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Chapter 1
 
You can do this, Bree Jenkins told herself firmly as she walked up the front steps of St. Anselm’s church. This is insane, was her next thought as she grasped the cold handle of the door. She froze in mid action, angel on one shoulder, devil on another. Almost literally. Her Demonsense rose like toxic smoke. The child must already be here.
An eight-year-old boy. It was probably the only thing that could have lured her out of hiding. And Dion had known that, known she couldn't say no when a child was involved. The canny bastard had been waiting for a case like this. 
The dull Seattle rain went from misting to drizzling, and she forced herself into motion, pulled open the heavy wood door, and entered the church. The smell of dry dust and incense hit her nose, and she sneezed. Father Anselm hovered just inside like a nervous bird, tugging on the stole around his neck. "Jeremy and his foster mother have already arrived," he said in a low voice. 
"Is Valerie here?" Bree asked, digging in the pocket of her raincoat. Bingo. She fished out the dried up ball of kleenex, teased it apart and wiped at her nose.
"Not yet. Did you want to meet Jeremy now or wait for your second?"
"I'll wait," Bree answered, heat rising in her face as she shoved the tissue back in her pocket. There was no real reason to wait, she was just scared out of her tiny mind. She wondered how obvious it was, and the answer came to her almost immediately, via her Reader sense. It was there in the way Father Anselm's eyes darted down and to the left, in how he shifted his weight on his feet to move himself just that extra inch away from her. Her own fear was infecting the priest. Which was ridiculous. She wouldn't have been assigned primary on this one if the demon was a big one. Okay, maybe semi-ridiculous. If you weren't afraid of exorcisms, you'd never done one.
Her Demonsense clamored, and she took a deep breath and focused on tucking it away in the back of her brain. She'd need it later, but right now, it was just frazzling her nerves.
An awkward silence fell as they stood in the foyer of the church. Mercifully, the door to the nave was closed. Her stomach filled with acid, knowing a demon was just on the other side of that door. Possessing a little boy, she reminded herself, trying to build up some sense of outrage. That was what used to help her overcome the fear. Her hatred of demons was a dense, layered thing, but the horror of Seth's death had blanketed it with a terror just as dense. 
"Perhaps we should pray?" Father Anselm asked.
"That would be good."
He folded his hands, closed his eyes, and intoned, "Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name..."
Bree's lips moved along with the priest's, but skepticism rang an antiphon in her head. You don't believe this anymore. God won't protect you. She tried to recapture the sense of comfort the prayer used to bring, but it remained elusive. And that wasn't good. Faith helped power the magical energy of exorcism spells. It was an ally she was used to having, imperfect though her faith had always been. 
Father Anselm had gotten through the Our Father and had just started in on a Hail Mary when Valerie breezed in, rain sparkling in the dark, curly hair framing her face. She was tiny, her head just topping Bree's shoulder. "Oops, sorry to interrupt," she chirped, skidding to a halt. 
"No trouble at all, really," Father Anselm said, bending a little at the waist, as if he were speaking to a child. 
"I'm Valerie Katzman. I'm guessing you're Father Anselm, and you must be Bree." She stuck her hand out to shake.
"Good to meet you," Bree said automatically as she shook hands, already sizing up her second. A good amount of confidence there, as well as some nervous excitement. Clearly, Valerie hadn't yet been at an exorcism that had gone badly wrong. On balance, Bree decided that was a good thing. Someone ought to be showing a little optimism around here. 
Valerie put down her orange messenger bag, and Father Anselm reached for her coat as she shucked it, prompting Bree to get out of hers. She shrugged off her backpack and set in on the floor, then handed over her coat. As the priest went to hang up their wet jackets, she turned to Valerie. "I know we talked on the phone, but I thought it would be a good idea for us to compare notes on equipment and spells just to make sure we're both clear."
"No worries, I've worked with Catholics before," Valerie replied with a smile.  
They both bent over their respective bags and laid out their exorcism kits. Bree's was relatively simple. Just her grandmother's gold crucifix, a bottle of holy water, one of salt, and a battered red bible. Bree donned the crucifix as Valerie laid out her shofar, giving the ram's horn an affectionate little pat, a censor full of incense, a purple bic lighter, a silver necklace on a red cord that Valerie helpfully labeled a Haari amulet, and a bundle of candles inscribed with Hebrew characters. 
"So that's it, that's my stuff. I generally charge the candles when laying the warding circle around the subject," Valerie said.
"That will be fine," Bree reassured her. "I'd say go ahead with the incense once the demon starts to engage, but hold off with the shofar unless you end up having to take primary. I don't usually work with sound in that way, and I'm afraid it'd distract me."
"Works for me. So, shall we start warding?" She pulled a black marker from her pocket and got to work, drawing warding symbols on her palms to inhibit the demon from possessing her if it got free. They wouldn't work on a truly powerful demon, but this one was in the low to mid power range, as advertised. Bree could tell that through the door. Bree took the marker from Valerie and did her own palms, triggering the warding spell with a little inward twist of power. It was familiar and strange at the same time. She'd been avoiding power use for months.
"Ready?" Valerie asked her.
Bree swallowed, and turned to look for Father Anselm. He was just returning from wherever he'd gotten off to with their coats, cassock flapping around his legs as he hurried up. His narrow face was flushed. "I think we're ready to go," Bree told him. "Do you have any questions?"
Father Anselm gave Valerie an anxious look. "Would you be offended if my prayers called on Jesus or Mary?"
Valerie shook her head. "Not at all, Father. The spells all weave together on an energetic level. The words don't really matter, except in how they work for you emotionally. It's all about raising the energy."
Ah, the enthusiasm of the newbie. Dion had assured her Valerie had taken primary before, but now Bree wished she had asked how often. She waited for a pause in Valerie's giddy rush of information to say, "We'd better not wait any longer. The boy and his foster mother are already here." 
Valerie stopped talking, and a distracted look appeared on her face. "Okay, now I can feel the demon." 
Well, most people's Demonsense wasn't as strong as hers. Dion was always insisting she'd gone high power on Demonsense and Exorcist powers, but Bree didn't want to get tested. She'd finagled almost a year and a half's respite from exorcisms after being widowed, and that would be well and truly ended if word got out she was high power. 
Bree led the way to the door of the sanctuary and opened it. Apparently, it had been blocking a certain amount of sound, because a child's screech greeted her immediately. She could see the boy and his foster mother in a pew near the front of the church, where they were engaged in some kind of struggle. Mostly likely, the boy was trying to leave. She shouldn't have left them unattended for so long. 
She strode down the aisle, starting at last to feel just a bit like her old self. She approached the pair and said, "Hi, I'm Bree. I'm here to help you out."
The woman looked up at her with a face lined with strain. She had the boy pinned with both hands gripping his upper arms. The boy was a round-faced towhead with hazel eyes much like Bree's, tending a bit more towards green than brown. The demon was there in his gaze, though not at the surface. "I'm Carla, and this here is Jeremy," the woman said. She was slight in build, and her frizzy brown hair was pulled back into a serviceable ponytail. Valerie introduced herself as well, voice subdued. 
Bree knelt down to put herself closer to Jeremy's level. "I know you've been having some troubles, Jeremy. Something inside you is making you act up, making you be mean to other people. It's something called a demon. Father Anselm and Valerie and I know how to help kids with that."
"Don't want no help," Jeremy mumbled, eyes downcast. 
The demon had receded in a futile attempt to hide its presence. "I know all this might be scary, but it's kind of like going to the doctor. Not a bunch of fun, but you feel a lot better once you get the medicine." 
Bree put out a finger, gently raised his chin and looked into his eyes, trying to connect with him, whatever of him was still left with a demon taking up much of his consciousness. Her Reader sense was at high pitch, feeding her data and coming up with patterns. His gaze slid away immediately, and she didn't think that was due to the demon. He was rigid in Carla's grip, his body canted away from her even while one of his hands clutched the hem of her sweater. A trauma history of some kind, that went without saying for just about any foster child, but it went deep with this one. Father Anselm had told her some of the boy's story. He'd been difficult to manage even before the possession, with outbursts of rage, physical aggression towards other children, and a tendency toward cruelty to animals. Demons didn't go after children often, usually finding a richer diet in violently inclined adults, but children like this were vulnerable to demon possession. There was so much pain for the demon to work with. 
Bree stood back up and addressed Carla. "We're going to be working in front of the altar. We'll make a circle around Jeremy with candles, and Father Anselm will be there with him. We'll be doing some prayers, and then we'll help the demon come out of Jeremy." 
"Is there anything I can do to help?" Carla asked. 
"Just be here where Jeremy can see you when it's all over. Once we get started, though, I'll want you in the back of the church. No matter what you see or hear, don't approach until we tell you it's over. As you know, the process isn't without danger. But as I'm sure Father Anselm told you..." Bree hesitated, not sure how much to say in front of Jeremy. She didn't want to frighten him more than he already was. 
"I know there's more risk in doing nothing. I just hope all this is real. He's been through so much already." Carla's face went soft as she glanced down at the back of the boy's head. 
"It's real, all right," Valerie piped up. "But don't you worry, it's going to be fine."
Unless it's not fine, Bree thought grimly to herself. There was a higher chance of the demon killing the host when they possessed a child. They tended to overfeed on children. 
Bree paced out the circle, then Valerie laid out her candles while Bree set up her supplies facing the altar. Father Anselm spoke quietly with Carla. The demon was quiescent, the boy still, but that would change in short order. Finally, things were set up to Bree's satisfaction, and she told Father Anselm, "It's time."
The priest put out a hand to Jeremy, but the child ignored it, a stubborn look descending on his features. There was an undignified struggle as Carla let go of the boy and Father Anselm got a grip on him. "These people are just trying to help you," Carla said tearfully as Father Anselm dragged Jeremy into the circle. Bree felt queasy at the sight. She'd done exorcisms on children before, and they were always the most emotionally difficult. What on earth had she been thinking to agree to this as her first one back? 
She squared her shoulders and entered the circle. She would just have to make it work. Valerie's voice was a soft murmur behind her as the young woman activated the last of the candles. The warm, tingling rush of wards rising washed across Bree's back. Jeremy jerked against Father Anselm's hold, and the priest's face was pale and set. 
Bree put the bottle of holy water and her bible down at her feet, and pulled off the cork on the bottle of salt she'd kept in her hand, stowing the cork in the pocket of her jeans. She poured some salt out into her palm. "Holy Father," she began, reaching inside to activate her base energy, "bless this salt that it may serve your will." Her energy swelled, and she felt a portion of it permeating the salt. As energy and salt connected, she felt a rush of well being, and the sensation nearly brought tears to her eyes. It had been so very long since she used power. 
She began walking the circle just inside the candles, pouring out salt as she went. This was the beginning of raising energy for the exorcism. It started as energy from her body, from that mysterious place she was born with, but as she walked the circle, the energy began to take on a life of it's own. She could feel it forming a positive feedback loop with Valerie's wards. Valerie had done well; the wards were tuned specifically for exorcism. Her estimation of her second's skill level grew. 
As she finished the circle, she put her tongue to her palm, the salt making her mouth water. At the same moment, she triggered her will energy to complete the spell. As the magical energy throbbed more fully to life, Jeremy whined, "I don't want to, let me go!" Bree didn't let herself look at him. It wasn't time to begin the dance with the demon.
She re-corked the salt bottle, set it down, then opened the one full of holy water. She sprinkled it as she walked the circle again, praying as she went, and to her relief, the spell energy intensified further. Her Exorcist ability helped her feel and shape the energy. The energy of the salt spell was white, that of the holy water spell silver. They wove together in an intricate binding that contained demonic energy. Father Anselm's lips moved in quiet prayer, and with her heightened senses, Bree could see that small, natural power of faith surrounding him like a gold mist. She glanced around at Valerie, and the energy around her was a blue-green light wavering in the air. It was beautiful. Too bad it was all so fragile. Yes, the spells could contain a demon, but only so long as it wasn't too strong. It could all come down like a house of cards if she misjudged the strength of a demon. Which she had only ever done once, during her last exorcism. 
Bree felt her nascent confidence wavering at that thought. She took a deep breath and refocused. She put down the bottle of water and picked up her bible. Almost on cue, her Demonsense surged. Demons could recognize the energy of exorcism spells, as most had been exorcised numerous times in their eons of experience. And this demon was being drawn to the surface by it. 
Bree looked into Jeremy's eyes as she began to draw on her will energy. Her gut twisted at the orange light she saw there. Funny to think the priest wouldn't be able to see it when, to her eyes, the demon sign positively glowed. This was going to move quickly if the demon was that close to the surface already. "Dear Lord, bless this working with your word," she said, raising the bible before her. Her voice held an embarrassing quaver as she spoke. "Bless all present here today in your service. We come together to relieve this boy, Jeremy, of the influence of evil. He has been taken by a demon unwilling." 
The final words of the activation caused a familiar mix of excitement and dread to well up inside Bree. The dread, she had expected. The excitement not so much, and it was encouraging. That was the part of her ready to do battle with the demon. 
She walked toward Jeremy, who had gone completely still. At every step, her Demonsense spiked further. And at this point, that's what she wanted it to do, in spite of the nausea it caused. Jeremy's eyes widened in fear, but Bree wasn't buying it. Her Demonsense let her know the demon had moved to the forefront of Jeremy's consciousness. It was in control now, miming the expressions of a terrified child. 
She moved the bible closer to Jeremy, and he reared back, head impacting with a thud against Father Anselm's chest. "All sacred scripture is anathema to demon kind," Bree said conversationally. She wasn't talking to Jeremy.
"I want to go home," Jeremy whimpered convincingly. 
"Perhaps we should try blessed salt next." Bree turned back and set the bible on the floor, and picked up the narrow glass bottle of salt. Bree wished that plastic didn't kill off most magical energy. She'd cut herself on broken glass during exorcisms too many times to count. Once again, she poured salt into her palm, and she approached Jeremy. She felt some of the salt sticking to the sweat that had broken out on her hands as her Demonsense rose. She held her hand palm up and, gathering her will energy, spoke the words, "Reveal yourself, demon," and blew the salt gently onto the boy.
Jeremy convulsed and howled, voice rising until it was a painful shriek. Father Anselm's voice rose along with the boy's, his prayers coming faster. He blinked at the sweat dribbling down into his eyes.
Bree felt a moment's triumph. This was going to be easy. Only a young demon would show itself so early in the process. And the faster the process went, the more likely her spells would hold.
"I see you, demon," she said, in a half-shout to override Jeremy's continual thin wail. "I see you and I command you. Leave this child. You have no place here." As she spoke, she sent her Demonsense questing, seeking to attune with this particular demon's energy. As she felt a connection click into place, Jeremy's shrieking cut off. He straightened up and looked Bree in the eye, a canny, weirdly adult look descending on his features. 
"I'd like to tie you down and let a dog fuck you," the boy said.
Bree couldn't help flinching at his words. She was used to this kind of talk from demons, but it was far more disturbing coming from a child. She reminded herself that she had the upper hand here.
"So you're ready to show yourself. Ready to test my power. I assure you, you can't win." 
Jeremy hissed like a cat, lips pulled back from his teeth. 
"Such a small demon. Is that the best you can do?"
Jeremy lunged hard against Father Anselm's grip and got an arm free. He raked his nails down his own face, hard enough to draw blood. Bree's adrenalin surged. This was a risky part of the working. Some demons began damaging their host when they felt threatened. For some reason, they were more likely to do it when possessing children. That's why Father Anselm had taken the risk of being in the circle with the demon. He got a grip on Jeremy's wrist and forced the child's hand away from his face. Jeremy turned his head, quick as a snake, and sank his teeth into Father Anselm's hand. The priest uttered a small cry of protest as he instinctively tried to pull away. The boy bit down harder and worried at the priest's hand like a dog, coming away with a chunk of flesh.
