rocking, the singer rapping about sex and his love of a woman with a plump ass, when two such specimens of the female persuasion walked down the sidewalk. Their hips swung in time to the music, swaying in their tight leather pants. Every step, every throb of the deep bass beat screamed the rapper had written his song especially about them…and they damn well knew it. Forgetting the red plastic cup he had raised to his lips, the young man standing on the small house’s front porch almost choked on his beer. One had black hair with a white streak. The other had blond with blue. And both had tops so tight and small they showed more than they hid.


Expecting them to walk past, he prepared for the no doubt most excellent view. But JJ and Brittan turned, heading straight for the house with trouble in their eyes. With a never before seen speed, the young man finished his beer, straightened his shirt, checked his breath…and sent up a little prayer of thankfulness to the patron saint of frat houses.


Smiling, the women climbed the stairs. He returned the smile and gallantly opened the screen door, ushering the ladies in before following them inside, never noticing the row of young men following slowly behind, their eyes glazed with lust.


Grabbing each woman by the elbow, he offered to show them to the keg, briefly wondering at the women’s musky scent and strange necklaces. Then his eyes glazed with lust and his blood flow headed further south, taking all but one of his thoughts with it: Tonight was his lucky night.


He had no idea how true that was.


* * *


Sometime later…


Lights flashing, siren screaming, an ambulance raced through the night. Cars moved over. Drivers craned their necks as the ambulance turned onto the local university’s campus. The van slowed as it pulled by the now empty guard booth, lights and siren dying.


“Was that really necessary?” asked a voice in the driver’s ear, irritated.


“Maybe not,” Gem replied. “But I was late. Now I am not.”


“Fine,” Marco sighed. “But try not to draw too much attention. Change the plates like I told you when you’re done and ditch the van in the agreed upon spot. I don’t want this coming back to us, but if it does, the van was stolen and found later. Agreed?”


“Yes, as you say,” Gem said, her Russian accent thick. She turned, approaching the nondescript building that looked like a gardener’s shed on the edge of the garden area. “Are all in position?”


Mynx answered, “Yes, security and the local police are about to be alerted of an issue across campus. The others will pull out and meet you for transfer once they know you have the cargo.”


Gem signaled her confirmation but left the mike open. She backed the large van close to the door, keeping the vehicle running as she went to the door and hit the buzzer. While she waited, she chewed a large piece of bubble gum. After a second, she hit the buzzer a second then third time.


When a blurry-eyed, middle-aged, uniformed man answered, she blew a bubble then popped it. Pulling her cap up and smiling, she said with a credible Brooklyn snap, “You got a couple bodies for me, bubba?” Gem popped another bubble.


Irritated, the guard stared, hand on his flashlight, squinting against the red taillights. All he saw was dark hair, tanned skin, and a lot of pink popping gum. “We’ve got no pickups scheduled for tonight. Where’s your partner?” The guard nodded toward the waiting van. He’d been watching the only working monitor and reruns of Were wrestling when the ambulance had pulled in. There’d been only one shadowed face visible through its windshield, and he knew the rules. The EMTs always traveled in pairs.


Gem made a disgusted face. “IBS. Left him at Plucky’s,” she said, naming a local gas station, “shittin’ his brains out.” She smiled apologetically. “No need for both of us to pick up a couple stiffs. You sure you don’t have something scheduled?”


“No, ma’am.” He shook his head, warming up. He’d always been fond of a sweet woman with a dirty mouth. Yanks were no exception. He adjusted his belt.


“Damn judge.” Gem popped her gum again, and his eyes returned to her mouth. “Orders came through only an hour ago. They pulled me off hospital detail to take some folks to the old crematorium. Their family’s already there. Check again will you, bubba, while I get the paperwork?” She gave him a smile, flashing white teeth in the darkness.


He didn’t bother to tell her his name was Rodney. This once he could be a bubba, a daddy… Hell, he’d dress as Elvis in velour if she could work more with her lips and teeth than gum. He couldn’t see her face well, but if the figure outlined in the light was anything to go by, she was a mighty fine tall drink of water. If he thought her slight musky scent strange, the thought died quickly.


“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled, suddenly solicitous.


As he looked down at the electronic pad he had in his hand, she stepped to the ambulance, her fingers pressing a button inside the glove box as she grabbed the needed papers. When Gem returned to the door, he was shaking his head, looking at the pad.


“Everything all right?” she asked.


“Looks like,” he said, still shaking his head. “The orders just came through. Let me radio security. They have to verify the signatures and be here for the handoff.” He pressed the walkie-talkie on his shoulder.


Pretending not to hear, Gem simply chewed her gum and checked her nails, hiding her surprise when she overheard the word, “orgy.” JJ and Brittan were supposed to start a fight, not a sex show. What were those ladies up to?


After a few moments of terse conversation back and forth with the security’s exceedingly descriptive dispatcher, the red-faced guard pulled at his uniform collar and said, “Security’s tied up putting out one heck of a fire across campus. It’ll be a while. Why don’t you stay? How about I give you a tour while we wait?” he asked hopefully. If the dispatcher was correct in her description, security would be hours in coming, giving him time aplenty to turn on the charm.


Gem shook her head. “Wish I could, but I need to pick Billy up at Plucky’s. Then we have to drop these folks with their family and get back. With all these graduates partying, it’s going to be a wild night. We can’t be short a bus. Billy’ll have to come back when security’s free.”


“Oh.” His face fell. In the night’s blackness, his eyes caught hers. Gem’s gaze flickered red for a moment, reflecting the taillights. The guard brightened, his earlier reticence forgotten. “You know,” he patted his electronic pad and smiled, “they can sign off later. Why don’t you come on back and we’ll round up those bodies. They notified a tech this afternoon while the orders were being finalized to lay them out for possible transport, so the pair should be ready.” He’d take ten minutes alone with a beautiful woman and a lecture from security over ten minutes with a man who smelled of shit and gas any day.


The guard punched in the code, opened the little shed’s door, and led her down the dimly lit, winding ramp, the grip Gem had on his mind so subtle none would detect it, now or in the very near future. And she had no doubt someone more capable than herself at bending another’s will would try. Cate and Sheriff Fera might believe the Council, after getting the answers they sought, would relinquish the search for the body thieves who’d pissed on their doorstep. But Gem knew better. It had simply worked in her favor not to enlighten the others, especially after Louisiana’s Vampire King, Seth, understanding too well the cost, had refused to help her directly but instead referred her to Cate Delacy.


Her family and the Council hadn’t seen eye to eye for a long time, not since the night long ago when her father had refused their order to destroy the day-walker child he’d fathered, the one they considered an abomination. The Council held his body now as much to spite her and her father’s ghost as they did for research. And a man denied his pettiness often wreaked tenfold what he’d lost. A group of the five most powerful beings on the planet who’d had their vengeance stolen from below their cold stiff noses?


Well, let us just say they would be most unpleased.


* * *


Deffro…


From far away, I felt the spell tingle through me. Not long after, it came again.


Deffro…


The demand to make my heart beat was strong, but I lacked the strength. Mother of Magic, I had let Bon take too much. Far away, I heard JJ curse and knew it was her power that called to me, that tried to spark the Fae magic lingering in my blood.


“God damn it!” JJ exclaimed. “I thought this was supposed to trigger that damnable fairy’s reversal spell.”


Soft fingers touched my cold neck, paying attention to the bruise and the dried specks of blood. My mouth couldn’t work, but I could feel it no longer contained the illusion charm, meaning Bon’s bite would be visible.


“Move,” Brit ordered.


If my tear ducts had been operational, I would have wept for the certain authority in her voice. Brittan had finally found the confidence missing since her battering at Nicodemus’s hands.


“Don’t you feel it?” she whispered to someone. I felt weight across my thighs and knew Brit now sat astride my body. “Her blood’s low, and the spell’s weak.” Strong hands moved to rest below my breasts. With a sharp push, they began a rhythmic compression I knew well. “Cate’s not Fae and not made to endure this magic. Her life’s already slipping away.”


Moist lips covered my own, blowing air into lungs I couldn’t expand on my own. My face tingled with witchy magic as another pair of hands pinched my nose, and I knew it had to be JJ who offered me breath.


“No,” Gemini said. The surface below me dipped. The ambulance’s old shocks gave a springy squeak. “We began this together, we’ll end it together. Take off your cuff, little guardian.” She referred to the bracelet Brit wore to hide and restrain her new magic. In the background, Brit was counting her compressions.


“I can’t control it.” Brit’s voice was already breathless with strain.


I should have felt the same strain, the same worry, but all I could feel was cold numbness and knew it must be a side effect of Fera’s spell, one she had neglected to mention.


“Maybe not,” Gem said. “But I can.”


“I thought—” Brit’s confusion was evident.


“Shh,” JJ said, “questions later.”


Brittan removed her hands. There was the snick of a knife. Something warm and wet fell onto my chest. More drops fell. Then more still. If I had been in control of my lungs, I would have held my breath. Then two pairs of hands pushed sharply against my breastbone as two amazingly similar magics burst in my chest.


DEFFRO. The command boomed in my head, fueled by the warm magic currently filling my heart near to overflowing. It was an order I could not refuse.


I gasped, eyes flying open. My body jerked upward nearly butting heads with JJ and knocking Brit from my lap. JJ leaned back just in time while Gem caught Brittan. I looked down, expecting to see whatever they had dripped on me still smeared between my nude breasts, but there was only clean, lightly-tanned skin. Brit’s and Gem’s hands were bleeding, which made Brittan’s exclaimed, “Holy shit, her skin just ate our blood!” more understandable.


All but Gem stared at me, and I wondered how much of it had to do with my apparently miraculous, blood-eating chest (hopefully part of Gem’s spell, otherwise that would be too freaky) and how much had to do with their bringing me back from the brink of death.


I sighed and winced. Even through the black bag, the cold metal top of the gurney was chilly on my bare ass.


“Could someone pass me a pair of pants?” I asked, my voice a bit raspy. I looked from one to the next eagerly, praying someone had remembered the spare clothes I’d packed. I really hoped this wasn’t becoming a habit. There were only so many times a girl could be caught without pants, or in this case clothing of any kind, without getting the wrong sort of reputation.


* * *


Cassie lay in bed, unsure what had awakened her. Hearing the wards softly ring, she quickly left the warm covers, rushing to answer the door, hoping it was Gem freshly returned from whatever mysterious run she and Cate had gone on. On her way, Cassie checked on the children, ensuring herself that Alex and Car were still asleep. As usual, the two dark heads lay close, sharing the same pillow. Almost if by magic, one child always found its way to the other’s side, no matter how often they were put to rest in separate beds.


Assured of their safety, she moved to the front door and the wards that had been kept tight to the house’s outer walls simply because she hadn’t had the time to expand them.


The door swung open. Through the swirling green wards, Marco’s black eyes met Cassie’s pale ones, and she bit back a sigh of disappointment. Then common sense took over and a spark of fear lit in her chest. A bright green ball of magic surged in her hand, and she regretted leaving the gun Gemini had given her under her pillow.


“What do you want?” She didn’t mince words. It was a little too late for social calls. And she knew about the Kin pulling their protection from Cate’s family. There was no good reason for one to be on her doorstep, especially not one dressed from head to black toe in battle gear. In fact, this had to be the first time she’d seen a vampire in anything other than a suit.


“I owe Cate a favor, the repayment of which includes my services for the entirety of the night.” At Marco’s darkly muttered words, Cassie arched a brow. “There’s something you need to see. So I’m here to…” the Italian’s dark good looks twisted into an ugly grimace, “babysit.” Somewhere in the depths of the house, a phone rang. “That will be Cate calling to confirm.”


Cassie’s mouth fell open. Cate Delacy had some serious explaining to do. Then she smirked. “Well,” she said, her sense of humor returning, “at least you’re dressed for it.”


* * *


We laid the handsome blond vampire out on slats and placed him across the seats of the old rowboat. Thanks to an unrequested but gratefully accepted illusion charm created by JJ, Domini Roskov looked to be merely sleeping, his remains as healthy and whole as the day, seven months ago, when he’d met Arno Wellsy at the top of a Virginia coal mine and took the first step on a journey that would force his soul from his body so it could be possessed by the dark demon sorcerer, Nicodemus. However, the crisp black suit and the pouch containing fuel and potions I had tucked into his chest were no illusions. The suit, like the decorations, wreaths, and white flowers we’d heaped inside the boat and attached to its sides, was from my family. They had stepped in to provide the gentle touches that would ease the grieving Gem’s last moments with her father.


Mynx had painted the boat a shining black then drew ancient designs across its sides and bow. Gem’s father had built a mausoleum to her mother centuries ago. It had been his wish to lay there by her side when his end came. Unfortunately, Gem and I agreed that was no longer an option. Even if the Council didn’t try too diligently to reclaim what they’d lost, others would. The demon-tainted dark magic still lingering in Domini Roskov’s flesh was too tempting a prize. We’d known that before tonight. But my run-in with Bon had made it abundantly clear.


As I verified that the fuel-and-potion-soaked wood on the boat’s floor was well hidden beneath the flowers, Nana, Aunt Helena, Van and Kathryn, followed by Jacq and Fera, moved down the hill to join us. Jacq eyed my bruised neck and pale face with concern but merely pressed her lips into a tight line. This moment was for Gem and Gem alone.