Bree resisted the impulse to step forward and help in restraining the boy. Some demons could jump to another host on physical contact, and that was something she had to avoid at all costs. The demon would far prefer her to Father Anselm, given she was powered. Powered were like candy to demons.
 Instead, she pushed harder with her Demonsense, forcing her base energy along that conduit, and attuned more closely with the demon's energy. She was feeling for the shape of it within the boy's consciousness so that she could snare it with her will energy. Father Anselm struggled to restrain Jeremy without getting too close to his teeth. Blood dripped down his wrist. The boy had dropped to the ground, trying to dislodge the priest's other hand by pulling against it with all his weight.
"I will kill you for this!" Jeremy shrieked as he dangled in Father Anselm's grip. "You cannot force me out! This is my food, mine!"
"Tell me your name," Bree demanded, squeezing against the demon's energy with her own. She had it surrounded now, she could feel all of it. It roiled in her grasp like oil, and smoke, and blood. She smothered a strong impulse to gag at the feel of it. 
"I won't, you fucking cunt!" the child screamed. Father Anselm was down on the floor with him. He'd succeeded resuming his hold on Jeremy's upper arms, and had them pulled back behind the boy's body. The priest's distress at the whole process was plain to see on his face. Bree was glad the demon couldn't see it. He'd sense a weakness there and start in on the priest. Bree had to keep the demon's attention on herself.
"Holy Father, free this child from evil, I pray," Bree said breathlessly. Her abilities were stretched tight, holding the energy of the circle, keeping attunement with the demon, and focusing her will energy into her link with the demon. The demon fought her, but she almost had it. If she could just get its name, the link would be complete, and she could pull the demon out of the boy. She could do it without the name, but it would take more energy, and she was nearing her limit. 
The realization came at her sideways. This demon was stronger than she thought, much stronger. She'd only ever misjudged the strength of a demon during that last exorcism. And she was rusty, she could feel it. Her will energy was sluggish to respond, and it took more effort than it should to get it to engage through the channel of her Demonsense. 
"Your name!" she ground out, pressing with all her might against the demon.
Jeremy stilled, and the orange light of the demon filled his eyes. His gaze caught Bree's, and the boy smiled. That smile sent a shaft of dread through Bree, and her will energy faltered. "I will burn him if you do not release me," Jeremy said, with that teeth grating harmonic to his voice the possessed got when the demon was fully in control and no longer hiding.
Bree felt like the floor tilted under her. The demon could do it. Demons rarely burned their hosts because it hurt the demon to do it. And they could only do it on exiting the host, something they obviously didn't want to do. It was usually a hollow threat. 
"I will not allow it," Bree said, trying to force conviction into her voice. 
Jeremy's eyes narrowed. Dear God, the demon sensed her weakness. She tried again to press with her will energy, to establish dominance, but the energy didn't respond. 
"You fear my fire," Jeremy whispered. He closed his eyes, and Bree felt the demonic energy surge with heat. And she panicked, she couldn't help it. She tried to force the demon out, even though she didn't have a full grip on it, even though her attunement was failing. She felt a spear of searing heat between her eyes as the demon lashed out at her through the link she'd established with her Demonsense. The structure of the surrounding spells shuddered. The boy's face reddened, and sweat burst out of him.
"I will burn him. His skin will crack and melt, and he will die in agony."
Bree's body froze, and her mind hurtled backwards, like a roller coaster in reverse, dipping and swerving, leaving her dizzy and disoriented. Fire. Fire filled her sight, and Seth in the middle of it, burning. The demon howled its defiance. The subject, a teenaged girl, writhed on the floor in agony, screaming until blood vessels in her eyes burst, filling the whites with a red haze. Bree wailed, “Seth, God no, Seth!” The demon’s stench was everywhere, throbbing with nauseating power.  
Bree desperately reached for the ritual energy Seth had raised for the exorcism, cast forth her Demonsense to attune with the demon, but it was too late, too late for Seth.  He collapsed before her eyes, blackened and crackling as he hit the floor, his face a mass of melted flesh, hair and beard burned away. 
The blast of the shofar sounding pulled her out of the flashback. Bree was on her knees, and Valerie was standing before her. "I command you, depart!" Valerie shouted. With what was left of her tattered senses, Bree felt the demon sucked away into an opening that had appeared in the air. With an almost audible snap, the opening closed. Valerie gestured with her hands, and the wards and exorcism spells surrounding them dispersed. 
"It's finished," Valerie said breathlessly over her shoulder. At first, Bree thought Valerie was talking to her, but then she heard the slap of shoes against stone floor as Carla ran down the aisle. Valerie moved to one side, and Bree could see Jeremy. He was lying on the floor, Father Anselm kneeling over him. One side of the boy's face was badly burned. Bree had to press a hand to her mouth to keep from throwing up. She had caused this. Her failure had caused this. 
Carla brushed passed her and knelt on the other side of Jeremy. "Oh my God, Jeremy, honey!" Bree could no longer see the boy, but she heard him begin to cry. "It hurts!" he whimpered.
"Don't touch it, baby, it'll only hurt worse," Carla said tearfully.
"You must take him to the emergency room immediately," Father Anselm said, one hand clutching the wound on his wrist.
"What on earth will I tell them?" 
"Tell them he overturned a pan of boiling water on the stove."
"They'll never believe me. They'll think I did it. Oh God, what's happening now?" Jeremy had gone limp, and his whole body shuddered.
Valerie replied. "I know it looks like a seizure, but it's just an after reaction to the possession. It won't hurt him. In fact, he'll probably pass out when it stops, and that would be a blessing."
"I almost can't believe it really happened," Carla said, reaching down to gather up Jeremy in her arms. "But what else could explain his face burning for no reason like that?"
"I'm so very sorry that happened. It's rare, but it is a risk," Valerie answered. Her voice was weary, her innate perkiness wrung out of her.
Bree knew she should be the one apologizing. She opened her mouth to say so, but nothing came out. Her brain didn't seem to be working. She felt like her head was packed tight in a box full of cotton balls. 
"Remember that it was very likely the demon would have killed him if we hadn't forced it out," Father Anselm said, though his voice lacked conviction. 
"I know, I know," Carla replied, working her arms under the boy's body. She leaned back on her heels and tried to get to her feet with Jeremy in her arms, but she couldn't manage it. Father Anselm stood up and got an arm around her, helping her up. "I can take him out to the car for you," he offered.
"No, I want to hold him," Carla said softly. She turned to face Valerie and said, "Thank you so much for what you did. I can see this was dangerous for both you and Bree. Thank you as well, Bree. I hope you're okay?"
Bree could only nod. She couldn't bear to meet Carla's eyes, to see the ridiculous kindness that would forgive her for this. Carla turned and left, and Father Anselm followed close behind.
Valerie squatted down in front of Bree once the others had gone. "What happened there?" she asked. It was clear she was trying to sound neutral, but a tone of accusation tinged her voice.
Bree licked her dry lips and forced herself to respond. "I had a flashback. My husband was burned to death by a demon. I really thought the flashbacks were over. I hadn't had one for six months." 
"You look really drained. I should probably drive you home."
Bree shook her head. "I'll be okay in a minute." She maneuvered herself until she was sitting cross-legged on the cold floor. "Just let me rest here for a bit."
Valerie nodded and began cleaning up both hers and Bree's supplies. Miraculously, Bree's bottles of salt and holy water had survived intact. Valerie set them in front of her, along with Bree's bible. She disappeared up the aisle, then came back with both their coats, her messenger bag and Bree's black daypack. After she had packed both their supplies away, she squatted down in front of Bree again. "You're sure you're okay to drive home?" 
"I'm sure."
Valerie stood up. "You know, maybe you shouldn't do exorcisms yet. Maybe you should, like, go to a therapist, get some help with those flashbacks. I know a powered therapist who works with this stuff."
Bree was too tired and demoralized to explain that she had already done all that. She just wanted Valerie gone. She couldn't stand to face her a moment longer. She had put all their lives at risk with her failure, and the guilt was choking her. She nodded, and managed to say, "It's okay, I've already got a therapist. You were great. I'm lucky I had you as second today."
Valerie's face lit up with a sweet smile. "Thank you! You take care now."
"You too."
Valerie left her sitting there, sitting alone with her failure, the image of Jeremy's burned face seared into her memory, to join the parade of ugly images from past exorcisms. Except this one was her fault. It was entirely and completely her fault. 
The hell of it was, that wouldn't stop the pressure on her to do it again. Accidents like this were a part of doing exorcisms, and there were never enough Exorcists to keep the tide of demons at bay. She would have to do this all over again. 
And it would be even more dangerous if what she'd experienced with this particular demon was true. Misjudging the strength of a demon was incredibly dangerous, for the exorcist as well as the subject, and she was pretty sure it had happened twice now. Today, with Jeremy, and during that last exorcism with Seth. He'd been primary, but she'd assessed that demon herself as secondary, and hadn't thought it at all capable of breaking away from Seth's power. 
Bree did not like where her thoughts were leading her. If demons were somehow developing an ability to mask how strong they were, more possessed would be hurt or killed, and more exorcists would die. Getting back in the game was going to be even more deadly than she'd feared. 



Chapter 2
 
Bree was engaged in the homely task of chopping potatoes for soup on a rainy October afternoon, almost two weeks after Jeremy's exorcism, when she felt a chill breeze across her back. She glanced at the back door. Damn, she'd failed to check that the doorknob had caught after she took out the compost. She was annoyed with herself. This was not new, as she'd been annoyed with herself pretty much continually since the exorcism. 
She walked over to the back door, opened it, and stepped out onto the small wooden stoop. There was a roof over it, but the wind was coming from the west, and it blew rain into her face. She welcomed it, closing her eyes, feeling the scatter of drops pattering against her skin like random, miniature torpedoes of water. She stood like that for some time, long enough to get cold. She wanted the cold, anything to distract her from her irritability.  
She was pulled out of her grim reverie by the sensation of a cat brushing against her leg as it dashed inside. Bree opened her eyes and turned to see not just one, but two cats lurking in the doorway between the kitchen and the small dining area beyond, a calico and a young black cat. 
“Oh, come on!” Bree cried in frustration. This was all she needed, another round of home invasion cats to wrangle. She stalked inside, and the cats ran for it, deeper into the house, toward her living room. “I am in no mood,” she growled as she grabbed for the black cat. It was too fast, and made it under the couch. The calico, an old hand at the game, had already retreated up the stairs towards her bedroom.  
Bree was on her knees, reaching under the couch for the black one, when the doorbell rang. She sat up, one hand pushing her long brown hair back, and closed her eyes, reaching for patience. The doorbell sounded again, and she got to her feet and went to the door. She checked through the peephole, and there stood Dion Evans, in all his glory. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she muttered. She briefly considered pretending she wasn’t home, but he’d probably heard her coming to the door, so, reluctantly, she opened it.
“Bree baby, what’s goin’ on?” He greeted her with a dimpled smile, brilliantly white in his dark face. The smile faded quickly as he took in her strained expression. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”
Something in his sympathetic gaze triggered the threat of self-pitying tears. "Not really. I'm just in a bit of a mood." She took a breath and forced down the tears. “Come on in.” She backed away to make room for him. He stepped around the black cat, which had followed her to the door. She took a stab at herding it outside with her foot, but the annoying little fur ball dodged her nimbly. She gave up and shut the door. 
“So what’s making it a bad day?” Dion asked as he hung up his coat on a hook by the door and led the way into the living room. 
Bree's mood veered back toward annoyance. It was Dion who'd talked her into doing that last exorcism in the first place. "I haven't been doing that great since, you know."
"The exorcism?" Dion returned, unfazed "You can say the word. It won't contaminate you." 
 Bree dropped down into her Grandma Zelda’s pink damask chair. "Easy for you to say."
 Dion settled down on his accustomed place on one end of her couch, gorgeously arrayed as usual, in a crisply ironed white shirt and soft, shimmery brown wool pants. He was tall, sweet, smooth, and likely to sneak up on you. "I did talk to Valerie, but I'd like to hear about it from you."
Bree didn't really want to talk to him about what had happened, but on the other hand, it might keep him off her back, at least for a little while. “When the demon threatened to burn the boy, it freaked me out and triggered a flashback. I lost control, and the demon burned him. Valerie took over and finished the exorcism for me."
"That's why exorcists have seconds. It can happen."
"Tell that to the poor kid. He's going to have to live with that scar on his face for the rest of his life." 
"Actually, the little guy is doing well. The plastic surgeon is fairly optimistic that the scarring can be minimized."
"Is that supposed to make me feel better?"
“Yes, it is,” Dion replied with a direct look that made her squirm. The black cat jumped up onto his lap, and he petted it absently.  
“Well, if you're here to pressure me again with how much I’m needed, you might as well turn back around and leave.”
“I didn’t come here to ask you to do an exorcism,” Dion began.
“But?” Bree prompted suspiciously.
“But,” Dion continued evenly, “I don’t think it’s doing you a lot of good to avoid power work altogether.”
Bree crossed her arms defensively across her chest and looked away. As if that would protect her.
“C’mon, you know it’s true. I get that you don’t feel up to another exorcism yet, though, yes, you are needed. Possessions are still going up, and I can admit to hoping that at some point, you’ll be ready to give it a go again. You were always very good at it.”
“Obviously not good enough,” Bree answered tightly.
“In any case, that’s not what I’m talking about right now. I’m talking about you shutting down your power. It’s draining you, can’t you see that?”
Conflicting feelings rose up in Bree. She did miss power work, at least some parts of it. And she was fed up with avoiding it. But admitting that opened her up to a world of pressure, and not just from Dion. He was a friend, and it was bad enough having to deal with his guilt tripping. Dealing with almost anyone else on the powered City Council was definitely worse. 
The calico had crept back into the room. It left off sniffing Dion’s shoes and jumped up onto her lap, purring for all it was worth. Bree almost liked this particular cat, and she tentatively rubbed it behind the ears.  
Dion leaned back and crossed an ankle across his knee, prompting a protesting trill from the black cat as it was jostled. “I’ve been on the lookout for something small for you to start with, something to ease you back in, and I think I’ve found something.”
“Look Dion, I know your intentions are good. I know you believe it will help me to get back out there and work a little power. But I don’t think…”
“Look, this is a piece of cake, nothing too dark. Just a little bit of taint that needs cleared up for a friend of Kevin’s. Guy’s new in town, Kevin knew him back in Boston, and he’s not connected up with the resources here, if you know what I mean.”
Hah. Of course Kevin would leave it to Dion to approach her. Kevin would take “no” for an answer, and Dion, in his slippery, sneaky way, rarely would. Still, in spite of herself, Bree’s interest was stirring. She used to like taint cases. They were interesting and usually easy.
She stuffed the interest back in its box. “That would be assuming I want something to start with. You know, I’ve been enjoying a peaceful life. Just doing my work, getting caught up with the garden, actually cooking for a change. It suits me. Nobody gets hurt when I grow daffodils. I’m liking that about my life.”
Dion regarded her seriously, dark eyes sympathetic. “You can’t just keep hiding out like this. It’s not working for you any more. You say you’re content, but you look like all the light has gone out of you. And I don’t think it’s just the grief over losing Seth. Not using the power you have, it’s just not healthy. It's energy, and energy needs to move, or it starts eating at you.”
Bree winced internally. Dion was right about that. It wasn’t that she hadn’t given thought to getting back into power use. “How can I be ready when I’m still having flashbacks? I can’t afford to have one in the middle of a working.”
“That has to have been something of a fluke. It’d been what, four or five months since the last one? And besides, how often are you going to be confronted with fire?”
“Often enough if I go back to exorcisms. Look, I have to tell you about something. I really misjudged the strength of the demon during the exorcism with Jeremy. And I'm pretty sure that's what happened with Seth. I'm wondering if something is changing with demons to make that happen.”
Dion shook his head. "I think you're jumping to conclusions here. I get you want there to be a reason those exorcisms went south, but I doubt we're talking some change in demons. Have you ever heard anything before about demons developing new abilities?"
 	"No, but that doesn't mean it's impossible."
"Exorcisms are just plain dangerous. You know that. And besides, I don't think you were ready to take primary on your first time back in action. I shouldn't have assigned you that one."
Bree sighed. "Clearly I wasn't ready to take on primary, even if I am more experienced than the sweet young thing they sent to be my second. So you can just march on back to the Council and tell them I'm not ready to do exorcisms.”
“But that’s not what we’re talking about here. I just think this gig with Kevin's friend sounds like a way to test things out a little. This guy’s a long time power user, born into a powered family, real traditional, so this isn’t like working a normal. And Kevin says the guy isn’t even sure it’s taint, so it can’t be that bad a case. It’s a piece of cake.”
Interest popped back out of its box again, all bright eyed and bushy tailed. A nice simple job, a power user that could help her along instead of fighting her, no superstitions to wade through. But then Bree remembered all the other jobs Dion had said were ‘a piece of cake.’ “Right, so what’s the catch?”
 “Hey, there’s no real catch. Kevin vouches for the guy.”
Suspicion reared up next to interest and smacked it one. “No real catch, Dion? You’re holding out on me here. I’m not signing up for anything until I get the whole story.”
Dion backpedaled quickly. “Well, it’s no big deal. Just something Kevin said about the guy. Just that he’s done some battle with the Keltoi, that he was some kind of high powered back east. So he had his times facing the serious dark shit. And I know you don’t want to be around that any more. But Kevin says the guy came out here to get away from all that. And he thinks the guy is maybe just depressed and burned out. It might not be taint at all. Couldn’t you at least go see him and find out if it’s taint so he can know what he’s dealing with?”
Bree didn’t like the sound of run-ins with the Keltoi, or of high powered. But Dion had a point. A lot of people, even really talented powered, couldn’t tell depression from a mild case of taint, especially in themselves. She could probably tell within a couple of minutes since reading taint was one of her best abilities. And she certainly understood burnout, intimately. She considered in silence for a few moments, and Dion had the smarts to keep quiet and let her do it. All the risks rolled a familiar litany through her mind, but in the end, she had to admit if she was going to try a little power use, this was a pretty ideal set up. It was the kind of thing she should have done before trying an exorcism in the first place. She drew in a shaky breath, gathered her courage, and said, “Okay, I’ll check it out. No promises on clearing the taint, though. Not if it’s a serious case after all. A bad case could set me back, and I'm already pretty shaky after that blown exorcism.” 
“Done deal,” said Dion a little too quickly. “I’ll let Kevin know he can tell the guy to call you.”
“What’s his name, so I’ll recognize him when he calls?”  
“Daniel Thorvaldson,” Dion replied.
 
Bree tucked a long-sleeved T-shirt into her jeans and topped it with a brown turtleneck sweater. It was still raining outside, and October in Seattle could be chilly in the rain, so layers were definitely called for. She trotted downstairs to her small bathroom and did a quick brush through of her hair. It was full of static from her sweater and kept sticking to her hands. She sighed in frustration and ran the bathroom faucet, the plumbing squealing a little as she added hot water to the mix. She lived in an old Victorian era house, and the plumbing was in serious need of an update. She rubbed a little water onto her hands, then ran them over the long layers of her brown hair, trying to tone down the static, then quickly put on some makeup, just blush and some eyeliner. 
She regarded herself more critically than usual. She still hadn’t gained back all the weight she’d lost after Seth died, and her level dark brows, longish nose and sharply defined jaw line stood out now and gave her a severe, ascetic look. She did not look like a happy person, and she felt a small stir of rebellion at that. Hadn't she done enough penance? Hadn't she had enough guilt? 
She glanced at the clock on the bathroom windowsill, and saw she was on the verge of being late. She went around the house quickly, turning out all the lights, then got into her raincoat, grabbed her keys and purse and hustled out of the house. She wove a ward spell on the door without thinking about it. Just the prospect of a little power work, and here she was, flinging it around again. Well, the spell was cast now, so she might as well leave it. She made her way through the drizzle, a little ways down the street to her Subaru. If the mid-morning Friday traffic was as light as she was expected, it should be little more than a ten minute drive to Thorvaldson’s address in Wallingford. She should be right on time.
As she drove up and over Phinney Ridge, she saw the line of the Cascade mountains to the east, half wreathed in clouds, the peaks beginning to whiten with the first snows, and pondered why the sight of the mountains always made her heart lift. They were just piles of rock all across the horizon, but they still had the power to move her even though she’d grown up with them. 
She mentally reviewed her brief phone call with Thorvaldson as she headed downhill. He didn’t say much, which wasn’t that big a surprise, as most powered were too paranoid about normals finding them out to discuss business over the phone. She got an impression of a soft baritone voice, and a certain reserve, but that could just be the circumstances. She had a visual mind, and was busily constructing a picture of what he would look like as she drove. She was thinking Nordic, given the last name, some big, tall blond guy with blue eyes, a little lantern jawed, late forties or early fifties, careworn and tired looking. The kind of face that shows battle with the dark.  
It wasn’t long before she turned onto Thorvaldson’s street. She passed a cluster of small restaurants, an organic donut shop and a neighborhood pub. His place was a couple of blocks into the more residential part of the street. It was a big square box of a brick house on the corner, the type that looked like it used to have a store on the bottom level.  She saw wooden slat blinds half pulled up in the big front windows, but the angle of light was wrong for her to get a feel for the place with a quick peek in. She went up the steps and immediately felt the pressure of a ward. It was subtle, and she felt the conviction that no one was home, that there wasn't anything of worth in the house. She forced herself up to the front door, which was set in the corner of the building, and, bracing herself, knocked.
It was opened in a moment by Thorvaldson, and the door ward dropped. Bree felt a fierce stab of attraction, right in her gut, at first sight of him, almost before she could fully register what she was seeing. Something about the angle of his cheek, the winged brows, the long, narrow dark eyes, the shy half smile all added up to something her back brain registered as “Yes!” Bree felt a blush rise even as she said, “Daniel Thorvaldson? I’m Bree Jenkins,” and stuck out her hand to shake. 
He reached out and shook her hand firmly. “Bree. Yes. Come on in.” He stepped back to let her go by, and shut the door behind her.  
Bree’s first impression that the house used to be a store seemed confirmed by the open layout of the place. Two of the main room’s walls were brick. There wasn’t a lot of furniture, just a battered brown leather couch, one high-backed green chair, some plants, some paintings leaning up against the walls waiting to be hung, and quite a few stacks of cardboard boxes scattered about. The paintings were largely unframed canvases of landscapes in an ethereal, abstract style, and she wondered if Thorvaldson had painted them. She could see a kitchen in the back.
“Sorry the place is such a mess, I just moved in a couple of weeks ago,” Thorvaldson said, reaching out to take her coat as she shrugged it off. He put it on a wooden coat tree near the door. Standing right next to him, she saw he was tallish, maybe around six feet, and wiry. He gave the impression of not taking up much space for his height, the kind of guy who seems less tall than he is. Her stomach jumped as he met her eyes and said, “Can I get you something to drink? Water? Coffee? A cup of tea?”
“Tea would be nice, thanks,” Bree answered in what she hoped was a calm and cordial voice. Thorvaldson led the way back into his kitchen while she firmly ordered her libido back to the jail cell where she had been keeping it for the last year and a half. She needed to be able to focus to do her job here. She had no interest in dating, so this inconvenient bout of physical attraction would just have to go away. 
As Thorvaldson put the water on to boil and got out the tea things, Bree got hold of herself. She started watching how Thorvaldson moved, how he inhabited his body. It was an important part of reading for taint. He seemed to be tight in his joints, holding himself with tension in his upper body. His movements were a little stiff and sudden. She kept thinking he was going to be clumsy and knock something over, and sure enough, he hit a teacup with his elbow. It clattered and rolled off the edge of the counter. He had quick enough reflexes to catch it just as it went over the edge. Overall, it seemed he was holding himself in, or holding himself ready more than he seemed to be moved by something, as he would be if he were possessed or the taint was big. He sat down across from her as they waited for the water to boil. “Listen, Bree… can I call you Bree?” he asked.
“Sure,” she said.
“And I go by Daniel. I’m not sure what all Kevin told you about my situation,” he began, looking a little nervously from her to the cuticle he was picking at on his thumbnail, “but this could be a wasted trip on your part. Kevin was worried about me, and he’s a bit of a mother hen. I’m getting over a few things, and I’m not at my best right now, so it’s probably not taint he’s picking up on.” 
Bree looked for tells as he talked. She started with a gestalt of him, his short, thick black hair, somewhat narrow face. A bit more of a Slavic look with the strong cheekbones, not the Swede or Norwegian she’d been expecting. The only things Nordic about him were a slender, long-boned look and a bit of fullness to his lips. She focused more closely then, seeing the tension around his mouth as he spoke, the slight drawing together of his brows, the way his shoulders canted unevenly, the shuttered look to his eyes that spoke strongly to her Reader talent as sadness and weariness. And there was something in the way it formed up for her, that hard to define Reader sense that told her he’d been carrying something big for a very long time, but that this level of sadness was newer. She also thought he didn’t want it to be taint, and would almost rather not know. She pegged him to be five or so years older than her, in his early thirties, and she was having a hard time getting a feel for which powers he had. He met her eyes again, then held still, knowing she was already reading him, and allowing it. She was impressed. Many powered who didn’t have Reading as one of their talents were leery of it. 
“Well, Kevin told Dion you’re powered, so I’m sure you know the drill. To know for sure that it’s not taint, I’ll have to do a deeper reading. Are you good with me taking a look?”
“Yeah, that’s cool,” Daniel replied. He was looking back at her now with the kind of intensity that told her he was doing a little reading of his own. Funny, he hadn’t felt like much of a Reader to her. The teakettle started whistling, saving them from further eye contact. 
Daniel spooned loose tea from a tin canister into a china teapot, poured the boiling water over the tea, then set the teapot on the table between them, along with two porcelain tea cups, and a silver strainer on it’s own little blue and white bowl. “Milk? Sugar?” he asked. 
“I take it black,” Bree replied, and he nodded as if satisfied. Here was clearly a man who took his tea seriously.  
Once the tea things were set up, he sat down, unzipped the blue hooded sweatshirt he was wearing and unbuttoned the blue denim shirt underneath halfway down his chest.  Bree could have read him through his clothes, but skin-to-skin contact definitely made things easier. She scooted her chair across the wood floor so she could be close enough to touch him, and started rubbing her hands together to warm them. His bared chest was more muscled than she would have expected given his slender build, with a light patch of chest hair. Daniel took a deep breath and said, “Okay, I’m ready.” He closed his eyes as her hands made contact with his chest.  
Bree closed hers as well and let her Reader sense reach out to gently brush Daniel’s base energy. She had to control a gasp at the contact. It was insanely strong. Overall, it tasted good, but it was almost too strong, too aggressive. Definitely high power. In fact, she was sure she’d never read anyone remotely that high power before. She reached deeper, bringing up her Demonsense now that she had a read on his base energy for comparison. Almost immediately she felt it, that oily, hot, roiling energy of taint, and not a mild case. Still, not such a bad case either. 
She took her hands off him and sat back, considering, while he buttoned up his shirt, re-zipped his jacket, and poured out the tea. She should have been able to sense that level of taint when she shook his hand, but there was a darkness to his base energy that muddied the waters. There was something dark powered about it, not evil, certainly not that, but not quite fully light either. Was it that sadness, maybe even depression she sensed that darkened his energy, or had he carried taint too long without knowing it?  Powered who did a lot of exorcism work could get that. And besides, it was clear from the quick attraction she had to him that her energy liked his energy in some way, so he was unlikely to be truly dark powered. She never went for those types. At least you haven’t so far, she corrected herself wryly.
He took a sip of his tea, then slumped back in his chair, as if he’d let go of trying to look alert and on top of things. His expression shifted, eyes lowered, a hint of a wry smile turning up one corner of his mouth. Bree read resignation in the tells, an expectation of rejection. He thought she was going to pass this off to someone else now that she’d read him, that he’d scared her off. Somehow, that just made up her mind to try to help him.  
“Yep,” she said, keeping her tone matter of fact, “Kevin was right for a change. You’ve got some taint going on there.”
“Well now, that’s a bitch,” Daniel said. He swirled his tea around in the cup, then took another sip. “Any idea how bad?”
“It’s not a mild taint,” Bree answered, “but from what I read, not the worse case I’ve seen by a long shot, and nothing I can’t handle.” She hesitated, but decided to be honest with him. “I can see why you figured it might not be taint. Your base energy is a little dark, and given what you said about a lot going on lately, that’s probably confused the situation. Any idea when you might have picked up the taint?”
“Oh, you could say I have an idea,” Daniel replied. “I put down an Utukku about two months ago. A mean one, liked to feed on powered.”
Bree tried not to be intimidated by the level of Exorcist ability that implied. An Utukku demon that fed on powered was almost as bad as it got when it came to demon kind. At their best, she and Seth would have had trouble…  She stopped that thought cold. “Utukku are certainly capable of leaving taint,” she replied, feigning cool, professional unconcern. She didn’t think he was that much of a reader, and hoped the usual human evasions would hold here.  
“I knew it was possible, but I’ve had my hands full, and didn’t take the time to get it checked before I left Boston.” He stopped, dropped his eyes, then gave her a crooked half smile and continued. “Correction. I didn’t want to take time to get it checked. Guess I didn’t want to know I had taint. It’s been kind of a point of pride to never let it get me. ”
“Are you ready to handle it now? You could probably get away with leaving it for another couple of weeks if you really didn’t feel up to it. At the size I’m reading, that’s about as long as you could go without any risk of it evolving into a demon. Any longer, and you get into that area where it gets hard to predict how fast it will turn.”
“No,” Daniel sighed. “No, if it’s okay with you, I’d rather just get it over with.” The half smile appeared again, and for the first time, Bree felt the frisson that told her some of the attraction she felt was mutual.
Daniel stood up and gestured behind him. “There’s a little bit of a back yard out that way. It’s fenced and private, and it’s already warded. Kevin did the honors as a kind of housewarming gift.”  
Kevin was no Reader, and had zero Demonsense, although he was always thinking he was sensing demons. But he was a high power Warder. “That sounds perfect,” Bree replied. She could clear taint inside with no trouble, but outside was optimal. It was interesting that Daniel opted for outside as well. It was a more traditional form of working. 
She went to get her coat and followed Daniel out his back door. There was a small brick patio, some empty clay planter pots, and a ten by twelve or so patch of grass well infested with moss. It was misting with rain, and Bree shivered inside her coat. Daniel walked the perimeter, obviously double checking the wards, which Bree could have told him was unnecessary. If Kevin warded a place, it stayed warded. While a group of powered could break such strong wards, no normals would get past them. They would simply lose the will to approach the house.  
Daniel cast a sound stop spell with a quick pass of his hands over his ears and a pivot in a circle more graceful than she would have given him credit for seeing how tensely he seemed to be holding himself. He faced her, and she nodded. He lowered himself down onto the grass, unzipped his sweatshirt and unbuttoned his shirt again, this time all the way. Bree couldn’t help but notice that he was one of those guys who had a fine, dark line of hair going down the center of his stomach from his chest hair, continuing past his navel and disappearing under his jeans. She had the impulse to see where that line ended. Must not think of taking off his pants, she chanted to herself several times. Lord, but this attraction thing was a distraction. 