Once the body was prepared, Gem said her goodbyes then kissed her father’s face. We each dropped a flower onto the overflowing bundles that covered Domini’s chest and feet. Then Gem pushed the boat, letting it float gently into the center of the pond, its flowers and black surface shining against the dark water, catching what little silver and red light the half-moon above and the boralis leisurely circling below provided. White flower petals fell from the sides of the wooden craft to float upon the water, glowing ethereally as they trailed in its wake.


Stepping forward, I reached for my fire, but Van’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. Moving to either side of me, Van and Kathryn looked to Gem, who stood watching the black boat sway on the dark water. Gem turned to look at us three, her eyes full of grief.


“Kneel, guardian child.” Kathryn’s voice seemed to resonate in the air, traveling out across the water to hover there, yet it was as gentle as I had ever heard it.


I began to fall to my knees, but Van’s grip stopped me. Gem met Kathryn’s eyes, and Denoir’s Queen gave the smallest of nods. Without a word, Gem dropped, a blood-tinted tear trickling from the corner of one eye. Behind me, the others murmured in shock as they realized what Kathryn’s words meant. Only I and Nana were silent.


Most thought the Kin infertile, the virus that took them into death and beyond destroying an inseminated egg hours after conception. It was very rare knowledge, even among vampires and guardians, that there was one species that could breed with their kind. Seth had reluctantly shared that information with me years ago, so I wasn’t surprised at Gem’s parentage. Apparently, neither was my keen-eyed Nana.


Gem bowed her head. “Your Majesty, you honor me with a title none but my mother have ever used. How may I serve you?”


“You mistake me, last of the Bakh clan. It is I who wish to honor you.”


I sucked in a breath as Kathryn named another guardian house thought to be long gone.


Gem looked up, astonished.


Kathryn continued, “Two nights past, you fought against my enemies, perhaps unknowingly, but at great risk to yourself. I wish to repay the honor you have shown us.”


At his Queen’s words, Van stepped forward.


“My nephew and I will light the ceremonial fires. There is no fire that burns brighter or hotter than a Demon Queen’s.” Kathryn’s eyes shot to mine. “Except perhaps that of her champion. Stand with us?”


Gem nodded, mutely. I stepped back, letting my own fire settle within my soul. Whether or not Gem was aware of it, the time had come to reclaim her birthright.


The three stood at the water’s edge. Kathryn and Van took Gem’s hands, raising bolts of blazing red flames in their free hands. With a powerful, synchronized sweep, their arms flung backward then forward, releasing their gifts to the dark night. The fire shot from their hands like great fiery arrows, taking Gem’s mind with it, letting her eyes ride in the flames as the ultimate honor to herself and her father. It was a gift only someone as powerful as a Demon Queen could give.


The bolts flew to the sky in a slow spinning arc, twining about each other before plummeting toward the water. They separated right before they could fall into the black watery depths, each rising up to circle the boat thrice before approaching Domini from different sides. The fuel’s fumes should have ignited long before the flames touched his remains, but they didn’t. Impossibly, for the briefest of breaths it seemed as if the bolts merely hung there, each kissing a pale cheek. Gem—blue eyes opened wide but sightless, pink tears sliding down her cheeks—blinked.


And the boat blew, funneling upward in a giant orange ball, lighting the night sky high above. The boralis moved in, feeding on the ashy remains falling back into the water. Together, the fire and fish would leave no trace of Domini Roskov, except that which lingered in his daughter’s memories.


With the blast, Kathryn and Van released Gem’s hands and mind. She collapsed backward. I caught her, both of us falling to the ground. I wrapped my arms around her, letting her cry. Across the water, through the flames, I saw Cassie standing in the shadow of the wood, watching. Even from a great distance, we exchanged looks. She began to walk around the pond, her eyes only on Gem. I hoped Cassie would take my place at the grieving daughter’s side.


After that, I wasn’t sure what would happen. I’d already made my play. The next move was Lady Fortuna’s.



 
Chapter Twenty




“Tonight, on the Moray Pontificates show, Bigfoot tells of his centuries’ long love for the Loch’s own Nessie and his struggle to overcome the hydrophobia that keeps them apart. Stay tuned folks. This is guaranteed to be a tall, tearful tale of titanic proportions!”


—brought to you by STD, SuperTalkDigest





“Are you coming to bed?”


Jacq’s soft question pulled me from my thoughts. Sitting on the bank near the pond, I skipped another fire-covered stone across the dark water before looking up. Her skin glowed faintly silver in the dim moonlight. I smiled, my heart as heavy as it had ever been. Ever dutiful, she had seen Kathryn, Van and the Delacy clan safely back to the house. Cassie had taken a teary Gem to Wellsy’s to relieve the babysitting Marco. Even JJ had stretched and yawned and said she was tuckered out. It seemed Jacq, myself…and the fish currently chasing my stone…were the only ones still about.


“Soon.” I patted the sandy bank.


Jacq returned the smile, but like my own, it didn’t quite reach her eyes. As she sat, I looked again at the water. The boralis’s red glow was so bright that I could see them, swirling lazily beneath the dark water, their bellies full to bursting. Roskov’s ashes, the boat, even the demon magic and potions that had blown with him were all gone now, every last bit consumed. No surprise, the fish that had been born less than a week ago, once as small as a spark, were now large. Yesterday, the largest had been less than a half-foot. Tonight, several were easily twice that. Kathryn had been right. No fire burned as hot as a Demon Queen’s. And now that the boralis had tasted what equaled to magical caviar, they would not easily settle for anything less.


As one of the glowing fish swam toward us, Jacq grabbed my shoulder, ready to push us out of its jumping range. But I simply patted her leg before dipping my hand into the nearly black water.


“Cate,” she hissed, her other hand tightening on my forearm.


“Shh, it’s okay.”


The glowing fish swam until its head butted my hand. I tickled its chin, and a stone fell into my palm. I stroked its head once before lighting the stone with fire, flicking it across the water. The fish gave chase, its swishing trail like a long red snake winding through the black water.


Jacq leaned back and released a huff of disbelief. “You’re playing fetch with a piranha?”


Through our bond, I could sense her emotions. My fiery phoenix didn’t know whether to laugh or lock me in a closet until I came to my senses. Fortunately—for her sake—she chose the former.


“Maybe,” she chuckled, “I should have expected this, especially after what happened with the hellhound. By the way, the last I saw of Wrin, she was cuddled in Brittan’s arms. It appears your hound has taken a shine to our new guardian. Although Brittan seems unaware of the terror that terrier truly is.”


Imagining the look on Brit’s face when she finally figured out her new, curly-haired puppy love was actually a pony-sized hellhound was almost enough to lift the weight that had settled on my shoulders. Almost.


As if sensing my need for levity, Jacq gave me that one-dimpled half grin I loved so. “Have you any more surprises for me, cher? Any more wild beasts you plan to tame?”


Wiping my hands on my pants, I turned to her. “Only one.” I looked into her gray eyes, my own grin missing. Even with her magic banked, they were nearly an iridescent silver, their color growing brighter and more pure every day. Her question was the opening I had been looking for.


But what I asked next was unexpected, by us both as I blurted,
“Did you know…the boralis only serve Demon Queens and those who keep the gates?”


Jacq shook her head.


I looked back at the water. “Neither did I until recently. Guess that means I have two surprises.”


The boralis’s story had been in my mother’s book. Like the history of Jacq’s people, the fiery fishes’ lives were tied to both demons and guardians. What I had thought I’d known previously of these creatures was only a very abridged, very PG version of the truth. Their true origin was as bloody as one would expect from something with their ability to destroy almost indiscriminately. The thought that anything or anyone could tame the boralis was laughable.


Too bad I wasn’t in a laughing mood.


“And the other surprise?” Jacq was very still, her eyes watching my face intently.


The urge to make her wait, to drag it out, was strong. But we had both waited long enough. I didn’t have the heart to make either of us suffer further.


“I know what you are.” I placed my hand on hers where it rested on her thigh. “And what you will someday be.” At my words, Jacq’s smile slipped away. “Draig—Dragon.” I said the names slowly. “Phoenix.” She blinked as if absorbing a blow. “Demon-kin,” I whispered the last, as if a blessing…or a curse. “Whatever name you choose to go by, Jacqueline Slone D’Artanian…” I named the clan name that, according to my mother’s book, had been given to the flaming birds of legend. “I know it. I know you.”


Her face was like stone, but the pain, the fear…the sorrow in her eyes was confirmation enough. “Cate, you must understand, I wanted—” Jacq stopped.


Emotions flowed like a raging river through our bond, and I struggled to let them pass me by. Her jaw locked tight, and she looked at me with desperate confusion, her body strung as tightly as a bow.


Her words came more slowly. “I wanted to tell you…everything. At first, I didn’t understand. Then I didn’t know how…or when without—” Her eyes flashed silver, her agitation clear. “It’s always been you…always your choice. If you had said go—”


“I know,” I said softly.


And I did. In my few years on this earth, I had built more walls around my heart and mind than an immortal of over six centuries could understand. From the beginning, I had done nothing but run from her, and my word that I wouldn’t run again had never meant I couldn’t send her away. And she must have known: What she was, what she would be—what we could be together. They were further reminders of the one thing I could never run from, not completely…The one thing I wanted more than anything else to outdistance, to force away… The one beast I had yet to tame…


Myself.


My mother’s book had done more than tell me of my love’s origins. It had told me of my own. Of how the guardians had once come from those they tried to protect the world from. And of the Draig’s unique relationship to the Demons. It had taught me that, like the boralis, I would never really tame my beast, not without paying a price I was not willing to pay. I could not have Jacq without that part of me that was demon. I was the darkness to her light. And that was as it was meant to be.


That was the balance.


“I—” I cleared my throat, my voice suddenly scratchy with emotion.
“I’ll never ask you to go.” My eyes filled with tears, and I had to look away.
“But you know better even than I what’s coming for me. The danger soon coming to those around me.” As much from what’s within me as what’s without.
Though I didn’t say the words aloud, she knew what I meant. I looked back to Jacq. “If at some point, you choose to go, must go, for whatever reason, I’ll understand.” It would break me to pieces, but I would understand.


“Cate,” she said softly, squeezing my hand where it lay on her leg before leaning in to kiss my cheek gently. “My kind mate for life, be it short or long.” Her breath blew warm against my skin. “I’ve never told another that I love them, not such as I love you. Being with you cannot possibly mean more harm to me than being without you.” She pulled back far enough to see my eyes, her gaze sad. “You must not know much of my people or you would know this.”


I wiped at my eyes with the back of my hand, my lips turning up in a half smile. “You would be amazed at what I know. You, my good lady, are not as mysterious as you believe.”


Though there was still a great deal in my mother’s book to sort through, I had read enough to have some idea of the Draig’s powers and mating practices. Through our connection, I let Jacq see what I had seen and feel what I was feeling. Truth or no truth, I let her know that I accepted her as she was. More importantly, I accepted her place in my life…and the consequences, known and otherwise, that would come of it.


A myriad of emotions flashed in her gaze. Relief. Disbelief. Guilt. Absolution. When the carousel finally stopped, she watched me with reluctant hope. I returned her hesitant smile with one of my own. It was my first real smile since sunrise.


I held out my hand. “Take me home, Detective.”


We still had secrets. There was more I hadn’t told her, as well as burdens I could sense but not identify lurking in the shadows of her mind. Burdens I hoped she would someday share. But it was enough for tonight. Rome wasn’t built in a day. And trust didn’t grow from shacks to skyscrapers in the blink of an eye. If we were fortunate and the Fates kind, we would have a lifetime to stack those bricks, one by one, building new kinds of walls, enclosing us. It was hard to believe a lifetime would ever be enough. But I didn’t dare ask for more…not until I knew the cost.


“As my lady commands.” Jacq took my hand, but before she could tug me up, something cold and wet pushed against my fingers. I looked to see a boralis offering one more stone, the largest yet. As Jacq pulled me to my feet, I cupped the stone, blowing on it like a pair of dice.


“For luck,” I said.


Jacq gave me a curious look but didn’t say a word. As we turned to leave, I lit and threw the stone with more power than before. It rocketed across the pond, leaping in fiery steps, running on the water, dancing in the tiny waves…taking my breath with it.


With each ripple, the spell I’d breathed into the lifeless rock was exhaled. Cysga’n…Cysga’n…Cysga’n…Cysga’n…Cysga’n… The sound of it in my head faded as the rock traveled farther and farther away.


We walked away, and I didn’t look back. Even so I knew what was happening behind me. One by one, the red lights that had lit the pond dimmed as they sank into the murky depths. Thanks to Fera’s stasis spell, the term
“sleeping with the fishes” had just become quite literal. But unlike the others that went to their end that way, my little fire-eaters would return if called.


And knowing their luck…and mine…that might be sooner than we would all like.


* * *


Day Fourteen


The sun filtering through the curtains behind us was bright, meaning it was past time to awaken. Even on Saturdays, the Delacys didn’t “lie abed,” as my Grams would have said. But the house was quiet, as if the world were still sleeping. Still, I knew it was a false silence. Brittan and my family had to be up and about, walking on eggshells as they pursued their morning tasks, last night’s somber mood carrying over into the light of day. I should be up too, preparing to help Mynx deliver Kathryn and Van home safely again. But I lingered in the cocoon of the warm blanket, Jacq’s hot body close behind me, holding me tightly. Her sleeping breath, fluttering softly against my neck, made me drowsy, yet I fought it.


The walk home hand in hand with Jacq had been sweet. Climbing into bed to cuddle, knowing the next day we would be at her house and alone finally, far far away from anyone who could pop into a room, knock on a door, or yell up the stairs at the most inopportune moment…well, that had been even sweeter. I’d gone to sleep in such a promising fashion with more than one tantalizing scene playing out in my head. But that’s where the promise had ended.