She knelt on the ground beside Daniel, grimacing as her jeans immediately became soaked at the knees and tucked her hair behind her ears to keep it out of her way. Daniel closed his eyes, and Bree looked down at him, struck suddenly by his vulnerability. Could she really do this, after so long?  
It’s only taint, it’s no big deal if you can just concentrate. She forced herself to run through some memories of the many taints she had banished. Clearing taint wasn’t without danger, but if you knew what you were doing, and the taint wasn’t too large, it was a relatively easy working.  
Bree narrowed in on feeling her base energy, then the shape of her will energy. She drew a marker out of her coat pocket and marked ward circles on her palms. She drew the three wavy lines for water to fight fire, the rayed crown for light, the sword for cutting ties. She drew in a breath and activated the wards. Then she leaned over and placed one hand on Daniel’s chest, another lower down, just above his belly button. He was cold and wet from the rain. His eyes opened again and he looked up at her, the nervousness in his expression plain, although she suspected he was trying to hide it. She nodded at him again, then closed her eyes and reached out with her Demonsense and touched the taint. 
Slowly, she let her base energy subtly attune to its vibration. The more attuned she got, the sicker her stomach felt. Sweat broke out on her forehead and between her breasts, but she kept with it. She had to attune first so she could feel and find all of it. The attunement fully clicked in, and she reached out to feel the size of the thing. 
As she engaged her will energy to move to the next phase, she felt the taint surge up against her wards, then through them, up her hands, and into her arms in a rage of heat. She started to panic, sent her base energy and will energy to feed her wards, but the taint kept coming, kept growing. It felt big enough to be a demon part, not just taint. God, no wonder her wards weren’t holding it, they weren’t meant for something this big! They were slowing it down, but they weren’t stopping it. The taint was far stronger than it had felt during her read. How was that possible? How could this fucking disaster be happening to her again?
Her eyes flew open, and she could see the heat haze in the air around Daniel’s chest and her hands, moving up her arms, flickering red along the edges. It was going to be like what happened to Seth, and that boy Jeremy, her mind gibbered. She wasn’t going to be able to stop it. With one this large, if its energy wasn’t contained in the banishment, it could feel threatened and burn one or both of them, maybe even enough to kill them. 	She felt the taint surging back and forth between her and Daniel, straining to use their energy to break loose now that she had disturbed it. Her wards weakened, and she knew, she knew it was going to get away from her. Daniel’s body started to jerk under her hands, and an agonized groan escaped him. She opened her eyes and glanced down at him for just an instant, and she felt a righteous anger break lose inside her. “No, you bastard!” she gritted out, and she reached deep into her base and pushed. 
She immediately felt increased resistance as the taint responded to the boost in her energy. That level of resistance implied the beginnings of sentience, and that was very bad news. Her mind raced as she pushed harder, visualizing her energy as heavy, glacial blue ice moving against the heat of the taint. If this was a demon part, the very beginnings of a full-fledged demon, what she really needed was the ritual energy raised in an exorcism. It’s a little late for that, she thought desperately as she felt the taint inch further up her arms. If it got all the way up and into her chest, she was done for. Once it entered her body fully, it could take over her energy and use that to burn her. 
She had to find a way to push it out of her without sending it back into Daniel. And the only way to do that was to get full control of it. Just pushing back against it wasn’t going to work. It was clear she was losing just straining against it, energy against energy. She had to focus on attunement again. But it was a risk. She’d have to alter her energy focus from resistance to acceptance. If she did it too quickly, the taint would surge into her body. She had to pace it somehow. 
She imagined the ice where her energy met the taint’s heat beginning to melt. And where the ice melted, she opened up to attunement. In an exorcism, that was her greatest strength. She had a better than average ability to match her energy to that of a demon’s, which allowed her a greater skill in manipulating the energy. But she could tell that the base and will energy in her body wasn’t enough to move the taint, even with full attunement. Without the energy raised by exorcism rituals and spells, she just couldn’t get enough leverage on the damned thing. 
The attunement was nearly complete now, but she was losing ground inch by inch. She felt the heat rising up toward her shoulders. She could tell by the intensity of the heat that the taint was intent on burning, not just possessing. Her concentration wavered as images of both her and Daniel going up in flames intruded on her consciousness.  
Daniel moved under her hands, and she became aware of him again. She could feel his chest rising and falling in the hard jerks of hyperventilation. She stole another glance at his face. His eyes were still closed, his brows furrowed in pain. God, what a horrible shame if someone of his amazing, high power potential was killed by an inept taint clearing.
Like a rock falling on her head, it hit her. Daniel was high power. If she could somehow tap into his base and will energy, it might be enough to help her move the taint. She’d never tried such a thing before, never heard of sharing energy with someone taint infected to remove the taint itself. If she'd never heard of it, it probably meant it was a bad idea. But with the heat bleeding into her shoulders now, she didn’t have time to come up with anything else. 
Instinctively, she reached for an image to help her divide her attention between pushing against the taint, attuning with it, and reaching out to attune with Daniel’s energy. The taint was red heat, the resistance still glacial ice melting in a wide band of attunement along its edges. To this she added a two pronged blue-green light emerging from that attunement, one arm reaching out to connect to Daniel’s body, another to connect with the center of her own chest. She felt again for his energy signature, that multi-colored, shimmering lake of blazing power inside him, and shifted the blue-green light to attune with those colors. Then she drew on that light, hard and fast, pulled it toward her own body. 
It lit her up like fireworks exploding. She rocked back at the impact and almost lost control of the structure of energies she was balancing. With an effort more intuitive than thought out, she threw the energy around the taint, through her attunement with it, and pushed again.
The heat rushed back down her arms, until it rested between her palms. She reached out with her will energy and felt the thin line of the taint connected to Daniel’s body through her remaining attunement with him. She pulled that in too, cut the whole package loose, and squeezed the rest of it out between her hands.  
“In the name of God, in the name of the light, I release you to earth,” she sang out. She thrust her palms against the grass and felt the heat of the taint being sucked away from her, into the ground. An ear splitting shriek sounded and was cut off suddenly. Bree sank back onto her heels, panting, and did a final sweep. She’d gotten it all. The taint was banished. Hell, it was exorcised, and without any of the proper preparation.  
She looked back at Daniel and he was sitting up, his knees raised, elbows on them, his face in his hands. It took her a moment in her rattled state to see that his body was starting to jerk with sobs, though he wasn’t making any sound. Her Reader sense reached out automatically to scan Daniel, and she was inundated with an agonizing mixture of despair, fear and shame. She needed it to stop, but she was too charged up by the near disaster with the taint to get control of her Reader sense, and it just kept coming. She was trembling all over with after reaction, both hers and Daniel's, and tears started pouring down her face. 
Bree moved behind Daniel and wrapped her arms under his, palms on his chest, and held him to her, cheek against the back of his head. She didn’t often touch a subject like this, but she was too tired and frazzled to resist her damned, over-active Reader empathy, and it was the only thing she could think of to get his feelings calmed down so they would stop flooding her. She held him while he released the huge amount of negative energy that had been tied into the taint. She couldn’t imagine how he could have held one that size and not started to show signs of demon possession. That she would have sensed the minute she met him. 
The rain came down harder, and as Bree’s terror started to quiet, she became more aware of the comparative warmth where their bodies touched. She also started to notice she was enjoying this a little too much. She liked holding him, probably any man would do, as long as it’d been. Gradually Daniel’s silent crying and shuddering slowed, then stopped. He stirred under her hands, and she removed them from his chest and sat back on her heels. He rubbed at his face for a minute, and Bree did the same, trying to erase evidence of her own tears. Then he surged to his feet, turned, and held out a hand to pull her up. He pulled harder than she expected, and she had to catch herself with a hand on his shoulder to keep from plowing into him. He looked down at her seriously, the rain dripping from his wet hair and down his face. Then his mouth turned up in a rueful smile. “Well,” he said, “that was, ah, rather awkward.”
Bree was surprised by a sudden rush of anger. She jerked her hand out of his and pushed off against his shoulder, stumbling backwards in the process. “That was rather fucking dangerous!” she spat out. “I don’t know what the hell that was, but it was way more an exorcism than a taint clearing. And that shouldn’t be possible. None of this should be possible!”
Daniel's face went stiff. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
Bree started pacing around the small space. “The taint,” she said, “if it even was taint, was huge. It might have even been a demon part. And I should have sensed that. I’ve never been wrong before about the severity of taint, and only twice on the size of a demon. It was a heartbeat away from getting out of my control, and it was big enough to burn us both. How could it hide itself like that?”
Daniel was watching her as she paced. “I don’t know Bree, I honestly don’t know. I was preoccupied with staying open and allowing the working, so I didn’t sense any details. And I swear I wasn’t even sure it was taint.”
“And that’s another thing,” Bree said, facing him. He took a half step back from her as she continued. “How could you not sense that thing in you? I heard you battled the Keltoi, and I figure that makes you a Keeper. So you must have Demonsense. One that big should have registered with anyone with a lick of Demonsense.”
“Well it didn’t. Look, there’s obviously some mystery here, and I’m happy to discuss it, but can’t we do it inside?” he asked, holding his palm up to the rain.
Bree’s anger started to drain out of her as she realized the absurdity of ranting about outside. He was right, they should go in, and besides, she needed to get some food, pronto, to replenish her energy. Her legs were still shaking. “Okay, let’s go,” she conceded roughly.
Once inside, Daniel rounded up some towels for her, then disappeared upstairs to change into dry clothes. When he came down, rubbing at his hair with a towel, he had a blanket draped over one arm. Bree had a towel around her shoulders and had hung her wet coat up on the back of one of the chairs. She was cold and miserable. 
“I could, um, loan you some clothes or something,” he said awkwardly. “Or maybe this blanket would help?” It was big enough to have been dragged off his bed.
“Yes to the blanket,” she said. She took it from him and put it around her shoulders on top of the towel. He rustled up some saltines and cheese and a package of chocolate covered graham crackers, the latter of which Bree began devouring immediately. Daniel didn’t try to talk to her until she’d had six of the cookies. One of the nice things about being around other powered was this unspoken understanding of what it took to recover from a working. You could be a total pig without worrying about a lick of judgment. He poured out more tea, then sat fiddling with his teacup and half-heartedly nibbled at a cracker until she paused in her decimation of his cookie supply and looked up.
“So I’m sorry for snapping at you out there,” Bree began a little sheepishly. “That thing, whatever it was, scared the crap out of me. I could tell when I did the reading that you really didn’t know you had something that serious going on, and I shouldn’t have implied you held something back from me.” Daniel's body relaxed quite suddenly, like strings holding him taut from the ceiling had been cut. “But I think we should try to figure out what that was and where you might have gotten it, because something that good at hiding itself is dangerous.”
Though visibly less tense, he still looked drawn. “You know, like I mentioned earlier, I dealt with an Utukku about two months ago. That’s the last exorcism I did. I can’t say I was the happiest camper you’ll ever see before, but things did kind of go downhill for me after that. You guessed right that I was a Keeper, and I’d been at it a long time. That exorcism just seemed like the last one I had in me.” 
He paused and took a drink of his tea, seemed to consider for a moment, and Bree got the impression that he wasn’t sure how much more personal detail he wanted to disclose. But he seemed to decide it was relevant, because he continued in the same vein. “I knew I was pretty burned out before that. You know, Keepers get trainings on burnout, just like normal cops, but after the Utukku, I just felt done. And I guess that could be significant. Taint can certainly suck the hope right out of you.”
“But taint can take awhile to manifest to the level where you show significant behavior change, something serious like quitting your job,” Bree argued, hands clutching her cup for warmth. “And the way that thing reacted when my will energy touched it, it seemed more sentient than taint. It felt more like a demon, or rather a demon part that had nearly grown up. And yet I could have sworn you didn’t read as possessed.”
“I’m not sure I can say the desire to quit as Keeper was exactly sudden,” Daniel said slowly. “But, when I really think about it, I felt pretty, I don’t know, pessimistic right after the exorcism, and for some time after. Well,” he laughed shortly, “more pessimistic than usual. Like you might with taint.”
“What can you tell me about the Utukku?” Bree asked intently. She was surprised she was asking. Asking for details could start the nightmares again, and they'd just died down a couple of nights ago. They'd been bad since Jeremy's exorcism.
Daniel leaned back in his chair, teacup cradled against his chest. His eyes narrowed as he thought. Bree registered that the sweater he had put on was blue, as was the blanket draped around her. As had been his sweatshirt jacket and shirt. Keeper blue or something more personally symbolic? 
“I got called in on the Utukku by a powered woman who thought her husband had been acting weird enough to be possessed.” Impatience crept into his voice. “She’d kept making excuses for him, I think, didn’t want it known he’d been taken, so his case was well advanced. Anyway, there’d been a rash of light powered tending dark in Boston and D.C. in the last year. It really had the M.O. of one demon jumping bodies. Definitely going mostly after prominent powered, but it never seemed to stay long in one body.”
“So, a smart demon,” Bree mused.
“Smart demon or Demon Master directing a lesser one,” Daniel replied. “But the pattern was strange. The possessed would get greedy, take up study of dark lore, get ruthless or violent in a minor way in business or personal life for a couple of weeks or months, but none of it seemed to add up to any master plan. No particular business seemed targeted, no one too high in government, normal or powered. So we were thinking free demon rather than mastered demon. Bailey, the Keeper I was working with on the case, helped me corner the demon in the husband. We got it controlled enough to talk to it a little before we exorcised it. We were surprised it was an Utukku. Neither of us had picked up that it was that big. Mostly all it would say were threats, you know, ‘I will eat you,’ ‘I will destroy you, and all your line,’ the usual stuff. But it also said, ‘I am a new kind. No one can find me, no one can master me.’ ” 
“Did you get its name?”
“Yeah. Its name was Habakku.”
“Not one I know.”
“Me neither. And frankly, I didn’t try to find out more. We had a time of it exorcising the thing. I resigned pretty soon after that, let Bailey close up the case, and started making plans to move.”
She had watched him relax further as he spoke, focused on his memory and on the problem. His body still seemed to hold itself a little too ready for trouble at his core, but he seemed to be opening up. “So, was it hard to put down?” Bree asked, partly because she was on a roll with trying to figure this thing out, partly to see if Daniel would tell her. 	
“Yes, it was hard to put down,” he replied, and she saw the guardedness snap back into place. 
“I guess I mean harder than usual,” she clarified. “Did anyone get hurt?”  
“The husband got burned, but nothing major. Bailey got a little scorched. I think you’re asking how ugly it was. It was way up there. Probably in my top five,” Daniel said. “So… you’re thinking we misread it like we both misread the taint, or whatever it was I had?”
“Basically, yeah. So, personal question. How good is your Demonsense, usually? And Bailey’s? How likely was a misread?”
“Mine’s generally very good. I have misread how big one is, but not by much. You know that's not the hardest part of an exorcism. It was never enough to matter in getting rid of the demon, so never enough to pose any danger. And Bailey’s Demonsense is nearly as strong as mine.”
Bree felt a certain satisfaction as pieces fell into place for her, even though she didn’t like the conclusion. “I think what you had was some unusual type of taint from an unusual type of demon, with some kind of warding or masking properties. A much better than average ability to hide itself inside a host. And I think the taint was big enough to have nearly morphed into sentience. But not quite, because I was able to earth it, and if it was truly sentient, that wouldn’t have been enough. Have you ever heard of anything like that?”