During the night, I’d awakened several times to find myself crying in Jacq’s arms. Bon’s stolen memories had mixed with my own to form a series of twisted nightmares—most of which were now in the light of day thankfully forgotten. But I’d seen and done too much in the last few days to believe the night’s bad dreams would be my last. Even so, in some ways the light of day was harder to face than the darkness.


This morning, my chest hurt in a way it hadn’t the night before, making my breath tight. And only part of that pain was from the pounding I’d taken to restart my heart. Though I hadn’t been his killer, Domini Roskov’s funeral had reminded me that for every life I had taken, whether good or bad, whether necessary or not, someone somewhere would cry over its loss. I couldn’t help but wonder who would cry over Bon. Or over the boy I had killed in the fight against Nicodemus. Over the ones I had failed to protect. Over Ramus and the other demon I had ordered killed.


War had casualties. Though I’d heard no declaration of battle—hell, I didn’t even know who my enemies were—there was still a fight coming. Jupiter had said it all when he’d pointed at the limo carrying Kathryn and Van and said there was my trouble. They’d brought trouble into my life, and it wasn’t going to go home simply because they did. I didn’t want it, didn’t need it. But like it or not, I was involved, had agreed to be involved before I’d even stepped into that car. Who would cry, indeed? I had cried for Bon and for those boys. Little good tears did them now.


Little good tears and self-recrimination did me.


I sighed and rolled over to face Jacq. The sunlight made her auburn hair almost golden. For several minutes, I lay there, emptying my mind, pushing away the sadness and worries, the bitterness and bad memories. After a time, I snaked my arm around her waist and slid my hand under her shirt and up her back to stroke her tattoo. Magic feathers ruffled under my fingertips, and I felt the phoenix’s head butt against my hand, silently asking for more. Inside, my demon-half purred, her mood always better when our brilliant firebird was near.


Jacq’s eyes fluttered open, bright with awareness. She gave me a sleepy, contented smile, and I returned it, yesterday’s sadness leeching away to be replaced by a strange sort of optimism. Coming to a decision, I scooted closer and kissed her lips sweetly.


Today would be the first day of a new life…even if I had to body slam, hog-tie, and beat the snot out of someone to make it so.


“I need to speak with Kathryn,” I said quietly to Jacq.


The moment I’d been dreading had finally come. I’d also decided to give Wrin a message to take to my father, but there was no point in sharing this until I knew his response.


She pushed my hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear. “Do you want me to accompany you?” She tried to hide her worry from our bond, but I could see it in her serious eyes.


“Thank you, but I need to do this alone. You should probably check with Mynx. Make sure everything’s set.”


“I understand. I’ll be near if you need me.” She kissed my forehead.


“Thank you.” I blinked, feeling unexpectedly shy, and leaned forward to give her another kiss. I meant it to be short and gentle. It was all that and more. But when that kiss ended my lips hungered for another…and another. Passion flared between us, hot and fast. Without thought, my hands held her hips to mine, Jacq responded in kind, holding my face, taking my mouth greedily. Our bodies moved together. Tongues clashed. Limbs twisted together. Magic spiked between us, rippling down my spine in pleasurable waves, reminding me where we were—more specifically when we were—and I pulled away reluctantly. My head knew why we had to wait, but my heart and sundry body parts weren’t happy. Indeed, if my lips could have ripped themselves from my face and surgically attached themselves to Jacq’s the defectors would have immediately done so. And I wouldn’t have blamed them a bit.


Panting, I released the firm buttocks I had no memory of grasping.
“I think we may have melted the polar ice caps.”


Eyes bright with magic, breath coming fast, Jacq squeezed my own derriere, eliciting a moan from us both. “One cap at the most. The world’s fine.” She grinned and shrugged. “They have another.”


“Clearly you missed your calling as an environmentalist.” Laughing, I removed her hands, kissed each before placing them on her own buttocks, and returned her grin. “Keep those warm for me.”


“It would be my pleasure.” Jacq waggled her eyebrows.


Smiling, I waved my finger at her, left the bed, and quickly donned dark green cargo pants, a matching tank top, and boots. For my part in today’s events I couldn’t carry visible weapons, but I slipped a sheathed knife into each boot. Jacq chose classic black slacks and a dark gray T. She looked calm, but the heat sizzling in her eyes told me all I needed to know. Next time, there would be no stopping.


Ready to go downstairs, Jacq stopped me before I could open my bedroom door. I looked to her in question.


“No matter what comes of your conversation with Kathryn,” Jacq said softly,  “remember I love you, Cate. I will follow you anywhere, even to Hell if that’s your decision.”


My eyes misted. “You don’t know what you’re offering.”


She cupped my cheek in her palm. “Believe me, I do.” She opened the door and was gone before I could say another word.


I found Kathryn in the kitchen, drinking tea and eating a fruit, sausage and nut breakfast casserole with Nana while discussing next month’s solar eclipse. They grew quiet when they noticed me in the doorway.


“Good morning,” I greeted both women before turning to Kathryn.
“Can I speak with you alone for a few minutes?”


“Certainly.” Kathryn looked to Nana, who nodded and arose from her chair.


Nana brushed my arm soothingly on her way out the door. “Breakfast is in the oven. Eat. I’ll see you both when it’s time to leave.”


I fixed myself a glass of orange juice and a plate of casserole before taking a seat. I studied Kathryn as I sipped my juice. She looked well. The flowing cream pants and matching top she’d borrowed from Nana gave her light olive skin a nice glow.


Kathryn returned my scrutiny. “Good morning, young Cate. How are you this morn?”


“I’ll live.” I smiled ruefully. “How are you?”


Kathryn returned my smile, faintly. “As well as can be expected, considering the situation.”


My smile slipped and my tone turned somber. “The situation is what I wanted to speak with you about, but first let me thank you for what you did for Gemini.”


Kathryn waved her hand. “No thanks are needed for the repayment of a debt.”


“Even so, the gesture is appreciated.” I took a deep breath before plunging ahead. “There isn’t much time so please forgive me for getting right to the point. We captured two of the demons who attacked Wednesday night. I had them interrogated then killed. One of them was your driver, Ramus.”


Part of me had hardened that night. It was that part that stared at Kathryn with unflinching eyes, watching for her reaction.


Kathryn’s own smile faded and her gaze grew intent. “Yes, I was there.”


I shifted in my seat, my ribs aching. “Mynx didn’t tell me that.”


“She was unaware. I cloaked my presence.” She waved her hand as if it were nothing, but I knew better. Cloaking spells, especially good
ones, were anything but easy.


“Then you know those demons weren’t acting alone.” I took a bite of the crunchy, slightly sweet casserole. I wasn’t hungry but there wouldn’t be time to eat later.


“They worked for The Betrayer.”


I recognized the name. Mynx had told me Ramus’s cohort had confessed to working for a demon lord by that name and that they’d been assisted by an unknown traitorous vampire we assumed was Bon.


“Tell me about The Betrayer.”


Kathryn began, “His name was struck from the records long ago for unimaginable crimes. Gwendolyn told me of the dark sorcerer you battled, Nicodemus—the one who possessed Gemini’s father. I believe The Betrayer is who Nicodemus and his brothers sought to free. The Betrayer was trapped long ago on Koue, a mountainous island of ice and stone located in the midst of a frozen sea. He escaped once several centuries past but was trapped again. The Betrayer believes my throne and the thrones of the other Queens should be his.”


“From what little I know of demon law, I’m surprised you didn’t kill him in the first place.”


Kathryn pressed her lips together tightly. “The Betrayer has proved to be most difficult to kill.”


“Is that why you used me to bait your trap?”


Kathryn shook her head. “You were never meant to be bait. I was.”


That took me aback. Why would she use herself as bait? A Queen was in no position to place herself at such risk.


Wouldn’t you do the same? my demon-half whispered in my mind. Haven’t you in the past? Perhaps you’re not as different as you think.


“I wouldn’t tell Vanguard that,” I said to Kathryn, ignoring my demon-half. There would be time enough in the future to consider her words.
“When Ramus attacked, Van was willing to kill us both to save you. He wouldn’t be happy to know you put yourself in danger intentionally.”


Kathryn sighed. When she spoke her words were low and full of sorrow. “You are right. But my time as Queen is ending. My nephew will come to see that eventually.”


I could almost feel the emotions bubbling out of her, but I couldn’t stop. Things needed to be said. “Van may not have come to grips with that end, but others certainly have. Ramus’s attack on me Monday night was no accident. Neither was the one Wednesday night. He said he would leave no takers for the throne. Whether you meant to put me in danger or not, the result is the same.”


Regret was etched in every line of her face. “The purpose for my visit was kept very quiet. Even Ramus didn’t know why until I spoke with you in the car. Presumably his first attack was instinctual while his second was clearly planned. But even before our arrival, there were rumors of you. The Betrayer’s people would have come, even without my presence to show them the way.”


My heart dropped. “I was afraid of that.” I met her eyes. “Even if I decline your offer, more will come after you leave, won’t they?”


“Yes.”


With that one word, she changed the course of my entire life.


“They will not risk leaving an heir, any heir, even one who does not want the throne.” Her eye contact was direct and unflinching.


I released a long breath and ran my hands down my face. “Will my family be safe if I leave?” I watched her intently for subterfuge but there was only weary sincerity.


“Most likely. The Betrayer’s resources on this plane are limited…for the time being. You are the threat. If you are not here they will follow you.”


“For the time being? How long do I have?” My thoughts were already racing. I needed to talk with Nana, Jacq, Mynx, Aunt Helena…goddess, someone needed to watch over Brit until she could handle her powers.


“I cannot be sure. Perhaps a week, a month. It will take some time for him to reassemble any forces not trapped with him on Koue. But be warned—his people will learn from their recent loss. Future groups will be better prepared.” Kathryn hesitated. There was something she wasn’t saying.


I cocked my head. “And your suggestion would be to return with you?”


“That would be the safest, yes.” The victory was gone from her eyes. There was no doubt what Kathryn said was the truth as she knew it.


Still I had to ask, “Safest for whom?”


“Safest for you, of course.” Despite the unquestionable honesty of her answer, we both knew she would benefit by my presence. They’d made no secret of that.


“And for my family?” I clenched my hands under the table.


The corners of Kathryn’s eyes tightened almost imperceptibly. “I cannot see into the future. Perhaps you should ask someone who can.”


“Clearly you’ve never had a conversation with a prognosticator.” Uneasy, I laughed humorlessly. Had Nana told her about my coma three years ago and the mostly forgotten dreams I’d had of the future? No, Nana wouldn’t have. Still it was an odd comment.


“Tell me what you know,” I demanded.


“We could offer them sanctuary,” Kathryn said graciously, adding with a cautionary tone, “but that would be only a temporary reprieve. The Betrayer is raising an army on his island. How they plan to escape, we do not know. But he has done it before so we know it is possible. When that time comes, we will fight him. If you embrace your demon-half, allow your guardian and demon powers to merge, and join us, we may be strong enough to defeat him and remove the threat. That is the only way to ensure the safety of your family and my people.”


“You don’t make this easy.” I looked away, rubbing at the stiffening muscles in my neck. “How long do I have?”


“This is what Gwendolyn and I were discussing. Our solar alignments are similar. In five Earth weeks, you will have a solar eclipse on this plane. A mirroring eclipse will take place in The Otherworld in six weeks. The eclipse is important in our history and to The Betrayer personally. He will wait until then to make his move. I cannot guarantee you will not be attacked until then, only that he will not instigate a major military event before that day.”


Could she know? No, there was no way she could know the significance of those dates to me.


“How long until you must have my answer?” I asked.


“We can wait no longer than your eclipse. You have five weeks,” she said resolutely. “Then I will send an emissary for your answer.”


Strangely, I felt relieved. There was still a dark cloud hanging over my head, but now at least I had an idea of when the torrent would begin.


“Five weeks.” I took a bite of my breakfast, hungry for the first time. I met Kathryn’s eyes again. We were alike in so many ways. Her light blue eyes reflected the determination I knew must be shining in my own. “I can live with that.”


Or so I hoped.


* * *


Hours later, in the woods outside the Delacy homestead…


Lying atop their portable deer stands, the two snipers clung to twin pines—the closest thing to high ground they could find in this godforsaken southland. Warlocks both, they’d been dispatched the night before by their boss, The Mistress, after her man on the inside had failed to report in. They’d arrived an hour after dawn and lay now, sweating in the hot noonday sun, watching the ward-circled house through their rifle scopes. Their orders were to keep their distance, and both obeyed without question. They’d seen the vampire’s reports of how their Mistress’s demon allies had met their end. But thanks to the snipers’ armaments, space did not mean their targets were safe.


Prepared for a long day of waiting, they were surprised to see the front door of the house open. The snipers watched the four exit and used the backgrounds they’d received as they came out. First an auburn-haired woman with silver-gray eyes—Detective Jacqueline Slone. Then an elderly woman with silver hair—the Demon Queen of Denoir. A tan man with black hair and a white forelock—the Queen’s guard, Vanguard. As they left the swirling green and blue wards and headed toward a black SUV, a woman with wild hair that changed color in the sun and shadow brought up the rear—the Council’s Fae Sheriff Josephine Fera. Even from this distance, the snipers could sense the unmistakable un-fake-able aura of demon power.