He thought about it in silence for a moment. “No,” he replied at last. “I can’t remember anything specific. And this still doesn’t quite make sense. Something as big as you say it was should have shown itself more in my actions, not just my mood. I wasn’t acting darkish, if you know what I mean,” Daniel said with a touch of humor. “So even if it could hide to some degree from Demonsense, how could it not affect me more?”
Bree was tiring as they spoke. The adrenaline of the encounter with the taint was wearing off rapidly now, and tea and cookies weren’t enough to really feed her base energy. And she didn’t like the direction their conclusions were tending. Demons or taint that could truly hide would be a very bad thing. Of course, just because neither of them had heard of such a thing didn’t mean it wasn’t known somewhere. Even a Keeper might not be up on every scrap of demon lore. “I think maybe we should take this to the Ecclesias,” she said hesitantly.
Daniel leaned forward quickly and said softly, but intently, “Please, can we hold off on that? Can we maybe try to handle this more informally? Maybe run it by Kevin, and see if he knows a local Keeper we could bring it to?”
He looked so earnest, was making good eye contact, and sounded so reasonable, and yet she felt a little mole of suspicion crawling to the surface of her consciousness.  She probed her Reader sense, but couldn’t locate any specific tells that were triggering the suspicion. She wondered if he had some particular reason for not wanting to go to the Ecclesias. Not that she could, in all honestly, blame him if he didn’t want to go. She wouldn’t enjoy drawing such official attention either. But there was something else, something she could almost taste…
“In any case,” he continued, “we’re both exhausted, and the taint or whatever it was is banished, so there’s really nothing that has to be done right now. I’m willing to hit the books a bit to see if I can find anything that sounds like this, and maybe we can set a date with Kevin in the next couple of days, see what he thinks. He’s got a lot of lore in that brain of his, and he’s pretty well connected with the powered community out here. Shall I call and see when we can get together?”
“It would have to be Sunday night or later in the evening next week. I’ve got plans for tonight and Saturday, and clients most week nights until about seven.”
“So, clients like in the law? Or therapy?”
“Massage therapy. That’s my day job.” Bree winced inwardly as the “day job” comment slipped out. It was the kind of thing powered said when they considered their power work their real job, their real life. She hadn’t been doing power work since Seth died a year and a half ago, and she tried not to use that language. She really must be tired. “You know,” she continued, “I’m open to talking to Kevin about this, but I don’t really see why we don’t take it to the Ecclesias as well. If what we just experienced is some new demon talent emerging, they need to know about it.”
“I’m not saying they don’t need to know, I’m just suggesting that we go through channels. I’ve got to tell you, in my experience, you don’t really want to draw the interest of the Ecclesias. They tend to be a paranoid lot, and the ‘innocent until proven guilty’ maxim is not where they’re coming from.”
Bree 's uneasiness grew at Daniel’s words. She realized she truly didn’t want to go to the Ecclesias herself. Her exorcism work had always been done on the fringes of official powered society, usually arranged by Dion as part of the Seattle council of powered, or by Father Steuban at her church rather than by the Ecclesias itself. She could imagine the pressure to do more exorcisms she’d be in for if she got on the Ecclesias radar. 
At the same time, her intuition was telling her there was something fishy with Daniel’s wanting to avoid the Ecclesias. But was that really any of her business? If they took the information to a Keeper, who then passed it off to the Ecclesias, wouldn’t her responsibility in the situation be met, perhaps without having to deal with the Ecclesias herself?  
“All right,” she conceded, “I guess you would know better than I the best way to handle this. Let’s do the meet with Kevin.”  
She got up and unwrapped herself from Daniel’s blanket, made polite departing small talk, including an agreement to try for the meeting with Kevin on Sunday, and headed for the door, putting on her coat as she went. As she said goodbye and turned to leave, she felt a brief touch on her hand, and turned back. Her stomach fluttered as he said quite seriously and with definite warmth in his eyes, “Thank you Bree, for the working.”  
“Right, you’re welcome,” she answered a little breathlessly, and left. 
As she walked out to her car, under rain that had backed off again to a light mist, she was assailed by doubt. She should know by now to trust her intuition when it was tugging at her that hard, but she’d been intimidated by Daniel having been a Keeper and, if she were honest with herself, a little by his high power status. She had the sense she’d been handily manipulated, and she didn’t like it. Now that she was out of the aura of attraction, she was able to reflect further on that strange, dark flavor to Daniel’s energy. He might not be truly dark powered, but there was definitely something amiss there. Bree firmly resolved to be wary and on alert when they met together with Kevin. 



Chapter 3
 
Kevin and his partner Steve lived in the sort of contemporary house that was in almost every way what Bree did not like in a house, though she would never tell Steve that, as he was the architect. She'd been good friends with the couple since before they'd built the place, and she'd managed to keep her mouth shut during the whole building and planning process about how little it was to her taste. While the spaces were well designed and full of lovely materials, there were too many windows, which made her feel vulnerable, the furniture was modern, sparse and square, and there was far too much grey and black in the color scheme. But the views of Lake Washington from the windows were fantastic, some wonderful color photos of the couple’s many travels provided some relief from the neutral color scheme, and best of all, the house had Hunter.
Hunter was six, and he was talking a mile a minute as soon as Bree walked in the door. “I want to show you my train. I made a train track, and some trees and houses. And a gate. The cars have to stop at the gate so the train doesn’t smash them to bits ‘cause the train is way heavier.” He pulled insistently on her hand as Bree greeted Kevin with a one armed hug. “Steve’s just finishing the dishes, and Daniel’s not here yet,” he said when Hunter paused to take a breath. 
“Daddy, I want to show her my train!” Hunter complained.  
“It’s okay kiddo, I’m coming. We’ll check out the train first,” Bree reassured him. 
Kevin smiled and waved Bree toward the hall and Hunter’s room, and followed them in. He sat on the bed while Bree settled on the floor with Hunter, admiring his train set up. After Hunter had described it all with exhaustive detail, he settled down to play. Bree seized the moment of quiet to question Kevin about how he knew Daniel.  
Kevin took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirttail as he considered where to start. He was a classic computer geek: brilliant, a little on the chubby side, receding brown hair, no great fashion sense, but unlike many other programmers Bree had known, he actually had some social skills, and when not working was very extroverted and people focused. He still had a trace of upper crust Boston in his voice, though he had lived in Seattle for many years. “I'm sure you've heard me mention him before, my Keeper friend in Boston. We've been friends for years."
"I guess that does ring a bell," Bree admitted.
"I knew Daniel as a kid,” he said as he put his glasses back on. “You’ve heard me talk about the powered side of the East Coast culture, very inbred, everybody knows everybody. I’d see him from time to time at the occasional big social event, but we never really connected. He was kind of a shy kid, and I was busy running around with my cousins. We went to the same powered boarding school for high school though, and we've been friends ever since. Though of course, I haven’t seen much of him since I moved out here. In fact, I think you and Seth were on your honeymoon the last time he came to town to town to visit me." Kevin slanted a quick look at Bree. Even after all this time, people were afraid to mention Seth to her. She fixed a look of polite interest on her face, and Kevin continued.  
"I do always spend time with him when I go home to visit family. He's one of those people I can talk to like we've never been apart every time we get together. As little as I get to see him, I consider him one of my closest friends."
“He seemed like a pretty tightly wound guy to me,” Bree observed as she obeyed Hunter’s directive to move one of his trains down the track and over the bridge. “Nice enough, kind of sweet, but I think being a Keeper did a number on him.”
“Oh, I’m sure it must have. But I wouldn’t say that’s the only thing that did a number on him. His father was a piece of work. Not a nice man.”
“Dark powered?”
“No, kind of the opposite really. Very righteous, very rigid about the law, served on the Northeast Ecclesias for a lot of years. Good case in point that just avoiding dark power doesn’t make you a nice person. And his mother was a very withdrawn, depressive sort, at least when I knew her. So Daniel has some issues apart from being a Keeper.” Kevin hesitated, and Bree saw him draw in his lips and slide his gaze to the floor in the way he did when he was feeling guilty about something. Really, Kevin was such an open book, you didn’t have to be a Reader to guess what he was feeling.
“I guess that’s not my story to tell,” he said. “Anyway, when I got to really know him, he was so high power that it just blew me and everybody else away. You’d never have guessed it from what he was like as a kid. He wasn’t arrogant about it, or at least not much, but he just kicked ass on nearly every talent, even back then when they weren’t fully developed. Major Caster, good intuitive sense of spells and had the interest to really study the lore. Great Demonsense, and a really stellar Exorcist. He could do Divining, but it never really held his interest. He’s as good a Warder as I am, and he can do a little Healing too. Not much of a Reader in terms of tells, but he’s a high power Reader of energy. I think the only talent he doesn’t have at all is Animal Master.”
“Lordy, I can see why he went for Keeper. But with that mix, wasn’t there ever concern he was a…” Bree hesitated, not wanting to say too much in front of Hunter. She silently mouthed the words Demon Master.
Kevin got his guilty look again. “There were rumors, but there always are.”  
“Rumors about what?” Steve asked from the door. He came in, dropped a kiss on the top of Bree’s head, and sat down on the bed next to Kevin. He was more than a head taller, slender and blond, and they made a bit of a Mutt and Jeff picture when side by side.  
“About Daniel,” Bree answered.
“Ah, the so interesting Mr. Thorvaldson,” Steve said archly. “I would love to hear some rumors.”
“Well, I’m certainly not going to repeat any,’ Kevin said primly. “Stories, though, I’ve got. I was telling Bree about when Daniel and I were in school together. He was kind of the powered equivalent of a jock at school because of his abilities, and I was a nerd and a lowly, one-talent Warder. But Daniel took up with me. I think he basically didn’t like bullies, and I wasn’t being treated that well. I think he did it to be nice at first, but then we hit it off.”
Hunter looked up, caught by something in Kevin's tone. He got up off the floor and clambered onto Kevin’s lap. “Don’t be sad, Daddy,” he said, giving Kevin a hug. 
Steve put an arm around Kevin’s shoulder, and looked down at Bree. “See now, I wouldn’t have caught sadness just from Kevin’s voice,” Steve remarked. “I assume you felt a little sad remembering being hassled in school?” he asked Kevin. 
Kevin nodded and told Hunter, “I’m not really that sad about it any more, pumpkin.”
“Pardon the question from the clueless normal here, but could you do that at Hunter’s age?” Steve asked Bree.  
“Oh yeah,” Bree answered, still absent-mindedly playing with the train. “My parents thought I was just ‘too sensitive.’ Fortunately, Hunter will have more support and understanding than I had with my poor normal parents. Thank heavens it was you two who adopted him.”
“I’m a Reader,” Hunter announced importantly.
“Yes sweetie, we think you’re a Reader,” Bree replied.
“And I’m an Animal Master. I’m Master of Tyrannosaurus Rex!” he said gleefully, and started to bounce up and down on Kevin’s lap.
“I’m sure you would be if they weren’t extinct,” Steve laughed.
The doorbell chimed, and Hunter leapt off Kevin’s lap and charged for the door. “You’d think he was a dog the way he rushes for the door whenever someone comes over,” Steve said as he bent over to help Bree straighten Hunter’s toys. Hunter, clearly having overheard the comment, began barking. 
Kevin went to get the door and a moment later, Hunter dragged Daniel in to join them. “And this is my train set,” he was saying. “I made the trees.” Daniel dutifully bent over to inspect the trees after a quick greeting to the others in the room. He was wearing all brown today, sweater and cords. So much for Bree’s theory that he was still holding onto being a Keeper by wearing blue.
“Okay little man, time for your bath,” Steve announced in his no nonsense parent voice after giving Hunter a little time to tell Daniel all about his trains.
  “But Papa, Daniel didn’t get a chance to play with my train!” Hunter said, voice beginning to rise.
“It’s okay, Hunter. I live in Seattle now, so I’ll get another chance to come and play with your train,” Daniel reassured him. Hunter looked stormy anyway, but Steve scooped him up and tickled him, then carried him out of the room.  
Bree, Kevin and Daniel adjourned to the living room. The dark expanse of the lake with the far necklace of lights on the opposite shore was visible out the window. It was a clear night. Bree made sure she sat where she had a good view of Daniel’s face. She was still feeling uneasy about him, and she wanted to be able to read him if necessary. She hadn’t been able to let go of the suspicious vibe with which their last meeting had ended, when Daniel had wanted to avoid involving the Ecclesias. And somehow, her little talk just now with Kevin hadn’t eased things. As she gazed at him, she was forced to register that in spite of all that, she was getting butterflies in her stomach being around him again. It was hard for her to look him in the face.
“Okay, so spill you two. What’s with the pow wow?” Kevin asked.
“Bree ran into a little trouble at the working she did for me on Friday. We just wanted to run it by you, see if you have any ideas, maybe get your input on the next best step,” Daniel started. He described the encounter, with Bree chiming in with her description of the taint nearly getting away from her, and misjudging the size of the demon during the recent exorcism, and they both shared their speculations.  
“I’ve been thinking since then,” Daniel concluded, “what if this is really something new? A new talent in demons? Powered have certainly evolved over the years, why wouldn’t they?”
“And yet by all the lore, they really have been pretty static,” Kevin replied thoughtfully. “Even to the point of using the same names, adhering to the same general types. Isn’t one of the theories that Hell is by nature an unchanging place, and that’s part of why it is Hell?”
Daniel leaned back and ran a hand through his hair, in a gesture that spoke to Bree of frustration. His hair already had a tendency to stick up, and he’d just made it worse. “You know I don’t believe in Hell, Kevin.” 
“Ah, yes, the ‘other dimensional beings’ theory,” Kevin replied with amusement.
“And I’m not sure I even buy the idea they're that unchanging. We’re relying on history with that notion, and historic documents are notoriously difficult to evaluate, given the context issues, the translation difficulties…”
“But demons really are predictable,” Bree weighed in. “At least that’s been my experience. They like to feed on negative emotional energy, and they create negativity so they can have more of what they like. That’s basically all they want.”
“Yes, but wouldn’t you say they have personalities?” Daniel replied, brows raised in question, expression becoming animated.
Kevin groaned. “Do we have to debate the existential demonology questions tonight? I know you Thorvaldson, you can keep this up for hours. Let’s just stick to the subject at hand, shall we?”
Bree was disappointed at Kevin’s putting the kibosh on the debate, which she was starting to enjoy. She reached up and started playing with the end of her ponytail, which was draped over one shoulder, and reminded herself that her plan was to tell Kevin what she knew and hope he and Daniel would take it from there, leaving her out of it.  
As Kevin and Daniel argued over what was and wasn’t included in ‘the subject at hand,’ Bree finally acknowledged to herself that she probably was ready to start working at least a little power again. To her surprise, she hadn’t had any nightmares or other ill effects from clearing Daniel's taint, and the repeated images of the botched exorcism on Jeremy had calmed down too. She was awfully quick to be persuaded by Dion once he had a case to offer that sounded easy enough to begin with, and she'd had her interest well and truly piqued by the question of a new type of demon or demon talent. She’d thought of little else in the last couple of days, if one didn’t count thinking about Daniel Thorvaldson, which Bree was working hard not to count. On the other hand, she didn’t want to get drawn back into full out exorcism work, at least not now, and maybe not ever if she could get away with it. 
“Look,” Bree finally interrupted, even though she could see that now Kevin was enjoying the argument as well. “I think the main question is really what we should do with the information. We can continue to speculate all we want in the meantime, but don’t you think this should go to the Ecclesias, just in case it’s important?”
She saw Kevin glance quickly at Daniel, and something unspoken passed between them.
“I do think that would be a good idea,” Kevin said, with seeming reluctance.
“Well, I don’t see where I would need to be involved directly,” Daniel said, voice gone cool. Bree saw his nostrils flare slightly, and his mouth had tightened again. Her Reader sense spontaneously flared up at these signs of anger.
“Daniel, the Ecclesias out here is not like it is back home.”
“I was just the subject, Kevin, they’ll really just need to hear from Bree,” Daniel interrupted, obviously trying not to sound annoyed.
Kevin didn’t answer, and Bree looked over at him and saw his face had gone tense. “What is it?” she asked.
“Someone just touched the house wards." All three closed their eyes for a moment, the better to focus their various talents to try to read what might be going on. “There it is again,” Kevin said.
“I feel it,” Bree said nervously. "In fact, I feel a lot of people out there. Six of them. They feel, not quite hostile, but like they don't mean well."
“It felt like an exploratory hit,” Daniel said.
Suddenly, all the windows in the house rattled in their frames. “What the hell was that?” Bree exclaimed, as Steve called from the bathroom, “Kevin? Was that an earthquake?”
Kevin was on his feet, facing the window on the street side of the house, and Daniel was already beside him, arms raised to his sides, lips moving in a working. “What’s he doing?” Bree whispered, coming up behind Kevin.
“He’s backing up my wards. Someone is trying to take them down by force, and that cannot be good.” He joined Daniel in the same posture.  
Again, the windows rattled. Steve hurried into the living room, Hunter in his arms, wrapped in a towel, brown hair still wet from his bath. “I think we’re having an earthquake! Aren’t we supposed to get under a table or something?”
“It’s not an earthquake,” Bree replied tensely. “This is powered business. Take Hunter to his room and lock the door.” She pushed Steve back toward the hall to the bedrooms, already regretting the frightened look on Hunter’s face. She made sure Steve had done what she said, then dashed back into the living room as another jolt hit. Kevin was kneeling on the floor, gasping like he’d just run miles. Daniel was still on his feet, body rigid. Desperately, Bree joined him, knowing her warding skills weren’t in the same league as Kevin’s or Daniel’s, but knowing she had to try. Anything attempting to break house wards was nothing she wanted to allow inside. 
She let her Reader sense enter the wards, and immediately felt an intense pressure against them. She read the energy as mostly human, but her Demonsense picked up demonic power as well, in someone possessed. At that realization, Bree’s heart lurched in her chest. A demon, right outside, and a strong one. Bad enough to believe that strangers were trying to break into the house. Now they had to contend with a monster as well.  
She began adding energy to the house wards, tried to weave it in carefully and not disturb Kevin’s or Daniel’s working. But she could feel the wards failing even as she worked. They needed more people on their side, and they didn’t have them. She frantically tried to call to mind some of her rusty defensive spells, had just formulated her intention, visualized a blue wall of water and started saying the words when the wards failed.  
She saw Daniel stagger out of the corner of her eye. Her Demonsense was a terrifying jangle all along her nerves as she finished her spell and cast it before the house.  She barely had time to draw in a breath before she felt the demon come in contact with her spell. Her skin crawled, and she felt the demon’s rage, sensed it trying to apply brute force to the defensive spell. It was holding. 
But it wasn’t enough. There was only one demon, but she could feel energy from all the people out there, and the air was alive with spells. She glanced at Daniel, saw he was gesturing rapidly, but with great precision. She felt energy building around him, and to her Reader sense, he was limned with light. She couldn’t imagine a spell one person could cast that could defend against so many powered. She could only pray he had something in his Keeper arsenal that would do the trick. He glanced her way and said tightly, "Drop your spell." 
She obeyed, and felt a surge of energy from him directed outwards, something complex, fierce and dark. And then, right behind it, a stronger pulse of magic, huge and even darker. It felt for a moment like the universe was holding its breath, then the force outside dissolved. Bree cast out her senses, and she felt the powered outside, including the demon possessed one, retreating. Kevin staggered to his feet and she saw him gesture to re-set the wards. She didn’t know how he had it in him, but she felt the wards go back up.  
Daniel gasped and leaned forward, head bowed, hands on his knees. Bree could hear her own harsh breathing. She felt light headed.  
"I'll go check on Steve and Hunter," Kevin said, and disappeared down the hall.  Bree swayed on her feet as she cast her Reader sense and Demonsense out as far as they would go. The attackers were definitely gone now.
Kevin reappeared, saying, "They're okay. Hunter's a little shook up, but Steve is reading to him. We figured going ahead with the usual routine was best." He collapsed onto the couch. Bree walked carefully over and joined him. Her Reader sense was still fully activated by the stress of what had just happened, and she didn't have the energy to shut it down. They both regarded Daniel blankly across the room. Finally, Kevin managed to choke out, “Okay, I’ll know if they attack the wards again. But Daniel, please. Did you see what that was?”
Daniel straightened slowly, looking as if he was trying to keep his balance, and turned to face them. “One demon, embodied. A lot of powered, six altogether, as Bree thought. As far as I can tell, no one I know.”
“No one you know,” Kevin repeated, anger creeping into his voice. “Tell me, Daniel, why would people like that come to my house? I’m a goddamned computer programmer!”
A shadow of pain crossed Daniel’s face, but he sounded relatively calm as he answered, “I realize I’m the only one here likely to attract that brand of attention. But I’ve never done Keeper work out here, not even a little side work. I don’t have a single Keeper contact in Seattle. So I don’t see how I could possibly be involved in this kind of local trouble. I’ve only been here two weeks,” he concluded a little plaintively.
“Can you be sure something from back east didn’t follow you here?” Kevin asked, scowling.
Every one of Daniels’ tells were screaming to Bree of tension and distress as he said, voice low, “Kevin, you do not seriously think I would show up at your house if I thought for one minute that some trouble from home had followed me here?”  
Kevin let his breath out in a whoosh, face falling. “Oh, I guess not. Not that, anyway,” he said cryptically. “But really, Daniel, what else could it be?”
Daniel’s eyes flashed to Bree. “Oh no, nothing to do with me,” Bree answered his look. “I’ve just done exorcisms, taint clearings and the like. And until a couple of weeks ago, I hadn’t done a real working in a year and a half, not since… not since my husband Seth passed away,” she forced herself to finish.
“Look, there are only so many possibilities. To break wards I set would take a good number of people, or several true high powered. The first thing that jumps to my mind is the Keltoi,” Kevin said.
“Or the Ecclesias,” Daniel shot back.  
“Now you’re being paranoid,” Kevin answered shortly.
“Am I?” Daniel replied, and another long look passed between them.  
“Okay, wait,” Bree broke in. “Why on earth would it be the Ecclesias? They’d just send a couple of Keepers out if one of us had broken some law. The forced entry thing just doesn’t make any sense for the Ecclesias.”
Neither of the men answered her, and she caught tells that both men were dismissing her argument and did think it could have been the Ecclesias. It was a very sobering thought. Somehow worse than if it had been the Keltoi. That she could understand. That was organized crime of the powered kind, too often allied with demons, and who knew what they were capable of. The Ecclesias could be medieval in its politics and at rare times draconian in its penalties, but it was the law when it came to the powered. She thought of the Ecclesias, ultimately, as a force for good. The idea that they would try to forcibly enter someone’s house, bringing in someone possessed, threw all she knew about the Ecclesias into doubt.
“Think about it,” Daniel said, as he threw himself down into a chair, long legs sprawled out in front of him. “The only reason to try to force an entry rather than opting to try to trick your way past the wards with an invitation would be if you expected to be recognized and opposed in getting what you want.”
“Daniel,” Bree said slowly, thinking out loud, “who or what would you recognize on sight?”
“Keltoi I knew from experience or from Keeper bulletins,” he replied. “Some Ecclesias, though I’ve never met any of the local Ecclesias.” 
“And wouldn’t you know a particular demon if it was one you encountered before?”
“Maybe, but the greater risk is probably that I’d recognize a particular person. In any case, regardless of who or what it was, there’s only two people in the house a group of powered might want that I can think of, unless Bree has something in her past that’s coming after her. And that would be me or Hunter.” 
Kevin was shaking his head.
“Kevin, why is it that you had full, high level house wards activated?” Daniel asked, leaning forward, hands clasped between his knees. “Those kind of wards aren’t just meant for normals bent on stealing your stereo. And what do you know about Hunter’s birth parents?”
There was a long silence before Kevin answered. "All I know is his mother was a young powered woman who didn’t know or didn’t report in the paperwork anything about the father. But the girl, she was Keltoi. So I've always kind of worried that she or the father might try to track Hunter down someday.”
Bree felt a little stab of shock about Kevin's revelation that Hunter's biological mother was Keltoi. He'd never told her that. But she couldn’t focus on the new information. She was distracted by nervously scanning for any other attempts at intrusion. “I hate to be doom and gloom here, but are we safe? I mean, how do we know whoever that was isn’t just recouping some energy so they can try again?”
“They’re gone. They won’t try again tonight, and probably not for another couple of days,” Daniel replied tersely.
“How would you know that?” Bree questioned him.
Again, Daniel and Kevin exchanged a long look, and suddenly, finally, it clicked into place. “What you did at the end, what I felt after the wards failed. You did a binding.”
“A binding is just another form of casting…” Daniel began quickly.
“You did it without any preparation, and without using any power object I could see," Bree interrupted. "And the only way that’s possible is if you’re a Binder.” The rumors Kevin had hinted at, why the Ecclesias might be something Daniel wanted to avoid, made sense now.  She felt a crawling sensation up her back just at the word Binder. Ever since she knew what being powered was, she had feared Binders. Someone with extremely strong will energy, and with a special talent for penetrating the energy field and psyche of another, who could take your will and force you to do anything. Anything. It was magic so dark it was utterly terrifying.
Kevin weighed in quickly, turning slightly to face Bree and putting a hand on her knee. “I’ve known about Daniel’s Binder abilities for years, and I’ve chosen not to turn him over to the Ecclesias because I’ve had a lot of chances to observe what kind of person he is, how he uses his powers. I don’t agree with his choices in every case,” and at that, he shot Daniel a dour look, “but I’ve never seen him misuse his Binder talent. I just plain trust that he can handle it, at least for now."
"Yes, but..." Bree started to interrupt, but Kevin plowed on. "In the end, it comes down to whether you trust your own read of Daniel. You're an exceptional Reader. Don't you think you'd know if he was some out of control Binder ready to hit us all with some mind control? And at the end of the day, would you rather Daniel let those people in? What if they were after Hunter?”
And there was the rub. If she were honest with herself, she knew that if she had Binder talent, she wouldn't hesitate for a second to use it to protect Hunter. 
Daniel seemed to read her thoughtful silence as doubt. "Look Bree, I don't even think of myself as a Binder. I have some abilities in that direction. You could say I have that power. But I don’t choose to use it, except very rarely in self defense or defense of others, and even then, it's very much a last resort.”  
Bree crossed her arms across her chest, feeling chilled and uneasy. As much as she saw Daniel's and Kevin's point, she felt compelled to play devil's advocate, if only to work through her own profoundly mixed feelings. "I get that tonight, I would have done the same in your shoes. I'm familiar with the argument that it's not the power itself that's bad, it's how you use it. 
"But surely you know, you may start out thinking you'll only use it for self defense, but that's all too likely to change. You know Binding is an addictive power. At first, you talk yourself into thinking you're doing it for some good reason, but pretty soon, it's just a rationalization to force people to do what you want. Why do you think Keepers vet every person who runs for political office for Binder talent? We've seen what happens in other countries where they don't have a strong enough Keeper force to prevent Binders from taking over."
"I'm not arguing that there aren't serious problems with Binder power," Daniel rejoined. "In most cases, it is dangerous, and it's warranted to shut down the power in those that have it to any great degree. But you have to use it for it to get the best of you, and I don't use mine. I can count the number of times I've used it on one hand, including tonight. And like Kevin said, you've read me. Do I read dark powered to you?"
Bree hesitated to say what she was thinking in response. There were ethics to using Reader talent. What you perceived on a reading wasn't shared with anyone but the subject without their permission unless you had a damned good reason. And she had read some darkness in Daniel's energy. It had never come completely clear for her if it was related to the demon taint, depression, or something else.  
Still, on reflection, she could say with some confidence that he hadn't read truly dark powered to her, so she answered, "No, I wouldn't call you dark powered." Daniel stirred at that, and she hazarded a look at him, in part to test her own feelings. Knowing someone was a Binder was just so… creepy. So much of being powered was a more subtle, a more gentle use of energy. How could you ever interact normally with someone who could turn you into a zombie practically with the wave of a hand? 
Looking at Daniel now, she had a sense of dread warring with gratitude, along with a big dollop of speculation about how handy it would be to have a Binder on their side, particularly if it turned out the attack tonight had something to do with Hunter's biological parents trying to get him back. A fierce surge of protectiveness welled up in her at the thought. It was hard to imagine something she wouldn't do to prevent harm to Hunter. So how could she judge Daniel for using what Binder abilities he possessed to do the same?
She did wonder how she had missed his Binder talent on her read of him. Then a greater mystery occurred to her. She turned to face Daniel directly. "How is it that you became a Keeper if you have Binder talent?" 
"I was read within an inch of my life when I applied, I assure you. You've read me yourself. If it was your call, would you say I shouldn't be a Keeper? Or for that matter, that I should have all my abilities shut down? Because that's what the Ecclesias would do if they thought I was a Binder."
It was a telling argument. Clearly, more experienced Readers than she had vetted Daniel, and it was true that if she just went by her own read, she couldn't detect enough Binder talent, or even dark power, for her to believe he shouldn't be a Keeper.
Bree shook her head. "No, I wouldn't say you shouldn't be a Keeper. It's just, well, I guess I've never really been on the wrong side of the Ecclesias before. You know I'm supposed to turn you in if I see you using any kind of Binder ability." Even as she said the words, she knew she wouldn't do it, at least not based on what she'd seen today. She looked at Daniel again. He was hunched over, hands clasped between his knees, his expression a mix of wariness and patience.  
"I'm sorry to put you in that position," Daniel replied. "Naturally, you'll have to do as you think best." 
Bree almost wished he hadn't said that. It put the responsibility squarely on her. He could so easily have threatened her or manipulated her by emphasizing his ability to protect Hunter, not only with his Binder ability, but with all the offensive and defensive magic of a Keeper. Of course, it was possible that his not doing any of that was a manipulation in and of itself.  Bree thought hard. It was no small thing to knowingly break the law, which is what she'd be doing if she didn't go straight to the Ecclesias with this.
“I really do get that you just saved our asses,” Bree finally answered him. "But I hope you can understand why I would be nervous about Binder talent. I have to tell you, if I really thought you were misusing it, I would go to the Ecclesias about it.”
“I understand,” Daniel replied, looking tired and dejected. Good old Catholic guilt crept up on Bree. Now she felt bad for making him feel like a monster. She imagined that was what someone with any Binder talent at all might feel like. She pushed the guilt away. She wasn’t crazy to be cautious about this.
“Right,” said Kevin briskly, clearly trying to break the tension. “Let’s get some food in us. I’ll call a Keeper after that and report what happened. I’m sure they’ll help with some extra protection while we try to get this thing figured out.” Bree noted the concession to Daniel’s request not to go straight to the Ecclesias with their concerns about the possible hiding talent of demons, but decided not to question it tonight. She was feeling nervy and out of her depth and wanted time to think it all over. 
All three of them went along to Hunter's room and worked at reassuring him that everything was fine. This was a challenge, given Hunter’s emerging Reader talent, but he seemed willing to be distracted by all the attention. While Steve finished putting Hunter to bed, Kevin forced a quick snack on Bree and Daniel before they set off for home. 
Daniel insisted on walking her out to her car. “You will set house wards when you get home, won’t you?” he asked, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched against the evening’s chill. He hadn't worn a coat.