For a moment, Sniper One’s finger tightened on the trigger, silver eyes in his sights…


Then Detective Slone moved and all Sniper One saw was the silver-haired Demon Queen, his true target. A bullet to the heart would be easy, so easy. He’d never seen anyone, not even a Were or Vamp, walk away from an armor-piercing hollow-point dead left to the chest.


But the Mistress’s orders had been specific. And both men knew being eaten alive like the black-winged demons would be preferable to what she would do to them if they didn’t do things exactly as she ordered. Denoir’s Queen and her guard must die as they stepped into the gate and not a moment before.


The gunman removed his finger from the trigger. In sync, the two descended their trees and made their way toward an old crumbling barn and the dusty rental car parked behind it. When the SUV passed them, they moved onto the road, lagging far behind until they hit the interstate. They continued on this way, cruising seemingly without a care, for another hour. The gunmen did their part, turning the radio to a random country station, smiling and bobbing their heads aimlessly to twangy music they didn’t understand.


All were nearly to New Orleans when the SUV did a quick U-turn and gunned it, zooming past the gunmen. The grassy median wasn’t wide, but even if it had been, the men would have clearly noted that their prey was no longer in the vehicle. Where the silver-haired Demon Queen had sat, there was now a willowy gray-haired woman. Gwendolyn Delacy—the name flashed across their eyes along with the snapshot they had been given of her. The black-haired man was now a petite blond. They didn’t know the name but had been given a grainy photo and advised to leave her for the time being. The blond smiled and waved happily, blowing them a kiss. The gunmen’s eyes moved down, to the frighteningly familiar, red-eyed terrier in the woman’s lap. Guessing the dog’s species wasn’t necessary. They could feel the change in the magic suffusing the car. It was demon all right. But it didn’t belong to the ones they were after.


They’d been duped.


The driver started to jerk the wheel and follow, but a sharp word stopped him. After a quick consultation, they continued on, sweating more in the car’s A/C than they had in the hot sun. Their quarry was gone. They both knew it. That meant their lives were forfeit.


The Mistress did not take failure lightly.


Within an hour, both men were at the airport. Their boss had a long reach, but with her right-hand, Bon, missing and presumed dead and her dark-rider, Sarkoph, undergoing a forced healing in his glass prison, the Mistress was running short of help…and patience. Both circumstances afforded them a chance at life.


The two snipers bowed, shook hands, and went their separate ways, changing names and identities as frequently as they changed planes, proving that even men with no future and no past cared for their present.


What little of it they had left.


* * *


At the others’ signal, Aunt Helena and I bundled Van and Kathryn out in illusion charms and went for a stroll through the sunny gardens. As I had known they could, the two demons locked their magic away tightly, appearing to even the deepest search to be nothing more than the two guardians they impersonated…unless of course one was doing an attitude check. For while Kathryn didn’t mind being disguised as Nana, Van looked like he had swallowed something sour. Apparently the Brittan lookalike felt blond was not his color. I’d told him to suck it up and taken away his channel-surfing privileges.


Even now, I wasn’t sure if he was pouting more from being disguised as a woman or from my turning off the TV midprogram, and I didn’t care. Saturday cartoons might still be running, but it was time for the demon remote-hog to go home.


For extra measure, we four walked through the woods to Cassie’s. Aunt Helena remained speaking with the younger witch conspicuously near the front window while Van, Kathryn and I went out the back. We made our way to an old, rarely used logging road where we found Mynx, complete with chauffeur’s cap, leaning against the demons’ ride.


I began to laugh. “This is your idea of inconspicuous?” I stared incredulously at the black hearse, wondering if the faded curtains and nearly bald tires had cost extra. Seeing the two coffins in the back, I laughed harder. No doubt they were lead-lined, warded and impervious to magical searches. That explained why Mynx had said the demons would need no escort.


You couldn’t attack something you couldn’t find.


“Brilliant,” I said, smiling.


“Thank you.” Mynx bowed, doffing her cap. “I aim to please.” She opened the hearse’s back and sketched another bow to Kathryn and Van. “Your chariot awaits.” She gestured to the open coffins.


Kathryn graciously allowed Mynx to help her into a coffin that was plusher on the inside than its plain pine exterior indicated. Without a word, she crossed her hands over her chest and closed her eyes, assuming the role almost eagerly.


Van balked. “I’ll ride up front with her loveliness.” He coquettishly blinked Brittan’s green eyes at Mynx, smiled that thousand-watt smile, and reached to lower the hearse’s door.


I stopped the door’s descent, no longer amused. I’d made it quite clear before leaving the house that his and Kathryn’s lives hinged on doing exactly as Mynx said, and he’d agreed. This moment was not the best to go back on that agreement. “You ride in the back. Or you stay here.” At the blond woman/demon man’s smile, I added, grinning back, “And by ‘here’ I mean in the woods, alone, to walk your way to the nearest gate, unescorted.”


His/her smile only dimmed slightly. “Would you believe I’m afraid of small spaces?” Van arched a blond brow, daring me to be uncivil.


“Not for a moment.” I gave him an uncompromising stare, my hand still on the door. If he had such a weakness, he wouldn’t admit it to me.


A minute passed as we stared at each other, neither willing to give in. Mynx simply leaned back against the car’s side, indifferent. As each second passed, Van’s smile grew smaller and smaller, until finally it was a scowl. I saw the exact moment his patience broke.


“How can I protect my Queen with my powers bound and my senses blinded by this prison?” He pointed at his empty coffin, its lid open and waiting.


Mynx gave me a look. It was her run, but she’d told me I was to handle Van. I was the only one that wouldn’t deck him—though it wasn’t from lack of temptation. I nodded. Without a word, Mynx opened her door and slid inside. One blink later, her hand was on the ignition. I turned to Van, who watched Mynx, not understanding.


“You don’t protect her.” The magic stirring in the air said I shouldn’t goad the nice demon. But a new pecking order needed to be established…preferably sooner rather than later. “You lie there quietly, like a good little boy, and let Mynx deliver you both to safety. Or you stay and find your own way home.”


Even half-dead with an arrow in his back, I’d yet to see Van truly angry, so I was expecting an atypical, cheekily arrogant comeback. I was startled when his face darkened and fire flared in his eyes.


“I’ll not shamefully hide behind another as my family is threatened,” he seethed. “We are demons. We don’t run. We don’t hide. And we don’t pretend to be something we are not. This is an assassin’s trickery.” Face twisted with revulsion, he snarled, “It is something a selenocid would do.”


My eyes flashed with anger, and by Van’s slight step back, I knew they’d turned red with demon fire. Since her first run-in with Ramus’s metaphysical fist, my demon-half had been remarkably restrained around the other demons. But she was pissed now, and I was of a mind to agree with her. Something rumbled low in my chest and I suppressed the sound with difficulty. She—We—knew the insult he’d given us.


“Selenocid? You mean the House of the Gray Moon?” My voice grew coldly calm. “Or should I say…the ones who so recently kicked your ass?”


Van’s tan face flushed red, but he remained silent, unable to contest the truth.


“I’ve read of them, only one of two demon houses to have wings…and the only one whose wings are black, like Ramus’s. You’re right. They are assassins. They run. They hide. They slit your throat in the dark of night.”


He nodded, thinking he’d won the argument, until I added, “Which is why you must learn to do the same. A house that doesn’t evolve dies.”


“Blasphemous!” Van spat the word at me, grinding his teeth.


The air around us grew hot, but I was unafraid.


“How dare you even compare our House to that scourge!” He raised his hand, fire running from his fist to his rolled shirtsleeve. “Crowns be damned. They stole everything—EVERYTHING—that was ever important from us.”


He looked at me like I was a stranger. And really, I was. Ties of blood did not make us the same. I returned his stare, unblinking, looking into eyes that could easily be my own.


“No.” We both turned in surprise as Kathryn sat up. Speaking quietly, she looked at us with sadness. Van lowered his fist, shame and fury warring in his gaze. Kathryn continued, “There is no dishonor in outwitting our enemies, nor in allowing our allies to carry us when we cannot carry ourselves. We have too long been stagnant in our ways. It is killing us. Cate is right. We must adapt.” After a pause, she added, “And that is why she will someday be Queen. The Otherworld must come to a new order or it will not come at all.”


For every word Kathryn said, there were a thousand that remained unsaid…at least to me. Her eyes communicated something to Van I didn’t understand—perhaps didn’t want to understand. There was a long pause as they stared at each other.


Without further word, Van withdrew his fire. Something within me eased. He sighed and climbed into the hearse. I jumped in behind him. Though he was silent, I could feel his body vibrating with barely suppressed anger. After he lay down, I closed and secured his coffin.


When I moved to Kathryn’s, she grabbed my wrist with a startlingly strong grip. The metal of her gold sun ring was cold against my skin. “You have five weeks. Do not forget your promise to consider what I have said.”


Light blue eyes so like my own but much wearier looked back at me from an aged face. I wondered if her silver hair had been black in her youth. I clasped her wrist in a warrior’s handshake. I was nowhere near the part of my mother’s book that spoke of Kathryn’s generation, but I didn’t need to read the writing on the wall to know she was a warrior…and a good leader. Despite our troubles, both demons had earned my respect, even before last night’s honoring of Gem and her father.


“I won’t forget,” I said quietly before closing and securing her coffin. As soon as I jumped out and closed the door, Mynx drove away, taking my new family home again. I watched the hearse’s tires kick up red dust as they maneuvered the lane that was more dirt and ruts than anything else. I watched…and breathed a sigh of relief.


Yes, they had gained my respect…and for the same reason, lost my trust. Despite their insistence otherwise, Kathryn and Van’s first priority was their people—as it should be. They would do what they must to find a new Queen. And right now, that looked to be me. I didn’t know why an immortal Queen would need a replacement or why she would pick one whose lifespan was a mere blink of the eye in comparison to her own, but I hadn’t misunderstood the look in Kathryn’s eyes.


Their return home was only a temporary respite for us all.


* * *


Hattiesburg, MS


The witchy scientists that comprised the Council’s special autopsy team noted the long black car first, their senses more attuned to the power pushing out of it than the human guard currently checking them in. When the car rolled to a stop only feet away, two hefty black-suited men helped an old stooped woman exit.


“Prime?” exclaimed Zeven, the leader of the team. Her blood, steaming in the hot humidity, suddenly ran cold. No one had told her there would be a dignitary present, especially not this one. The elderly leader of the Witch Covens had not left her Virginian mountain home in many, many years.


Hobbling on her cane, Lucine approached slowly, denying her guards’ assistance. “Well, what are you waiting for? That damn Russian’s corpse isn’t getting any fresher.” The Prime, the only witch any had ever seen to be born with eyes as black as a vampire’s, surveyed the group with disdain. Considered the best in their fields, they were all still so young, so fresh, so naïve…so scrumptious.


Lucine resisted the urge to lick her lips. These younglings were hardly worth the effort. Besides, they were not her prey, not today. Her lips twisted in a secret smile.


“Yes, ma’am.” Zeven gave the lab’s guard a look.


The guard stood there, momentarily slack-jawed, then hurriedly fumbled open the door. They followed him down the winding path, through another set of locked doors, and into the main room where one dedicated tech was working. From there, they went to the vault. As they stopped under the large vent that circulated the air back into the lab, the guard thought he saw the old woman’s nostrils flare. He assumed the constant antiseptic smell burned her nose as it did his.


His mind open to her, Lucine would have smiled at his human naïveté had she not been too perplexed by the scents her keen nose had detected and by the familiar magic mixtures lingering in odd spots.


After opening the large steel door, the guard left the magical brains to their work. Being surrounded by dead people all day made him queasy enough without watching what the scientists did with their cache of sharp and strange tools. He didn’t have much of an imagination, and he didn’t regret the lack.


While Zeven and Lucine conferred regarding the Prime’s expectations, two of the younger scientists unzipped the bag. The zipper had barely cleared the dead vampire’s face when one man asked, “Wasn’t Roskov beheaded?”


Everyone stopped, turning to look at the nub of a stake protruding from the dead vampire’s forehead. A ring of black blood outlined its ashy surface before dripping a line through the vampire’s dark brows. All but the group’s leader stared.


Thinking she heard the Prime whimper, Zeven turned, mouth open to speak, and stopped, unsure of what she was seeing. Was that a tear running down the old witch’s cheek? She blinked, and the moisture was gone. The woman many called the Mistress of Magic bore the same cold congenial expression as before. Zeven shook her head. Even her vision had jetlag. She had to get control of this situation…before the Prime decided to take all of their heads in place of the missing vampire’s.


“That’s not Roskov!” Zeven barked.


A tech pointed to the name on the bag. She glared at him. They’d all received a copy of the Russian’s bio, which included a photo. Names meant shit if the face didn’t match.


“Search the facility, every body. Deep magic searches and visual checks. Be thorough. Maybe someone simply messed up and switched a tag.” Her people scrambled from the room. “And someone get me an ID on this guy!”


Without a word, Lucine turned and left, leaving them to their futile search. She knew the man within that bag. If he was there, then Roskov was long gone. The Council could search all they wanted, but the old witch knew better. Domini Roskov was one vampire that would never turn up again. So as Lucine LaFortuna moved out of the lab and up the ramp into the sunshine, all the while leaning heavily on her cane, she began to move up her plans, not caring to waste her time searching for a man who would never be found. With her, she carried the scent of one that was remarkably like her.


The scent of a demon-guardian. The scent…of a selenocid.


When Lucine was settled in her limo, she rapped her cane on the dark glass separating her from the driver. When he lowered the partition, she said, “To New Orleans.”


It would be daylight when they arrived, but she could wait, as could her hunt for the one who was like her. There could be only one Mistress of the Moon, but the girl’s magic was still too raw. She would let it ripen before stealing it—the fruits of war were much more succulent that way. Until then, she had more pressing business.


Lucine had once given Louisiana’s Vampire King her good heart—her Bon Ame—in trust. Bon lay dead on the autopsy table. And Lucine wanted answers as to how her heart had been lost. If Seth didn’t have them for her, she might have to take a heart from him in turn.


Balance was after all the key to keeping the universe on a smooth track.


* * *


I was sitting on the front steps, waiting for Jacq’s return, when an unfamiliar dusty car with a rental logo on the front tag came bumping down the gravel drive. Shading my eyes, I watched as the driver exited the car and opened a ward door. The woman who normally blew through life like a wild Fury approached the porch with unprecedented hesitation. I was surprised to see her but no more surprised than Aunt Helena would be. She hadn’t mentioned her assistant’s return from Prague.


“Elvira.” I smiled. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


She smiled and her power hit me with extreme force. If I hadn’t been sitting, I would have fallen. I sucked in a breath, shaking my head dizzily. My demon-half lunged against her bars, thinking we were under attack, but I shushed her, simply looking at the banshee with wide eyes. The lust, love, desire…and fear…the other woman had inadvertently released was definitely
not for me. Talk about too much information.


“Sorry.” She took a step back. “I’m having some…issues. I thought Helena could help.” She took another step, red climbing her swarthy neck.
“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”


“No.” I reached out a hand but stopped short of touching her.


Her eyes swirled dangerously with barely repressed magic. The color of midnight fog, they were like a vortex of mists, one that would suck in a unsuspecting soul. One touch, and I could lose myself in her turbulence to never appear again.


“Don’t go,” I said. Suddenly everything made sense. “Aunt Helena’s upstairs, napping.”


Elvira looked concerned. “Is she unwell?”


“She hasn’t been sleeping much lately and seems anxious about something but won’t say what.” I shrugged. “That’s all I know.” I’d tried to subtly check her health using my healer’s abilities, but my intuitive aunt had caught me and slapped the magic away with enough sharpness to make me think twice about making another attempt.


Elvira took one step then two, reclaiming the distance she’d given up moments before.


I smiled. “I’m sure she would be glad to see you.”


“That’s a matter of opinion,” Elvira muttered, climbing the stairs and entering the house.


I turned to reassure her but the door was already closed. I considered going after her but changed my mind when a horn blared. I looked to see Fera driving Mynx’s black SUV like a madwoman up the drive. They came to a dusty, crunching halt feet shy of the wards.


Before I could stand, Jacq was out the door and striding determinedly through the wards, Fera hot on her heels. I was worried until I saw Brit and Nana following at a more sedate pace.


“Where’s the fire?” I asked, brushing the dust from the back of my jeans.


“Right here.” Jacq rushed me.


Backpedaling, I caught my foot on the step. Before I could fall, I was thrown over her shoulder for the second time in a week.


“What? Put me down!” From her back, I could see everyone, including Nana, approaching. My face was hot enough to fry an egg. I hissed,
“You are so dead for this, Jacqueline Slone.”


She pushed into my mind an image of me shooting her with the water hose after Ramus’s attack. This was followed by an image of me spanking her with her own belt. My eyes narrowed. Apparently, that French she’d hurled at my back as I ran away had been a promise of retribution.


Bring it, baby. I pushed the taunt back at her, and her grip around my butt tightened. The image of her naked in the shower spanking my ass before I had jumped out and run away popped into my mind, and I had to resist the urge to wriggle in anticipation.


“We’ll be back in a few days,” Jacq said to Nana.


Then our bodies dissolved, moving through time and space. Right before everything went a silvery gray, my prim and proper, always mannerly and decorous, staid grandmother winked at me. Winked! She bloody winked at me.


If I’d had a jaw at that moment, I would have dropped it.


It seems whatever my aunt and Elvira had was catching. At this rate, I would soon be the only sane one left.


* * *


At an undisclosed location some miles away…


With a rushing blast of heat, the iron door raised and the pine coffin rolled from the conveyor’s metal slats into the oven. The operator, a small wizened brown elf, sat on a high stool in the control room. His skin was dark and splotchy, his fingers thin and twig-like as he slowly pulled the lever to lower the door, trapping the coffin and its contents in the flames. The demons and their escort stood nearby watching. The little man went about his tasks, answering Kathryn’s occasional question. This was not the first time the building—little more than a crumbling cinder block shack with a chimney—had hosted royalty. It wouldn’t be the last.


“It’s a shame to waste such a comfortable box,” Van groused sarcastically. “You never know when you might be in need of another funeral.” To Mynx, who watched the woods surrounding the small building’s front through a hole in the blinds, he said, “You had better keep an eye on that cousin of mine, or hers will be next.” Van thrust his hands into his pockets, resisting the urge to fist them. He still simmered with anger but was trying to push it away.


Mynx kept her gaze steady on the woods, her senses sweeping the area for anything amiss. Her job wasn’t over until Kathryn was on the other side of the gate and within the safety of her own world. She had learned to read people well over the centuries. Vanguard wasn’t angry with her or even Cate. There was some other hurt, some other fear, beneath his sudden fury. It had been locked away, hidden behind a strong door. Maybe it was something Cate had said or maybe was connected to Vanguard’s brush with death. Whatever it was, something had cracked that door. Slowly but steadily, Van’s emotions were spilling out. And with Cate gone, the black-haired man believed there was no other target for his bluff and bluster.


Of course, he was wrong. Another target was much closer than he realized.


Van was about to say something as equally crabby, but a husky voice from the back room of the crematorium interrupted.


“Some things really never change.” A tall woman pushed through the swinging door. “You’re as mouthy as ever, Uncle. Maybe you should be the one to stay and keep whoever you’re discussing out of trouble, as clearly you are so good at it.”


Van turned quickly, fire coating his fists and chest. But when he saw the woman, he hesitated. There was something strikingly familiar about her. With her boots, they were nearly at eye level. He knew those light blue eyes as well as he knew his own, but the auburn curls and one-dimpled grin didn’t fit.


Kathryn gasped softly.


“Who are you?” Vanguard asked, stepping in front of his Queen while keeping an eye on Mynx and the brown elf. Van didn’t trust anyone on this side of the gates and few on the other—and with good reason. He had personally cleared the building before allowing the others to enter. All the entrances were locked and well-warded with his magic. Unless she could walk through walls, the only way the stranger could have entered was if the brown elf had shown her an entrance Van was unaware of.


“My name’s not for you to know,” the stranger said. “You can think of me as…the future.” The corner of her mouth tilted up, mocking him.


Van was torn between gaping and taking the offensive. When the stranger reached to touch his Queen, his choice was clear. He grabbed the auburn-haired woman’s wrist, squeezing with enough force to grind together a mortal’s bones. “No one touches the Queen without leave.”


The woman’s eyes flashed with silver fire but she made no protest, staring at him with a look that bordered on pity. All the while, the old man kept pulling his levers, readying the next coffin for the fire. Mynx watched them with silent speculation, a small mysterious smile on her lips.


“Leave her be, Vanguard,” Kathryn said softly.


The auburn-haired woman reached out slowly and clasped the older woman’s thin fingers with the greatest of care. “Hello, G. Long time no see.” She smiled, popping a dimple at them, but her eyes were sad. “I know I’m not the one you seek, but for the time being I can help you do what has to be done.”


When a lone tear slid down Kathryn’s cheek, the younger woman reached out and wiped it away. It was the first time in a very, very long lifetime that Van had ever seen his aunt cry. If he had been a less manly demon and the type to faint, he would have laid out in the floor right then and there. As it was, he was too shocked to protest when the three women took over.


When the whirlwind was over, Van really couldn’t say how it came that the young, blue-eyed woman was the one riding with his Queen on the conveyor through the still warm oven’s massive iron door and on through the black stone gate at its back wall. He watched, amazed at her ability to call up the magic of the mirrored stone without a demon’s talisman or a guardian’s blood. Before letting the two step through, he’d confirmed the destination was the Prince’s fortress and that a squadron of guards, including Prince Falcon, stood ready to welcome them. Even so it was hard to relinquish his protective duties, but he agreed he could better serve his Queen on this side of the gates. His aunt need not know he planned to do more than protect Cate.


When the darkmirror stopped rippling with the passage of the two women and became solid again, Van turned to Mynx, feeling more alone than he had in centuries. It wasn’t until he found himself riding home with her in an unfamiliar car, quite gloomily free to pursue his other mission, that he realized what the young woman had called him. He would have to ask if this
“uncle” was some sort of human slang. For surely the girl did not mean it in the literal sense. Other than his aunt, cousin Falcon, and now his cousin’s daughter Cate, he had no family. When he was a teenager, his mother, the Queen’s sister, had been slain. The brooding Van would never forget the killer’s face…or his black wings.


That and his own inability to save her were seared into his mind for all eternity.


He didn’t believe in genocide, but secretly a part of him wanted to kill every moon-riding selenocid and obliterate them from existence. He wanted to tear the wings from their backs and scatter the black feathers to the winds until the moon was indeed gray with their dark blood. Until now, he’d kept that dark part of himself locked away. But an arrow to the back—one tainted with the Gray House’s own unique brand of poison—and Cate’s careless words about imitating those traitors had brought back the memories of that decades-long war, of the horrors he had seen the black-winged ones commit, of the tortures he had endured at their hands. Of the horrors, the tortures, he had committed in return.


Now the locks on his soul were weakening. And Van knew he would have to deal with that hidden part, with those dark memories and even darker urges, before he began his next mission of taking a wife. He thought of a certain fine pair of jade eyes. Perhaps the beautiful, sensitive Helena could help him with more than finding a bride.


It was one thing to ask a woman to take a demon’s hand, another to ask her to take a monster’s.



 
Chapter Twenty-One




“It can be fickle, vain and greedy. Or it can be steady, powerful, and the one you trust. While there are laws to govern magic, never forget that sometimes it has the temperament of a child and will react in response to the way it’s treated. It’s often like love in that respect.”


—Evie Delacy





Night Fourteen


We materialized in a fenced-in garden behind Jacq’s rose-colored cottage, and I laughed. “You forgot our suitcases.” I thumped Jacq’s back lightly, my protest hollow.


Jacq lowered me slowly, brushing our bodies together. Breasts rubbed against breasts, thighs to thighs. I shivered with pleasure, my eyes half-lidded as I looked up at her, my shocked amusement melting away under the desire that constantly simmered between us. Holding me tightly, Jacq locked her eyes with mine and lowered her head, bringing our mouths together in a scorching kiss. I had to grab her shoulders to support my suddenly weak knees.


When it was over, she nuzzled my ear and said huskily, “We’re not going to need clothes, cher.”


My every ability to think rationally…really to think anything…fled. And for once in my life, I had absolutely nothing to say.


In a hurry, I grabbed her hand, heading toward the back door of the cottage, but Jacq spun me back into her body. Amused, I looked up with a laugh. My breath caught, my laughter dissolving. Her gaze boiled with molten silver.


“We have a tradition to observe,” Jacq said.


I tilted my head in query. Jacq’s hands slipped under my knees, raising me effortlessly, ready to carry me over the threshold.


“There’s something to be said for honoring tradition.” Charmed, I tightened my arms around her neck and grazed my lips across the corner of her mouth, my blood warming another thousand degrees with her presence. The jump from Gandsai to NOLA should have exhausted her. I had never seen Jacq use this power but knew flashing between small distances was something her people could do. Moving more than a hundred miles in a heartbeat with a passenger no less was beyond the powers my mother’s book had listed. But I could feel Jacq’s magic, still strong, burning beneath her skin, humming against mine, pulsing slowly with her heartbeat, held in by only the thinnest thread. It was a warm ocean of power, and from the look in her eyes she was about to toss me into it. Which was all well and good as long as the tossing was a metaphorical, magical, sexual sort of thing.


When Jacq turned from the back door and headed for a large silvery fountain at the garden’s heart, I had the sinking sensation that the tossing was going to be a little more literal. I eyed the fountain throwing sparkling drops of water into the sunshine, and my arms became a death grip around her neck.


“You wouldn’t dare,” I challenged, lust making my voice thick. I fisted one hand in her shirt.


Jacq’s smile grew wider. “Cate.” She arched a brow as if to say she very much would dare, and I gulped. “I have,” she said very seriously, “another confession to make.”


I steeled my expression, ready to dig my nails deep. If she threw me in, I would not go alone. “Unless you’re confessing that you’re a glutton for punishment, you had better not do what I think you’re about to do,” I growled, clutching her neck and shirt tighter. Her own grip tightened around my back and under my legs, making it clear I’d get a dunking if I fought for my freedom.


Ignoring me, Jacq stepped onto the fountain’s ledge. Around us, foreign magic bubbled, water shooting out of the fountain higher and higher, even as the sound of it falling dimmed unnaturally. Strangely, the fountain had become larger than a moment before. For a second, we stood on the edge of a silvery lake and the decorative centerpiece that had been throwing water was now a swirling whirlpool—one moving closer at an alarming rate.


Jacq said, “Simply put, I must confess that…I don’t actually live here.” Then she flashed me that one-dimpled grin and stepped into the watery vortex.


I squealed as silver water rushed up to meet us, sucking us into a magical portal. The water flowed over our heads, and we spun around and around, sinking ever downward in the wildest…wettest…ride of my life.


If I lived through this, I must explain to my love that if the
“tradition” required a snorkel, it wasn’t one worth keeping.