Bree stopped digging for her keys for a minute to look at him. “After tonight, I’d be scared not to. But I still don’t think this has anything to do with me.”
“It likely doesn’t, but we don’t have enough information to draw any conclusions at this point. You may be involved just by association.” Daniel hesitated, then reached deeper into his pants pocket, drew out an amulet on a black silk cord, and held it out to her. All she could see in the dim light was that it was a silver medallion about an inch and a half across. She couldn’t make out any of the markings. “This is a protection amulet. It has to be touching your skin to work. It deflects aggressive and coercive energy, though not at the intensity we faced tonight. But one or two powered could be handled with this, maybe long enough for you to get away if there's trouble. And if you touch it here,” he pointed to an symbol on the center of the back of the amulet, “and say ‘By Wind, by Will, I call Daniel Thorvaldson,’ I’ll feel it and know you’re in trouble. It will also activate a locater spell so I’ll be able to find you.”
Intensely mixed feelings sprang up in Bree. She realized she didn’t want to take anything from him, because she was still weirded out by the Binder thing. All kinds of paranoid thoughts about what the amulet might really be rushed through her mind. But at the same time, if it was legitimately a protection amulet, it was very valuable. She knew they weren't easy to make. Not many Casters could do it. She reached out to take the amulet gingerly by its cord. She didn't want to touch it, let alone put it around her neck, not yet. She’d wait until she got home and could get a good look at it.  Or better yet, until she could have a Caster she trusted look it over.
“Thank you,” she said. “I hope I don’t have to use it.”
“I hope so too,” Daniel said wearily as he stepped away, and turned to go.



Chapter 4
 
Bree barely glanced at the amulet after she got home. She was almost too tired to eat, although she knew she must to refuel her base energy, and setting house wards once she’d gotten home had further drained her. She wasn't enough of a Warder to just whip them off without paying for it.
A quick look revealed a number of unfamiliar symbols on the front of the amulet, and a detailed and beautiful engraved hawk on the back. She wasn't much of a Caster, had only studied the few basic spells needed for exorcism and a few for self protection. Though she still felt some uncertainty about the amulet, being careful never to touch the metal disc directly, she did keep it on her bedside table. The fact that she was willing to keep it near her in spite of her reservations about it let her know she how frightening the evening's events had been to her.  
She woke twice in the night with nightmares. As sometimes happened, they weren’t directly about Seth’s death, but more about possession. Being chased by demons and entered by demons. She woke up in a sweat when the demon in the dream merged with her body. She had expected bad dreams after the taint clearing, and been incredibly relieved when they hadn’t occurred. But last night’s demon encounter had obviously crossed the line as far as her psyche was concerned.
In the morning, she sat eating cereal in the tiny dining alcove between the kitchen and living areas of her house. The round wood table was covered with her favorite vintage tablecloth, the one peppered with perky bunches of red cherries, but it failed to look cheerful in the grey morning light. She looked out the window, feeling depressed by the cloudy weather after the last couple of brilliant autumn days, and by her bad dreams hangover. Three cats, a ginger and two tabbies, were arrayed along the side yard fence, looking at the house, clearly plotting a break in. The ginger cat was particularly sneaky in her experience. She'd have to take care when she left the house or he'd get in.
She considered calling in ‘sick’ and canceling her clients for the day, and for tomorrow as well. She didn’t desperately need the money, what with Seth’s life insurance benefits, but she hated to disappoint her clients. Still, until she was sure what was going on with the attack at Kevin’s house, it was probably irresponsible to spend the day around normals. She couldn’t, after all, be one hundred percent sure someone wouldn’t come after her. 
She picked up the amulet lying by her bowl, and dangled it from its cord. It spun gently, looking innocently like a nicer piece of hippie jewelry. She reflected that she didn’t know any high powered Casters, barely any high powered anything. She had always existed on the edges of powered society. Even the exorcism and taint clearing work she and Seth had done had usually been small time stuff. Oh, they’d done a few bigger cases, and Dion was always pushing them to stretch themselves, to develop their powers further, Bree in particular, since he was so convinced she'd crossed over into high power on a couple of things.
But Seth had been lackadaisical about all of it. He’d liked helping people, but he’d liked his music more, and had never been tempted to go for Keeper, though he had the talent for it. And Bree followed his lead because, although always rewarding, demon exorcism was also risky and very, very disturbing. If she got too much of a reputation for being good at it, there would be constant pressure to do more. And the longer she did it, the harder it had gotten.  
Well, the sooner the issue of the attack at Kevin's was resolved, the sooner she could have the time and space to figure out just what kind of power working she wanted to do and could handle. She’d have to do something. She’d felt a big lightening of her energy once she’d recovered from clearing Daniel’s taint, and she knew it was because she was using her powers. Dion had been right about that one. She’d been meant to use them, it had been hard work not to. And she had to admit to herself, in the privacy of her own mind, that she was a little proud of how she'd handled herself last night. Executing a somewhat effective defensive spell on the fly was not half bad. 
A part of her still wanted to leave the mystery of the attack to Kevin and to whatever Keepers got called in. But Daniel had implied there might be some threat to Hunter. It certainly wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that one of his biological parents wanted him back. It was the dirty little secret of powered culture that powered children were considered highly desirable and non-powered children as second-class. Somehow, she just couldn’t bear to be out of the loop if it was about Hunter. She wanted to call Kevin, find out what was going on, and take part if there was a guard put on Hunter. Maybe she could keep Hunter distracted if nothing else. But before she got going on all that, she wanted to find out more about the amulet. She didn’t quite trust it, but if it was legit, she should be wearing it. If she were going to be part of protecting Hunter, she'd need all the help she could get.
Fortunately, a quick phone call assured her that her Caster friend Sophie and her husband Bruce were both at home this morning, so Bree headed off to meet with them at their house. 
Sophie worked as a midwife and had the day off, although she was on call, as was often the case. Bruce was working a later shift at the Raven’s Nest, the bookstore he owned up on Phinney Ridge. They lived in a mid sized Craftsman bungalow in the Greenwood neighborhood, not far from the store. The house was painted a funky purple shade with yellow trim, and managed to look more artsy than garish, although just. There was an overgrown, drunkenly leaning laurel hedge, some weed infested grass, and a sad yellowing rhododendron bush in front of the house. Neither Bruce nor Sophie had the inclination to do yard work.  
Sophie answered the door, a cheerful smile on her broad face. She was several inches shorter than Bree’s five six, and generously sized. Her waist length, wavy dark brown hair was pulled back today in a messy braid, and her warm, caramel colored eyes had their perpetual twinkle. She always reminded Bree of a friendly wood gnome. 
“Hey, sweetie, pleasant surprise!” Sophie greeted her. “Come on in. I’ve got pumpkin muffins baking, so get ready for second breakfast.”  
Bree followed her into the house, through the cluttered living room, and back into the kitchen. It was a comfortable space, with wood cabinets, orange walls, and a nice big window looking out onto a lushly overgrown back yard.  
Bruce was sitting at the kitchen table reading the morning paper on his laptop, one of his cockatiels sitting on his shoulder, nibbling on his ear. He was more than a foot taller than Sophie, and burly with it. He had shoulder length, reddish brown hair, and a redder beard. He looked like he’d be at home at a forge, pounding out plowshares, or maybe tending bar in a battered bowler hat in the Old West. His cockatiel, the one named Oscar, launched off his shoulder and flew at Bree’s head. Bree was prepared for this, and ducked handily. Bruce made a casual gesture with one hand, and the bird veered back toward him and landed on his arm. “Be good, now," he murmured, and put his huge palm gently around Oscar’s head. “That should hold him,” he told Bree, giving her a smile. He was a Bird Master, and like most Animal Masters, loved the animal to which his energy was attuned.  
Bree joined him at the table as Sophie fussed around the kitchen. She got out plates and cups, then pulled the muffins from the oven, which were fragrant with cloves and cinnamon. Bree started to relax for the first time in what felt like days. While they ate muffins and drank coffee, Bree caught them up recent events. She left out the part about Daniel having some Binder talent. She told herself that it was because she didn't want to bias them against the amulet or its maker. Inside, she knew that now her initial shock had worn off, she wanted to give Daniel the benefit of the doubt. In good part, it was because he was a friend of Kevin's, and she trusted his judgment about people. But she was self aware enough to know that it also had to do with her attraction to Daniel. “So I’m hoping you can tell me something about this amulet,” she said. “I don’t have enough spell lore to figure out the markings, or enough spell sense to reverse engineer it.”
She pulled the envelope out of her pocket in which she'd put the amulet and handed it to Sophie. Sophie opened the envelope and pulled the amulet out by its cord, then put a napkin on her hand and dropped the amulet onto it. She closed her eyes, then opened them again quickly, removed the amulet from the napkin, and held it in her bare hand. Sophie was a low power Caster who knew a lot of spell lore. She also had a touch of Healer talent. “To do this right, I think we should cast a circle. I’d just feel safer working in protective space if I’m going to probe this thing. It doesn’t want to be messed with,” she said.
When they were done eating, Bree followed Sophie and Bruce upstairs to the room they had set aside for worship and power working. The ceiling was a deep royal blue, with silver stars hand painted all across it, the walls a soothing sage green. There was an altar on the west wall under the window, with a large breasted, large bellied statue of the Mother goddess carved from wood, paired with a rough hewn, ceramic horned visage of the Green Man. Though Bree had a Catholic school upbringing that had taught her Wicca was something to be feared, over the years she’d become quite comfortable with her friends’ Wiccan faith and saw the beauty in it.
There was a reason, though, that Wicca was equated with witchcraft. Many of the symbols and traditions of Wiccan spell casting and “white” magic had their basis in lore and traditions of the powered. Powered were simply better able to access and direct energy so that spells actually worked well on the physical plane. And powered Casters were by far the best at this type of working.  
Bree sat on a pillow on the floor next to Bruce as Sophie called in the four directions and walked a circle with sword, wand, water, and crystal. Bree felt the energy building, creating a pleasant buzz as the circle was completed and the warding aspects activated. 
Sophie held the amulet up by its cord and pointed to the carvings on the front of the amulet. “See here, this one, the oval shape with the zig zag across it, is a symbol for shield. This triangle is clearly a fire sign, which is for protection, but it’s over written with this other symbol, one I’m not sure of. It could be meant to represent a holly leaf. That’s considered a fire plant, though you seldom see it used these days as a Casting symbol. It's pretty old school. This spiral is drawn widdershins, that’s counter clockwise to you, Bree, and I believe that’s the unraveling of negative energy. An anti-dark magic symbol used in concert with these others. So far, it all jibes as a protective amulet.” 
Sophie pointed to the last symbol on the front, a series of small humps and curlicues. “This one I can’t make heads or tails of at all. Bruce?” She held the amulet up by its cord, as close to Bruce as she could get and still stay inside the circle. He wasn’t a Caster, but he was something of a historian, and he knew a lot of lore. 
Bruce leaned forward and looked at it a moment, then shook his head. “It looks like some overwritten symbols, maybe two or three of them. I can’t quite make it out. It’s quite a jumble.” 
Sophie turned the amulet over, and put her finger on the symbol on the back. “This one’s obvious, a hawk, borne on air. This is for communication. I think it sends the call for help across the air. It’s possible the hawk is a symbol for Daniel, specifically. There’s more, of course, on the energy level. Just give me a minute, and I’ll tell you what I get.”
Bree waited while Sophie communed with the amulet. She tended to be thorough and detail oriented by nature, so this took some time. There was a subtle sense of energy moving, but there were no lights, no heat, no sounds that would indicate a serious energy discharge. Finally, Sophie opened her eyes.
“This is a very good protection amulet, Bree. Really multi-layered spell work. It must have taken two full days of working, maybe more, to make this thing. In fact, I’ve never seen anything this powerful. But it’s benign, definitely not dark in any way. And here’s a funny thing,” she said, pointing again to the unknown symbol on the front. “The meaning of this was more clear on the energy level, where I could get a sense of the intention of the maker. I think this is a combination of the signs for Leo and Scorpio, your sun and rising signs.” She looked at Bree with an expression part surprise, part arch humor. “This is for you. He made this specifically for you.”
 
 
Jim Scanlon was driving south on Highway 99 toward downtown, on his way home, when he felt a piece of his mind dissolve. It was a bizarre and nauseating sensation. He'd been humming along to Satisfaction by the Stones on the radio, feeling relaxed and content when it happened.  He felt ill, but there was nowhere to pull over the car. He tried breathing shallowly to control the nausea, and then the second weird thing happened. He realized he was angry. Stunningly, blindingly angry. His mellow mood was snuffed out, and he gripped the steering wheel hard enough to hurt his hands. He started remembering the job that had gone south last night, and what it had meant. 
A part of him had been aware of what happened all day today. He would have flashes of memory, of the unexpected level of resistance in the house wards, of Justice growling like a dog in frustration, snarling, and saying, “The bitch cut me off!” Then he remembered them all turning and walking away, giving up at the same time. He hadn't cared, and no one had said another thing. They just got in their cars and drove away, and he hadn’t heard a damned thing from any of them since. That fucking Keeper in there must have seriously messed with them. Some kind of binding spell that made them all want to go away, right when they were winning. He’d spent almost two weeks getting the right people together, and everything had been going his way that night, he’d been about to get two jobs done at the same time, and wouldn’t Carson have been impressed! He’d have his best chance so far to move up in the clan. 
His Dad was high up in the Keltoi, considered likely next in line for chief, but Carson had never seemed influenced by that, even though family connections in the Keltoi were supposed to be a big deal. All he would send Scanlon’s way were shit smuggling jobs. Scanlon had brains, he’d graduated from college with a business degree. And he had good ideas, but they’d put him in some box that said, “Good at hiding spells, give him the product running jobs.” He needed something high profile, something he’d done on his own to show a little initiative. And there was what he would get out of it, for himself. How could he have just walked away?
It had to have been that Keeper. He was supposed to be some hot shot, from one of those old powered families, thought they were so much better than Keltoi when Keltoi had been around just as long. It couldn’t have been that pansy Warder, and that powered chick may have helped him, but he’d felt only one weak defensive spell from her, so she was clearly not much of a factor.
He turned off on his exit and started threading his way through streets of high rise apartment buildings in his Belltown neighborhood. The nausea was fading now, but a nagging feeling of anxiety was blossoming under the rage. To think that someone could take control of him like that, get in his head, make him forget everything that was important to him, everything he'd worked for. It was like being raped, a real mind-fuck. He kind of knew now why powered thought binding was such dark magic. He’d always thought people made too big a deal of it. But having it happen to you just made your skin crawl.  
But there was no doubt he had to try again. He’d just have to be more careful, be more prepared. That demon ridden idiot Justice would help him again, he knew. Possessed were usually up for anything that might involve violence. He was less sure of the others, they might not think it was worth the trouble.  
As he pulled into the garage under his condo building and parked, he thought about what it might be like to bind others. Sure as hell would come in handy with that Keeper. Casters like him usually had a whole library of spell lore. Real academic types. That was probably how he’d done it, some spell, because Keepers weren’t allowed to be Binders. The Ecclesias would strip you of powers faster than you could spit if you had one of the forbidden talents, and that'd most likely kill someone strong enough to go for Keeper. Just another example of how screwed up a lot of powered were with their whole light magic, dark magic distinctions. The truth was it was all power, and either you had the balls to use what you had or you didn’t. Well, he’d just have to see about tracking that Keeper down to wherever he kept his books, see if he could find that binding spell. Most Casters kept a personal book of those spells they used most or had discovered on their own, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find. He could keep that binding spell for himself. 