Moments later, we came to the end of our trip…at least the one through the waterspout. Our journey together was only just beginning.


“You shit!” Half-choking, I burst out of the water and swam after a laughing Jacq. I tried to jump on her back, but like an eel she slipped out of my grasp. I went down sputtering. When Jacq pulled me up again, I spit water at her and pushed soggy hair from my face, using one hand and my legs to tread water. “Where are we?”


“We’re home, cher.” Jacq pulled me close, and suddenly we were no longer in the water but on the shore of the large pool into which we had landed. Turning me in her arms so I could see what she saw, Jacq swept her arm out, encompassing the sparkling blue-green pool, the small waterfall flowing into it, and the stony grotto that surrounded them both. “My home,” she said. As her arm moved, our clothes and hair dried.


Show-off, my demon-half murmured in my ear. I half smiled.


Like my love, the cave was beyond breathtaking. I craned my head back, taking in every glistening drop, every speck of stone, every brilliant, radiant fragment of light.


The cave was massive, its walls the rich black of volcanic rock. Like an earthy starry sky, large and small crystals on the walls and high in the ceiling above twinkled with their own internal light. Magical sconces were placed around the walls, their soft light merging seamlessly with the light from the crystals. The pool was large, but it barely filled a tenth of the massive cavern. A large portal spanned an entire wall, top to bottom. I thought at first it was covered by dark glass. Then I realized it was a clear ward. The darkness was simply because it was night outside. Another large portal was cut into a wall above the pool. During the day, it would flood the pool with light, nourishing the lush green plants growing at the water’s edge. But at the moment, the pool was lit only by the glowing crystals lining its edges and deep bottom.


There were a few smaller openings on the cave’s other side, each closed off with wooden doors. As I looked about, Jacq watched me, hands in her pockets. Her expression was supremely neutral, but her nervousness leaked through our bond.


I held my hand out. “Where is here? Where is home?”


The stone of the cave felt different. Its magic vibrated with an unfamiliar, yet familiar hum. It was ground. It was earth. But it wasn’t mine.


Jacq took my hand and turned her attention to the water. With a wave of her fingers, the waterfall froze, and the pool became a giant silver looking glass. Through it, I saw lush green jungles full of foreign animals, brilliant red-gold deserts, giant mountains of blue ice—on and on, an entire world flashed across the water, but never once was there another human-shaped being.


Never was there another Jacq.


The images stilled, stopping at one of a regal bird flying high over green lands, and I looked up at my love.


She said, “This, some might say, cher, is paradise.” Her face was thoughtful, her tone even, but there was a world of pain in her eyes.
“And I am its last keeper.”


* * *


March 18th, 1727


They rode through the afternoon and late into the night, the boy and Lucine always many paces behind the others. Even now as the camp slept in a mountain cave, his pallet and that of the guardian’s black-eyed daughter had been placed in a smaller cave nearby. The guardian, Cassidy LaFortuna, the woman he now knew was the Witch Prime and his former Master’s sister, would not suffer his taint near her or her people. Not that he minded the silence. It was not empty. His new Mistress, Lucine, spoke to him often, her memories of her father’s house helping diminish the voices that had begun to tell him of their terrors now that his mother’s ghost and the villagers no longer spoke to him.


Black box in hand, the boy moved out of the cave slowly, leaving his young Mistress sleeping. As his Master’s had before him, the boy’s madness came and went. But like the pale-haired alchemist he had so recently killed, the boy knew his madness, like his hunger, would grow stronger every day until that was all he was. Even now, his former Master cursed loudly in his ears, tormenting him with this knowledge while trying to cajole the boy to not do what he knew he must.


The boy moved into the tall trees, pushing his way through the snow, barely feeling the cold despite leaving the cloak Lucine had given him behind. Once he was far enough away, he knelt in a meadow, the cold stars twinkling above him in the dark sky. He placed the box in the snow and removed the dagger from his belt. Despite a savage cleaning, he swore he still saw a trace of his Master’s blood on the blade. The boy didn’t flinch when he sliced the sharp edge across his scabbed-over palm. Praying the voice in the black stone had been right and he hadn’t sacrificed his soul and sanity for naught, he smeared the blood on the box, pushing what little magic he had stolen from his Master’s flesh into the stone. With relief, he saw it ripple like living water. Holding his breath, he pushed his hands into the liquid blackness.


With care he pulled the souls out one by one, careful to hold the magic open as the voice had told him, knowing once he let the magic go he would never have it again. The butcher, the baker, the blacksmith and page, the cheery cook, the stable lad and his lusty scullery maid, fathers and mothers, babes and the old—he freed them all, an entire village of the once-damned, watching as their wispy souls floated up to the stars. When he finally pulled the last from the box, he cupped it in his hand. Pink-tinted tears flowed down his cheeks as he looked at her.


His mother.


Her soul glowed as brilliant as the stars above and as warm as the Earth hiding far beneath the snow. Part of him wanted to keep her with him always, to keep the one woman who knew him when he was his best and would love him unconditionally, no matter what.


Which was exactly why he let her go.


With both hands, he tossed her upward. In his mind, he saw her like a bird with wings, flying her way to heaven, if reluctantly so. Something warm brushed his cold cheek and he knew it was her kiss goodbye—and her forgiveness of what he had become. He was almost certain that it would be the last they would ever meet.


The boy stayed in the cold as long as he could, watching the stars, wondering which of them was new. For surely if any deserved to grace the celestial bodies, it was Clarette Pur Ame, the woman with the purest heart he would ever know.


Finally, the boy began his return to their stony camp, detouring to throw the black box into a deep ravine, hoping it would shatter like mirrored-glass but knowing better. Something so powerful was not so easily destroyed. It could merely be hidden for a time. He stood at the rock’s edge and looked down into the dark. His Mistress’s voice, his Master’s, and all the other mad portents of stolen magic he had garnered from the dead vampire were all that kept him from tossing himself after the box.


They whispered that he did not deserve such an easy escape, and for the first but certainly not the last time, he listened.


If he could not end it…end himself…no one else would. That possibility had disappeared the moment Lucine had stopped her mother’s blade. As long as he was of use to the guardian’s golden-haired child, Lucine would never let any kill him. Though his bonds might be velvet, as surely as he had been chained to his Master’s walls, he was chained to the young half-demon, Mistress LaFortuna, his soon-to-be wife.


With weary steps, he returned to his cave and his bed.


From the shadowed mouth of a nearby cave, the old druid, sitting on the stone floor, watched him go. Sati pulled her furs tighter about her and loosed another wet racking cough, doing her best to muffle the sound before it awoke the others. Like her own, she knew the hour and day of the boy’s death. The hour and day of many deaths, including that of the Prime she had served faithfully for many years. But unlike the boy, she would not see the sunrise. And for one of the few times in her life, the old woman would tell nothing of what she had seen. Especially not that it would be the boy, turned man, turned vampire, that would be the one to slay her Prime and her eldest daughter, all at his Mistress’s command. No, she would say nothing of it. And it wasn’t for lack of opportunity.


Before the sun’s first light peeked over the mountain, the old woman would breathe her last, taking her secrets with her to the grave…as the Fates had decreed it. Thus the goddesses were appeased. The old woman didn’t know what The Three had set into motion, but she knew well enough not to throw it off track.


* * *


It truly was paradise, and I didn’t mean the location, though that was nice, too. Finally being alone with Jacq was heaven. My love let me explore her mountain home, showing me the many levels cut into the extinct volcano’s heart, satisfying my relentless curiosity with happy patience. Eventually, the exploration led up curving stone stairs to her bedroom.


In many ways it was a bedroom like any other. There was a large bed, dressers, a tall mirror against one wall, a small writing desk with a chair. The differences were subtle. The walls were stone and slightly rounded. The thick rugs on the stone floor were fur. The charcoal-colored furniture was of crystal, darker in color but similar in appearance to the glowing crystals lining the walls of the pool room we had landed in upon entering this world. There were no signs of electricity. Instead, the room was lit softly by more glowing crystals. Little ledges holding unlit candles had been carved into the walls.


Here, the stone-hewn windows were covered by soft gauzy curtains and the door led to a stone balcony. From the balcony, the view of the jungle surrounding the black mountain was spectacular. Occasionally, boulder-like towers illuminated the land. Jacq said the towers were made out of the same glowing crystals embedded in the walls. They had been there as long as her ancestors could remember and were believed to be naturally occurring. A few days ago, I would have said that was impossible. But then again, I was standing next to a woman who could jump between worlds.


Impossible was not as far-fetched as it had once been.


It was as we stood before the balcony’s low stone wall and watched one moon set and another rise that I understood why the magic of this land felt so familiar. All around me, foreign birds sang and night creatures called to each other. In the distance, a large cat screamed. The mountain practically trembled with life. And under it all was that hum of magic. It pulsed, beating like a heart.


Jacq’s heart.


I didn’t know whether she gave life to this place or if it gave life to her. But somehow they were interconnected. And I loved her all the more for showing me something so extraordinary.


Like Jacq’s magic, the land’s power moved against my skin, but more softly, more sensually. With each passing second, it grew stronger, its pulse more forceful, its need more urgent. By my side, Jacq’s power grew with it, overshadowing everything else, magic and desire thrumming in her veins like the heavy seductive beat of a rock ballad.


But she made no demands, no moves to push us toward the bedroom and the one place we would find relief. For days, my body and hers had been in an almost constant state of arousal. At this point, I was assuming my nipples would be permanently stiff and my panties eternally wet. We were finally alone and she still stood there looking at the moon?


Through my connection to Jacq, the land spoke to me, telling me what I needed to do. I opened myself, letting the magic of this world move through me until it pumped in my blood. I welcomed her home as my own and felt it lend me strength, peace…and insight into the woman who had become the most important part of me. When I could take no more, I turned to Jacq, knowing my eyes were glowing with light blue fire.


I was ready. And whether she knew it or not, so was she. She was simply waiting on that one small push to move her over the cliff. So with four little huskily spoken words, I gave it that push, shoving us past the edge and into the future.


“Make love to me?” I held out my hand.


Jacq looked at my hand, understanding the significance of the offer. Then she slowly smiled, her silver eyes glowing almost white with their own fire.


She took my hand and raised it to her lips, brushing a soft, knee-melting kiss against my knuckles, whispering against my skin, “From now until my last breath.”


Jacq led me into her room and to the bed where she undressed me meticulously, touching every inch of revealed skin with hot hands and lips. With each piece of clothing that fell, her magic grew, her heat against my body fierce as it seeped into my skin. The few crystals lighting the walls dimmed as her silver glow grew, providing all the light we needed. And with each heartbeat, that pulse throbbed more desperately between us.


When I was completely nude, I reached for her, removing Jacq’s black shirt and pants, moving my hands over hard muscles and smooth curves, marveling at her beauty. Silvery-white magic followed every swipe of my hands, leaving visible trails, making me want to touch her…mark her…everywhere. So I did, touching, kissing, making her groan loudly as I sucked in a hard nipple. At one point, I ran my hands down her back and swore I felt her tattoo flame against my palm, burning my skin with pleasure.


When Jacq moved us to sheets the color of dark ash and lay down between my legs, I joined our hands and opened myself fully, taking in the pulsing hot magic, letting it invade me body and soul.


This second sharing of magic was not as tentative as our first, and the hot pain of it pushing into me, making me ready for what was to come, was brief. But still, my love moved slowly, both of us savoring the moment as we finally joined as one.


Her power grew with every thrust, feeding my own hungry need. I took in each smooth pulse greedily, letting her blazing magic sink into the deepest part of me, feeling her pleasurable relief through our bond as each pulse moved out of her. When her roaring power called mine forth, causing my magic to wrap around our limbs like fiery ropes, I tried to twist away, frightened. But Jacq held me down, silencing my protests with a long demanding kiss. When she pulled away, I looked at her with wide eyes.


The kiss had been a scorcher—in more ways than one. Flames circled the bed, rising tall. The candles resting around the room had lit themselves and flickered in the breeze drifting through the warded window. Jacq and I were both burning so hotly the room would have been little more than cinders if it were not stone. I had never felt desire like this, never felt pleasure so great I lost complete control. But her every touch, every kiss, made my magic wilder, more uncontrollable.


For the first time in days, my heart and body were at odds. Lust wanted to tackle her to the ground and have its way with her. Love also wanted to tackle her but only so we could perform a naked version of stop, drop, and roll. Jacq’s next words halted my indecision.


“I welcome your fire, Cate. Don’t be afraid to let it free. You will not harm me.” Resting on her elbows above me, she lowered her head slowly, allowing me to make the choice.


When I saw my flames wrap lovingly around her neck, pulling her head closer, I knew what my magic had already known. It was safe, she was safe, for me to be who I had always been meant to be. Loving was never safe. It was always a risk. But with Jacq, it was the sort of risk I would never ever regret.


As our lips met again, we began to move in earnest. I moaned into her mouth as hot magic pounded into my body, filling my soul to capacity and beyond. I swore I felt fire move from her mouth to mine, moving down my throat in electrical jolts to tweak my nipples from the inside out. We moved faster, harder, and I sank my nails into her back, the pleasure of her body on mine and her magic filling me so close to pain I couldn’t distinguish the two. Within me, something moved, expanding as her magic forced my heart and soul to stretch, becoming something new and very old at the same time. I broke our mouths apart, throwing my head back in pleasurable agony. Not realizing I had closed my eyes, I opened them to see Jacq staring back at me, her body glowing pure white, the look of love in her eyes glorious.


Wave after wave of magic hit me, its presence now visible white waves flowing out of her and into me. They came faster, syncing with our rhythm. I was almost to the point of breaking when something savagely powerful rose up in me and I flipped her. Once, twice, I ground Jacq’s body beneath me, fusing our mouths together in another soul-stealing kiss, fire rushing from her mouth to mine. As she cried out, a lightning bolt of golden-white power arced between us, pushing me back until I rose above her. I threw my arms wide, taking the magic from her. Head flung back, my eyes fixed on the ceiling as everything she was and ever would be poured into me.


Stars exploded. My soul shattered, re-forming as I floated down on gossamer wings of power.


When I came to, I lay behind Jacq, our bodies warm under black covers. The fire circling the bed had burned out, leaving the room smelling of smoke and sex. I had no memory of changing our positions, though hours must have passed because the candles were small puddles of burning wax. My nose rested in the crook of Jacq’s neck, letting me see past her shoulder with one eye. The flickering candles afforded enough light to see the far wall’s tall mirror. Startled, I lifted my head and looked at our reflections, my gaze meeting Jacq’s in the mirror. Her eyes still glowed a nearly-golden white. But it wasn’t her eyes, her face, or her beautiful body that caught my attention.


There, where my light blue eyes had once been, were orbs of blackest night. And the black covers wrapping around myself and Jacq, protecting us from the cool breeze blowing through the warded windows? They were no cover but a massive collection of small feathers. Black feathers. Jutting from my back was the largest set of wings I had ever seen.


Only one demon house has black wings.


My own words echoed in my head, damning me. I was of the same ilk that had recently tried to kill me, of the ones that would no doubt try again. A house that does not evolve dies, my demon-half whispered in my ear, taunting me with my own words as she laughed. In my mind, I saw her, black eyes shining in the dark, black wings spread wide, her cage now little more than symbolic.


In the span of a heartbeat, I had become my own grandmother’s sworn enemy.


I felt Jacq’s tattoo shift against my chest, its feathers rubbing against my skin soothingly. In the mirror, Jacq watched me.


“What am I to do?” I asked.


“Nothing,” she said. “You are as you should be. It is the natural order of things. You have been reborn.”


I’d heard eventually blood always runs true. If that was the case, exactly what sort of blood was running through my veins? More importantly, what did my love know that she wasn’t saying? From the look in her eyes, I would say she knew a great deal…and that I wouldn’t want to hear it.


Not now. Not today. Maybe never.



 
Continue Reading for a Preview of the next in the Darkmirror Series:

Demons of a Feather…



 
Preview of Demons of a Feather


Below me, the land was black with only a faint orange-pink lining the horizon. It was minutes to sunrise—my favorite time of day. A cool wind blew up the dark cliffside, pushing my loose raven hair behind me and kissing my cheeks before tugging at the black wings spread wide behind me. Though light, the wings were large and unwieldy. With every new gust, I found myself leaning farther and farther forward for balance, looking down the mountainside. The very large, very high…very sheer…mountainside.


My mind, swirling with worries and fears, had resisted sleep long after Jacq had nodded off. I had finally slept to awaken soon after with a plan. It had come to me in a dream. I couldn’t be sure but thought it was Jacq’s world, her paradise, and the heartbeat of power thrumming through it that had spoken to me. I had dressed quickly, come outside, and climbed to the top of the wall encasing the small balcony. And here I had stood for the last hour, looking into the darkness, staring at the crystal towers dotting the jungle, trying to decide if I was doing the right thing.


My toes hung over the low wall’s edge. One step forward and down I would go, plummeting into the far distant jungle—assuming I missed the jagged rocks randomly protruding between myself and the trees below. One step back and I would be safe on Jacq’s stone balcony. Safe and cozy…and back in bed with my sleeping love, like two bugs in one very sensual rug. It was a very tempting image.


One step.


Surely I could take one step, especially after a night full of first steps. It had been my first time to make love. I moved back a half inch. My first to travel off-world. A quarter inch more and the balls of my feet rested firmly on the stone. My first to have wings. A rock loosened under my wiggling feet and fell, tinkling distantly as it skittered into a ravine. My first to find out I was at least partially part of an ancient dark house of demons intent on destroying me, my family…indeed my entire world. I edged forward again, shifting further into the strengthening wind.


Okay, so some of those firsts weren’t that great.


Once I had fully realized my physical transformation I had jumped up and run naked around Jacq’s room, big black wings flapping crazily behind me, knocking things off her dresser and nearly setting my feathers on fire when my wings toppled the still lit candles. Finally, I had calmed down. (So maybe Jacq had tackled me and held me prisoner until I stopped foaming at the mouth. Same difference.) Once semi-possessed, I had approached the problem rationally. It was simple really.


The wings had to go.


While Jacq quietly watched, offering reassurance and assistance where she could, I’d plopped down on the stone floor’s fur rug and proceeded to spend the next few hours meditating, magicking, begging and bargaining with my demon-half, doing everything I could short of using a blowtorch to remove the giant, feathery…evil things that had sprouted from my back.


Horns. Why couldn’t I have grown something cliché like horns? Then at least I could have worn a hat. I could have taken all the camouflage in Tennessee, ripped it up, sewn it into a lovely green blotchy bag the size of the Empire State Building, and dumped it over my head…and still there would have been no hiding these big black suckers.


After a time, I grew exhausted and agreed to again lie down with Jacq. I must admit, the hours of holding my love and being held in return were a nice, if uneven, exchange for the loop I’d been knocked for.


I was going to conveniently forget that my wings liked wrapping around Jacq as much as I did. Or that I hadn’t felt like making love again. Or that I’d made Jacq throw a sheet over the mirror and forced her to lie facing away from me so I couldn’t look into her eyes. The one thing I couldn’t forget was the pair of large wings jutting out of my back. Jacq had promised they could be retracted, but I had yet to manage it. And considering how hard it was to use the bathroom with big-ass wings knocking into everything, figuring out how was at the top of my list.


And for more than practical reasons.


Ramus had said I could be a Mistress of the Moon. I hadn’t understood what he meant until now. And the prediction—the realization unfolding even as my wings unfolded from my back—was a very frightening thing.


This world’s orange-pink sun rose, and I watched the landscape become a mixture of shadow and light. That jungle was a bit like me: wild and tangled. I wondered if somewhere in its depths, a darkness also lurked. Within my own soul, my demon-half paced, nervous as she wondered what I was about. Occasionally, she tested us, trying to wrest control from me. She was unsuccessful, but we were both growing stronger, while my will to fight her was growing weaker.


And beyond her, beyond the darkest part of my soul I had ever plumbed, something else moved. Something far blacker than anything either part of me had ever dealt with. That, I was almost certain, was the part of us that belonged to the moon.


It was that part which had me standing on the edge of a cliff at sunrise, contemplating jumping…assuming I had the courage to do what needed to be done.


“Cate, I’m not sure what you’re about, but I wish you would finish it inside,” Jacq said softly from the balcony door.


Turning my head slightly, I looked at her and caught my breath. Leaning against the doorway, she wore only a dark gray satin robe. Though her arms were crossed over her chest, unintentionally protecting her modesty, a long, long stretch of bare leg showed through the robe’s opening, tempting me with the knowledge that she wore nothing beneath. I flashed to the night before and having those long legs wrapped around me as I flipped her body. In my loose black drawstring pants, I felt suddenly overdressed.


But I would not be so easily distracted. This was as much for her as for me.


“Inside?” I asked, cocking my hand on my hip, turning further to face her, the wind gusting now as the sun rose fully. “Why, my love? Do you have an atrium large enough for a goose such as I? Assuming I could walk to it without these things,” I hiked my thumb over my shoulder, “hitting something every ten seconds.”


“Cher.” Jacq stepped off the wall, hand outstretched. “I told you, they will go back.”


“Not without giving the part of me that let them free reason to put them back again.”


Within me, my demon-half perked up, smirking at my words. Behind her, that dark force stirred, fluttering her wings. My own moved in sync, making it quite clear which of us held those reins. In my head, she smiled wide, white teeth flashing in the darkness, and whispered, Not for a bucketful of ice in Hell.


I inched closer to the wall’s edge, alarming Jacq. “What do you think you’re doing?” she cried. My demon-half echoed her. Jacq took a step closer, and my demon-half gripped her cage’s bars. Behind me, my wings flapped strongly, my inner beast trying to push me back, away from the edge.


I turned, looking back at the jungle. “I’m taking control.” And with that, I shot my demon-half the mental bird and leapt.


“Cate!” Jacq lunged forward, grabbing for me as I did a beautiful swan dive, wings outstretched like Icarus taking flight from Crete. She missed, her hot fingers just brushing the soles of my feet, which would have been well and good had my wings worked.


Unfortunately, that was the moment when the wonderful, lovely, oh so strong wind decided to die. For a moment, I floundered in the air, my wings flapping in opposite directions, my arms and legs pinwheeling comically as I fought my demon-half for control. Then I fell like a stone.


So jumping off a mountain with nothing between me and the ground but a pair of untested demon wings wasn’t a very bright idea. Did I mention I don’t think well in the early morning? Well, I don’t. In fact, there wasn’t much I did exceptionally well before seven a.m., except perhaps fall. That,
it seems, I did beautifully.


* * *


In the movies you see the hero catch the lady in this graceful, dress gently floating up, soft as a kitten manner. The hero never grimaces at the jarring thud, never comments on the lady’s bruising weight or the painful speed at which she fell. The hero never drops the lady on her ass only to glare down at her, muttering French curses under her breath.


Apparently Jacq—having flashed into the air to catch me before flashing us to the large pool room at the bottom of her mountain—had never seen any of those movies.


Rubbing my butt, I stiffly pulled myself up from the hard lava stone and returned her glare with a batting of the eyes. The second before she had caught me, as she had hung in the air with her robe flying behind her like a great cape, my own personal half-nude superhero had been damn sexy—and definitely worth the bruising my ego and ass had taken. The fact that my back was again smooth and wingless was also a plus. Somewhere mid-plummet, my demon-half and I had struck a temporary truce, at least in regard to large things that stuck out of my body at odd angles. She might control my wings, but as long as I controlled my legs and their wonderful ability to climb to great heights and leap off, she would happily share.


Deep within my soul, she snorted at my choice of adjectives.


“Which are you angrier at…” I asked, trying not to grin. “That I jumped off a mountain or that I did it badly?”


Jacq’s cheek twitched, but her voice was low and serious. “Cher, you will be the death of me.”


A shiver ran down my spine. I continued to smile but it was an effort. Her words had struck a dark chord in my soul, one that would not be laughed away. Nevertheless, I tried. Her skin softly glowed silver and I could already feel that steady pulse of power burning in her blood. She needed to release some magic and I knew just where to start. I wanted to spin around her world…and into her bed.


“Come, show me your paradise, Detective. We have hours yet before we have to return to New Orleans.” I held out my hand, gesturing to the clear warded wall that let me see the jungle growing mere feet away.


Instead of taking my hand, Jacq took a step closer, lowering her head as if she were sharing a secret. That pulse between us began to beat more insistently. My heart sped, matching its rhythm.


“Hours? I think not,” Jacq said huskily, her whiskey-smooth voice rippling like velvet across my skin. I inhaled, taking in her musky sage and sandalwood scent. Her nostrils flared, doing the same, scenting my growing desire.


“You, Cate, are all mine for the next few days.” She took another step closer, crowding me. Once more, I shivered, this time in pleasure at the look in her eyes. She stared at my lips, her own curving into a sensual, come-hither smile. “Mynx and JJ have already made the arrangements. So…” She looked up, catching my gaze, letting the word linger in the air, a world of possibility burning in her silver eyes.


I gulped.


“Um…” Looking down, I tore my eyes from hers so I could think. But the sight of her open robe didn’t help. The ivory skin it revealed was blushed with silver magic. My tongue darted out to lick suddenly dry lips. “I promised Mamie Deveroux we would come for tea. I missed our visit two weeks ago, and she called to remind me yesterday.” I touched Jacq’s collarbone, watching trails of white magic follow my fingers as they moved lower. Before I could lose myself, I dropped my hand and took a step back, needing the distance to think clearly. She was not going to like this. I looked up, meeting her shining gaze.
“Besides, it’ll give you a chance to meet the in-laws.”


Looking disappointed, Jacq tilted her head, her loose hair swinging to the side. “Your ex-in-laws? Why would I want to meet your ex-husband’s mother?”


The magical pulses faltered, stopping then resuming at a slightly slower rate.


“That’s just it.” I steeled myself. “Luke’s not my ex.” I knew my expression had to be as pained as I felt. “A letter addressed to Luke came to Mamie’s house. That was her real reason for calling. It seems there was a glitch with the annulment. Luke and I are still married.”


I blinked, watching her face intently. I expected surprise, a word, a shout…an accusation that I had let us make love knowing I was
“technically” still married.


Our bond was wide open, but I felt nothing, not a scrap of emotion from Jacq. Her face was blank. Frozen. The air in the room stilled, and the ground seemed to shift, as if my love’s world had heard my news…and did not approve. That pulse of magic, beating in time with her heart, stopped. My stomach dropped in fear. The crystals embedded in the cave walls began to pulse rapidly, their glow becoming almost painful to the eye. Jacq’s eyes, open wide, turned pure white, my only warning.


I reached to touch her, and with the first brush of my fingertips against her skin, a massive lightning bolt of silver-white magic, like a giant burst of static electricity, blew me into the air. Heat rushed over me, searing my skin, melting my bones. I hit the cave’s stone ceiling with a dull boom. Pain layered upon pain until I was amazed I was still conscious. Water sizzled as I fell into the large blue-green pool near the waterfall. Icy cold shot like daggers into my burns and it was too much. I screamed, gurgling as water rushed into my mouth.


Just before the heavy churning water pushed me down, I saw Jacq’s face. It was still blank, our emotional and mental bond still empty of thought or feeling. I was so shocked I didn’t fight my way up, instead letting the waterfall push me deeper still.


Perhaps it showed a lack of foresight, but though I had already hit
the roof over this news and had thought Jacq would also, I had never thought it would be quite so literal for either of us.


Looks like the honeymoon was over.


The first thing I noticed was that the water was warm. The second was that I wasn’t drowning. So my priorities were a bit backward. What can I say? I was having a bad day.


I opened my eyes, panicking, ready to swim to the surface, but the ghostly apparition hovering inches from my nose startled me. I opened my mouth, choking as it filled with surprisingly sweet water. Water rushed down my throat, but instead of the expected burn of oxygen-deprived lungs, I felt only the pulsing rush of healing magic, taking away my pain, mending my bones and soothing my scorched skin. I hadn’t suddenly grown gills, and the water hadn’t held this sort of power the night before, so I assumed this miracle belonged to the hazy white figure floating before me like a half-translucent cloud.


Mama? I wasn’t sure why the figure reminded me of my mother, but there was something about her that struck a memory I couldn’t quite grasp. The figure separated, letting me see the others floating around us, nearly invisible in the watery sunlight.


Like a chorus, low and high female and male voices spoke. We apologize for the harm we caused you. It was not our intention.


I spun in the water, wincing at the movement. More magic moved into me, pulsing in my blood as it took my pain away. At least thirteen, they surrounded me.


Not your intention, I thought in response. You did this? Where’s Jacq? Not waiting for a response, I swam toward the surface.


Stay, said the most solid of the group as she blocked my ascent. You are not fully healed. Our powers work best in the water. You must stay. Her ghostly face was concerned, empathetic, but despite the pain that shot through my bones as I left their healing circle, there was something there that made me move around her and swim faster—fear. She’d avoided answering my questions and I needed to know why. Immediately.


Gasping, I broke the surface and made it to the edge of the black rock with a speed I didn’t know I possessed. Jacq lay in the same spot as before. Several of the spirits surrounded her, their presence against the black floor like a thin fog in the bright light. The spirits had covered her with silver-threaded white robes. Nearly crying with pain, I crawled to her side.


“What did you do?” I laid my hand over her forehead.


Eyes open, glazed white with power, Jacq stared at the ceiling, her face still, the movement of her chest up and down with breath the only indication she lived. The connection between our minds was open, but there was nothing there.


The almost-solid one answered, She is being prepared for the Trial. After the Great War, a pact was made with the Demons that we would mete out judgment to our people for the crime of stealing another’s mate. Do not worry. She is the last of our kind. We would not harm her body, nor break her. Her punishment will be in her mind only.


I shuddered. If there was one thing I’d learned this past week, it was that mental torture could be far, far worse than physical. “No.” I looked at the spirits, my anger sparking, “Bring her back. Now!”


No, the leader denied flatly, it is the law. You will remain here. She will be returned to you within three days. She gestured to the other spirits.


Jacq’s body began to levitate, the spirits taking her from me. I threw myself across Jacq’s chest, fire bubbling in my veins, muting the pain of my burned skin rubbing against her robes.


“Damn the law!” I yelled through gritted teeth. “It was a simple mistake, a missed signature that will be rectified as soon as we return to my world.”


The white crystals in the wall began to pulse slowly. I prepared for another blast. Spirits collected around us, putting more power into raising Jacq’s body. I rose with her, my toes scraping the floor. Apparently, logic was wasted on this group.


You belong to another. You have no right to claim our daughter,
the spirits chorused. And that was absolutely the wrong thing to say.


Within me, my demon-half stirred. My fire rose and I let it, filling my eyes with the hell I would bring forth if they took my love from me. Deep beneath us, within the core of this land, another fire stirred, responding to my unintended call. I smiled grimly. This volcano was not as extinct as Jacq and her people thought.


I met the leader’s hazy gaze. “I belong to no one but Jacqueline Slone D’Artanian. And she belongs to none but me. Bring her back or there will be consequences,” I growled, my voice full of dark promises.


The leader raised a transparent hand, halting her people. Consequences?
Her white brows rose in disbelief. What can a girl such as you do to us? We are the life of this land. You cannot harm or destroy us.


I released a small amount of power and tugged, pulling on the earth beneath us. I was an earth witch who could call fire. I had never before been near a volcano, but at this moment, within the belly of one seemed the perfect place for a witch such as me. The ground beneath us rumbled. Beyond the warded wall, birds and animals screamed, sensing the land’s sudden unrest.


“I can do plenty. Bring her back immediately, unharmed and in full retention of her mind and senses. Or…” Fire filled my eyes and the darkness hiding deep within my soul drew near. “I rain down fire and ash on this land until the skies turn dark and the valleys flow with molten rock. When I’m through, there will be no life left in your paradise.” I spat the word. This was no paradise. It was a mausoleum for the spirits of a people long gone. And they were about to take from it the one woman who made it any sort of home.


They were fools.


I didn’t know if I had the power to do as I threatened. But I was willing to die trying, and there was a good bet I’d take more than a few of Jacq’s relatives with me when I went. And from the way the leader’s hazy face stilled, her gaze intensifying as she watched me, she knew it.


This law was demanded by the demons,
the chorus said.


As if they all shared one mind, the leader continued thoughtfully, As their blood you may ask that we acquit our daughter of this crime and displace the punishment. Is this your wish?


I looked at Jacq. She was so empty. I blinked back a tear. “Yes.” My voice was strong but hoarse with emotion. Things had gone so wrong. This was supposed to be our time together, without family or judgments, without the tides of old wars and those yet to come. But here we were, neither able to escape the curse of our blood and the sins committed by others long before our births.


Understand that in doing so, the leader continued more gently, raising my chin with an ethereal hand, her touch warm against my skin, you must take the punishment in her place. She looked into my eyes, her own solidifying briefly as they glowed silver. It would be painful but brief, perhaps an hour. Your kind is not made to endure such but it must be. Our laws cannot be circumvented so easily. They were created for our protection. To break them would be to say our existence no longer had value.


“I understand,” I whispered. And I did. Without forms, these spirits had nothing to cling to but their past. Destroying their world, destroying Jacq’s world, would be an easier battle than trying to convince them they were wrong, that they should look to a future that would never be theirs. I looked to the leader and said, “Whenever you’re ready.”


She nodded. They lowered Jacq’s body, lowering mine with it. She said, Some things are better done without—


My mind was consumed by pain. My vision blurred as they lowered me to the ground. The last thing I saw was the leader, hovering inches above me. Their forms dissolved, vanishing like mists melting under the day’s heat, but her voice stayed in my head.


An hour, she said. After which, I promise you will think twice before making a threat you cannot carry out.


An hour? She was being generous. It wouldn’t take that long. In fact, I was already thinking twice about threatening—really making any sort of conversation with—people you could literally see through. I even opened my mouth to tell her so…but all that came out was a scream.


My hour had come.
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Romulus Legion: twin brother to Risa Legion; recently moved to the NOLA area; seriously injured during the battle against Nicodemus; under the care of the Delacy family. Classification: weretiger.
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Serena: surame not given; also known as the Queen of Secrets; Master vampire for The Burg and surrounding areas; Vampire Queen of Mississippi; sister to Seth, Vampire King of Louisiana; her brother’s enforcer and preferred interrogator; of Viking heritage; has tremendous skills for reading minds and communicating telepathically; business partners with Darryl Quinton in The Burg nightclub Lady D’s House of Delights. Classification: vampire.


Seth: surname not given; Master vampire of NOLA and surrounding areas; Vampire King of Louisiana and the Southern States; leader of The Kin; brother to Serena, Vampire Queen of Mississippi; of Viking heritage; before death a Nordic silversmith turned warrior. Classification: vampire


Titus: of the House of S’louth; bodiless demonic spirit; brother to Artus and Nicodemus of S’louth; killed and possessed Peter Traylor; suspected allegiance to The Betrayer. Classification: demon of unknown rank.


Vanguard Aditya: nephew and trusted guard of Kathryn, Queen of Denoir; cousin and ally of Falcon Aditya. Classification: demon elite.


Wrin: friend and trusted ally of Prince Falcon Aditya. Classification: hellhound.



 
Glossary


Adynamos: someone born of a guardian house but unable to open and control darkmirrors; may hear The Lira but are unable to manipulate it; often classified simply as a witch; may also be classified as a human adynamos, witch adynamos, or other depending upon how the guardian blood was diluted over the generations.


Alpha: leader of a Were pack; a position often achieved through mortal combat or competition to prove dominance; more rarely may be voted in by pack elders but position must afterward be held with power, dominance, and varying degrees of diplomacy.


Beast Clan: a reference to Weres who follow the pack hierarchy.


Beast-Kin: archaic term for a Were.


Beta: Were Second within his/her pack hierachy.


Boralis: also known as fire-eaters because of the red glow of their iridescent skin; a magical piranha; consumes magic or anything infused with it.


Burg, The: abbreviation for Hattiesburg, Mississippi; located approximately three hours by car from New Orleans, Louisiana.


Council, The: also known as The Supernatural Council or Guild Council; the Supernatural ruling body comprised of the Primes and their agents; responsible for making and enforcing the laws governing Supernaturals; responsible for investigating crimes against fellow Supernaturals.


Damphyre: half-vampire, half-other, human or Supernatural being; may have vampiric strengths and weaknesses to a lesser degree.


Darkmirror: mirrored black stones usually shaped into portals or gates; can be opened with sufficient power and control to facilitate travel and communication between worlds or locations on the same world.


Darkmirror Agency, The: private investigative, runner, and bounty hunter business run by the Delacy family.


Dark-rider: a possessing spirit; frequently forces out the soul of the body it possesses; considered the blackest of magics.


Denoir: the first of Hell’s seven realms.


Elite: demon royal or noble blood; like guardians, a few of these have the ability to open and travel through darkmirrors.


Gate-keeper: archaic term for guardian.


Genesis, The: the period of time during which The Supernatural Council brought the magical community out of hiding.


Guardian: a member of the seven guardian houses; can open and travel through darkmirrors using their blood, power, and will; an ability often hid as it is highly coveted within the magical community.


Hellhound: hounds bred by the Demon Elite for hunting purposes; many times larger and more vicious than their earthen counterparts; possess the ability to track their prey through any plane of existence; characterized by black eyes that glow red during moments of aggression or bloodlust.


Kin, The: New Orleans’ Vampire Mafia; often also used as a term for a vampire in general.


Ley Lines: best described like waterways or paths of power within the magical plane; can range from small trickles to large rivers of power; influenced by alignments of land forms, monuments, water fords and other natural and man-made objects within the physical plane; whether or not ley-lines are formed by or conversely responsible for forming these alignments is unknown; small ley lines can be tapped and harnessed for use, such as the lines incorporated into the wards surrounding the Delacy homestead.


Lira, The: aka song of power; the resonance created by darkmirrors; can be heard by guardians and some of their descendants over great distances; it is believed that guardians manipulate The Lira when they interact with a darkmirror.


Magical Plane: where the universe and the objects within it can be viewed on a purely magical level; contains thousands of variations of every color, brighter and more beautiful than the eye can comprehend; may be viewed using the mind’s eye or traveled through using a process similar to but more dangerous than astral projection.


Magick: archaic spelling of magic.


Mind’s Eye: the place within a witch or other Supernatural being where they go to view the universe’s magical planes.


NOLA: abbreviation for New Orleans, Louisiana.


Otherworld, The: usually used in reference to the seven realms of Hell but may also refer to worlds beyond these realms.


Phers: also known as Were phers; pheromones released by those infected with Lycanthropy; phers increase emotions, particularly lust.


Prime: the most powerful of a group, Witch, Were, Vampire, Fae or otherwise; each Prime holds a seat on the Supernatural Council.


Raptor: name given to the nesreterka, a demonic creature from the Illtrath Plane; resembles a miniature blue t-rex dinosaur; hunts in packs; controlled by Nicodemus and his brothers; later sent home through an activated darkmirror by Cate Delacy and her helpers.


Rune: magical character or symbol; often taken from ancient languages; items inscribed with such characters or symbols; used often for spell casting.


Selenocid: translated as “master of” or
“worshipper of” the moon; slur or identification for those demons from the House of the Gray Moon.


SCU, Supernatural Crimes Unit: human-run law enforcement agency responsible for investigating Supernatural crimes against humans.


Son of Drakōn:
archaic term for vampire; possibly of demonic origin.


Suppression Amulets: wooden disks that may be worn around the neck or at other locations touching the body; enspelled using liquid Were phers and other ingredients; once activated they help suppress the effects of Were phers.


Void, The: the area of complete nothingness between worlds; traveled through using darkmirrors; comparable in some ways but not quite the same as the vacuum of space.


Wards: barriers erected by word, symbol, and or spelled object for protective purposes; often pull their power from the elements but may also be powered by a living object; items as small as a person or as large as a skyscraper may be warded.


Ward Stones: stones buried, placed in an object, or carried on a person’s body to draw power from the elements, ley lines, or other sources; used to power protective barriers.


Were: those born or infected with Lycanthropy; may have longer life, inhuman strength, animalistic speed, and the ability to shift partially or fully into an animal form.
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