He’d have to do it when Thorvaldson was gone, though. And he needed to keep working on a plan for how get Thorvaldson for Carson. Maybe he shouldn’t try to get him and the kid both at the same time. There had to be a way, because this was the best chance he’d come across to get Carson’s attention. Then maybe his Dad would stop making those pointed little comments about what a waste of money it had been to send him to college. 
	It was a fluke he even knew that Carson wanted Thorvaldson. He’d just happened to overhear him talking to Destry that night when he was earlier than expected reporting in on a job. Taking down a Keeper of Thorvaldson's power would make his reputation, even better than surviving a long possession. And there was no way he wanted to go that route. Just look at Justice. That guy was losing it, fast. 
	He threw open his car door, got out, and got a little satisfaction out of slamming it shut. Yeah, he'd get Thorvaldson's spell book, then take him down. And there was no fucking way he'd share that binding spell with anyone. 



Chapter 5
 
	Bree sat in her car outside Sophie and Bruce’s, hand on the amulet that now lay around her neck. It was raining quite hard, and the rain pounded on the roof of her car like the tiny fists of angry babies. Why had Daniel Thorvaldson spent two days making her a protection amulet before the attack at Kevin’s? Was there something about their experience with the taint that made him do it, something he suspected? Was it just a thank you gift? Or had he expected or hoped to be around her again, and thought there was something dangerous in that for her?   
She sighed and gave up trying to figure it out for now. She called Kevin on her cell, and got basically no information from him over the phone. All he would say was that it was okay for her to come over. He did mention, just before hanging up, trying to sound casual, “Javier stopped by. He’ll probably still be here when you get here.”
Oh great, Javier Ortiz. Keeper, Seth’s best friend, and high on the list of people she would rather not see. There had been a very bad scene after Seth’s funeral when Javier made it clear he blamed her for Seth’s death, then another, only slightly less awful one where he stiffly apologized, more, she suspected, because he thought it was the generous and correct thing to do than because he had actually changed his mind. They hadn’t spoken since. It was just her luck he’d be the Keeper sent in to investigate the situation at Kevin’s. She briefly considered not going, but decided that was too cowardly. Maybe if it wasn’t too bad, she could go back to Mass at St. Stephen’s without the dread of running into him.
It was still pouring rain when she arrived at Kevin’s, and she made a run for it from her car to the front stoop. Kevin greeted her at the door, looking rumpled, tired and discouraged. Bree gave him a hug, then hovered with him in the front hall while he gave her a quick update.
“We’ve had three Keepers here since last night,” he told her. “They’ve basically been providing a guard. Javier was here last night as well, in more of an investigative role. I take it he’s good at reading energy traces, and he says he picked up some patterns that match a couple of local Keltoi, more petty vice types by the sound of it, no major players, though a couple had high power readings. And he said…” Kevin paused and grimaced as if he had just tasted something nasty. “He said he wants to investigate Hunter’s adoption, that it wouldn’t be the first time someone powered later went after a powered child they had given up.”
“Oh Kevin,” Bree murmured sympathetically. 
“It’s just sick the way some powered only value powered children,” Kevin continued heatedly. “Steve and I would have gladly adopted a child with no powered ancestry, but we got the chance at Hunter first, and of course we fell in love with him.” He leaned back against the hallway wall. “You know Bree, I have to admit I can’t but hope this is about Daniel. I wouldn’t wish any harm on him, but he’s a Keeper, he can defend himself. Hunter is just a child, and you saw how much good my wards did with a concerted attack. How long do you suppose they’re going to post Keepers here as guards. A week? Two weeks?”
A fiery protective surge well up in Bree, the same feeling she used to get when she found someone possessed. She wanted to do something about this. “I want to talk to Javier,” she replied, wanting to ride the feeling until it vanished. 
“He’s in the kitchen with Daniel, raking him over the coals. Which is not a good thing,” he confided in a near whisper. “Daniel went to a lot of effort to avoid anyone or anything following him here. His old partner Bailey and I are the only ones who even know he’s in Seattle. He really wants to be left alone for awhile.”
Bree’s heart went out to Daniel at that moment, more than it had before. She knew exactly what that felt like, just wanting all the stress to stop, wanting to be left alone. Bree stalked toward the kitchen.
She found Daniel sitting on one of the high stools at the granite topped breakfast bar, body very still, except for one hand restlessly turning a coffee mug in circles. He hadn't shaved that morning. Javier was standing on the other side of the counter. He had excellent posture, which made him look taller than he was. He was immaculately dressed as usual, in sharply creased navy pants, blue button down shirt, and darker blue silk tie. Bree had always wondered how someone so different from Seth had managed to stay friends with him for so long. Seth had been casual to the point of sloppiness, laid back to Javier’s controlling meticulousness, and open hearted to Javier’s cautious pessimism. She had finally concluded it was one of those bonds forged from growing up together more than any sympathy of character or interests. They had certainly shared a whole slew of inside jokes, and Seth had had a way of loosening Javier up. She'd never had that gift with Javier. They'd always been courteous to one another, had wanted to like each other, but had just never really hit it off.   
“Javier,” she said, nodding to him as she entered the room. “Daniel,” she added, and surprised herself by putting a hand on Daniel’s shoulder in greeting. He looked up at her with a half smile. She saw his eyes drop, register that she was wearing the amulet, just visible in the opening of her shirt. Then he look quickly and quite intently at Javier, as if trying to draw his attention away from Bree. 
She realized Daniel did not want Javier to know about the amulet. She wanted to reach up and button her shirt another button, but that would only draw attention to it. Instead, she crossed her arms and leaned up against the breakfast bar, shifting her weight enough that the amulet slid to one side inside her shirt and out of sight. The realization flashed through her mind that she had just chosen sides. 
“Sorry to interrupt,” she said, pleased to hear that her voice sounded confident. “I was just wanting to check in, see about the status of the case, and answer any questions you might have about last night.”
There was a sneaky satisfaction in seeing how uncomfortable Javier appeared at the sight of her. She'd read his energy spike at her entrance, and he avoided her eyes. “Ah Bree, yes. I was just finishing with Mr. Thorvaldson here, so you’re not interrupting,” Javier replied politely, but his tells were flashing repressed embarrassment. Bree saw that Javier knew she could read his discomfort, and knew that she knew that he knew. Sometimes dealing with other Readers was ridiculously complicated. 
“Mr. Thorvaldson, thank you for your assistance in this matter,” Javier said. “I fully understand that you're retired, and there should be no need to call on you further."
The two men did not shake hands. Daniel leaned in close to Bree on his way out and said quietly, “I’ll be in back with Steve and Hunter. They kept Hunter home from school today.” Bree nodded, and turned back to Javier. She had taken the moment of distraction in their finishing up to surreptitiously button another button on her blouse, and felt more confident that the amulet was hidden.	
“Bree, I understand you were here last night and sensed a demon. Can you tell me more about that?” Javier began. He officiously shuffled the pile of papers in front of him on the counter, then reached for a pen to take notes.
“I can’t tell you much, really. I could sense one, medium-strong in power. It was blocked by the protective spell I threw up. Not that I’m so hot at defensive spells. I didn’t recognize its energy signature or anything. Honestly, Javier, that’s about all I know. Things were crazy, and I didn’t have time or space to read more.”
“And how, in your opinion, did Mr. Thorvaldson manage to drive the group outside away?” Javier fully met her eyes for the first time, and she knew he was reading her. She remembered he was much better at reading energy than tells, but she had to be very careful to tell the truth as much as possible.
“Well, he was a Keeper back east, at least that’s what Kevin told me. Retired or something, but not for long, so I suspect his skills were still pretty fresh. I think he managed to convince them they weren’t going to get in and might as well give up for the time being.” There, technically all true. She waited for Javier’s response, realizing for the second time that day that she was taking Daniel’s side, wondering if it was because of the gift of the amulet, wondering if the gift was itself intended to manipulate her to do just that. Or maybe it was just her libido talking. The way her breath had caught when he stood close to her a moment ago wiped out her hope that the Binder thing had completely turned her off to him.
“That jibes with what he said,” Javier replied cautiously. "However, there are, of course, cases where Keepers go over to the Keltoi. There's a lot of money to be made in organized crime. Keeper salaries are a pittance in comparison to what even lower ranking Keltoi members can make."
For a moment, Javier's suspicion made Bree pause. Could that be the reason Daniel left the Keepers? But then she shook her head. "Doesn't he come from one of those old, rich powered families back east? I'm not sure he needs the money that badly."
"And yet he doesn't strike me as being completely honest in his reasons for leaving the Keepers." 
Careful. "I don't really know all his reasons for leaving the Keepers. I only just met him."
Javier's dark eyes regarded her a moment longer, and he was reading her so hard that she could feel the energy of it like sticky fog clinging to her head. She concentrated intently on the truth of what she had just said. She didn't know all his reasons. The silence between them stretched uncomfortably. 
"I have ways of checking into Mr. Thorvaldson's retirement," Javier finally said, and Bree had to work at blocking out the dismay his statement caused her. She doubted she had succeeded, because Javier flashed a small, knowing smile.
“So what do you think this is about?” Bree asked, hoping to get his attention off of her.
Javier shook his head. “Hard to say at this point. Although I will say Mr. Thorvaldson gave a very complete report of his attempts to, shall we say, retire without complications. The Keltoi are generally only loosely allied, clan to clan, so any trouble he had with them in Boston is actually not that likely to cause him trouble here. And I’m afraid that the less likely it looks the group last night were after him, the more likely it seems they were after Hunter. There've been some very ugly incidences of adoptions gone wrong when powered children are involved. And there are even cases of the kidnapping of powered children who are unrelated to the kidnappers. It's usually Keltoi in such cases. It's a form of underground, illegal adoption by those powered who want powered children. Of course, it's possible that this isn't about Mr. Thorvaldson or about Hunter. Are you in some kind of trouble?” He gave her a hard look.
Here at least Bree could feel confident. She outlined for him her lack of power working activity since Seth's death. It felt strange to be talking to him, but also good to have something specific to say. He already knew almost everything there was to know about her power work before Seth died, so there was no need to go over that.
“You know there are reports of demons coming after exorcists later. They seem to have some memory of time in bodies they have inhabited,” Javier said, looking down at notes he was taking rather than at her.  
“But why would Keltoi be involved in that case?”
Javier sighed. “Yes, exactly. Which is why I’m going to need to find out what I can about Hunter’s adoption.”
“You’ll be stationing Keepers here until you find out more?” Bree asked. She couldn't keep a challenging note out of her voice.
“Of course,” Javier answered coolly.  “For the next couple of days, at least, while the investigation goes forward.”
Bree managed to get away from Javier soon after. Neither of them mentioned the past, which was fine with her, so the meeting was less painful than she had anticipated. Still, she got the distinct impression that while he largely believed Daniel’s story, neither was he letting go of considering him potentially in danger, or even potentially complicit, which probably meant drawing more attention than Daniel was comfortable with. He had hinted he would be calling the Keeper Association in Boston to check up on Daniel, and who knew where that might lead.
She went back to Hunter’s room, where Hunter was playing Connect Four with Kevin. Bree sat on the bed next to Daniel after she had greeted Hunter and provided the required amount of enthusiasm for the fact that Hunter was currently beating Kevin. Hunter dug inside his shirt, and pulled out a silver disc on a cord. "See Bree? Daniel made me this necklace in case I get lost. All I have to do is hold it, say the words and he can find me anywhere."
"And what are the words?" Kevin prompted.
"By wind, I call Daniel!"
"By wind and by will, I call Daniel Thorvaldson," Kevin corrected. 
"I know, Daddy." He focused back on the game, and Daniel asked her to come speak with him out in the hall.  
“Look, I’m sorry about that in there,” he began. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot with Ortiz. It’s just that if he saw the amulet, and you told him where you got it, there would be even more questions about last night. And honestly, I’ll do what I can to help Kevin, but I just want to stay out of official Keeper channels on this.”
Bree suddenly felt foolish for having gone along with covering up the amulet. She didn’t want Daniel thinking she was going to be part of hiding what he was. And the minute that crossed her mind, she felt a fool again, because that was exactly what she was doing. She wasn’t marching in there to tell Javier that Daniel was a Binder, had somehow become a Keeper while being a Binder, which was against the law. 
There he stood, looking at her diffidently, a shy, flustered look, so at odds with the power and control he’d shown last night. If she was to trust her Reader sense at all, she had to conclude that he didn't mean her any harm, in spite of that hint of darkness in his energy signature. Of course, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t end up doing harm. She’d seen the side of him that seemed vulnerable and basically kind, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have another side. And it wasn't as if she had never misjudged someone, in spite of her Reader sense. Readers were only human, were subject to the same preconceptions and emotional reactions as anyone else, they just had more information to screw themselves up with. She was frustrated with the whole dilemma and said, ungraciously, “Fine. However you want to handle it.”
“I’m going to head home now,” he continued, looking at his shoes now. “I’ve been here all morning, and it looks to me like the, um, suggestion I planted last night has held. There’s been no more trouble. And three high powered Keepers ought to be able to handle the kind of thing that happened last night. I’m more worried about what’s going to happen if their investigation doesn’t lead to any resolution. They can’t keep this level of manpower going for long.”
“Have you thought that maybe if they’re after you, you shouldn’t be here at the house?”
“Yes, I have thought of it, which is why I’m not moving in for the duration,” he replied.
“I wonder what help I’d be if I stick around,” Bree admitted. “You know, I just charged in there like I was going to go to war with Javier, like I had to make him protect Hunter. I think it’s because I feel like I’m not really of any use on that score.”
“Oh, I don’t know, you were pretty good in a fight last night,” Daniel replied, humor creeping into his voice.
“I'm really not much of a Caster,” she responded.
“No, really, you called up a good protection spell with almost no time to prepare.”
“Well, in any case, I find myself wishing I knew more defensive magic. Most of my Caster training was focused on exorcism spells, apart from some very basic self defense.”
“You know, I might be able to teach you a couple of things,” he replied, meeting her eyes at last, with that mix of intensity and shyness you saw when someone was asking you for a date. She told herself she was probably imagining things, and pushed her own rush of excitement-tinged embarrassment aside. She had more important things to focus on. Under the circumstances, learning some more defensive casting was appealing, particularly when she thought about the fact that Keepers were unlikely to be posted at the house indefinitely. She couldn't be comfortable with the idea of there being no guard on Hunter until the mystery of what the Keltoi had been after was solved.  
Of course, Daniel wasn’t really her first choice of instructor in defensive magic, what with the Binder issue still an unresolved part of the equation in how she felt about him, but she didn’t personally know anyone else in his league except maybe Javier. She'd conceded last night that Daniel didn't appear an immanent risk regarding using his Binder talent irresponsibly, so all that was stopping her was her own superstitious dread of Binders.  
After an awkward moment of silence while Bree considered, she said slowly, “That’s probably a good idea. Look, I’m planning to stay here for the day, but I’m going to take the next couple of days off from work, so tomorrow or Wednesday would be good.”
“How about tomorrow afternoon at my place, say around three? I have a workroom set up upstairs where we could practice.”
Say no, part of her said, the part that had been hiding out, grieving, yes, but using her grief as a shield against the big scary world, her world, where demons lived. “You’re on,” Bree replied, with more courage than she thought she had.
 
 
Warren Justice felt his demon surge with hostility as Jim Scanlon said, for the fourth time, “Jesus Christ, are they ever going to leave?” They’d been staked out down the street from the Daniel Thorvaldson's house for over three hours, and a woman had gone in about ten minutes ago. They were hoping that meant the pair of them would leave to go someplace, but there was no sign of movement from the house. The plan was to wait until the place was empty, then call in the other two Keltoi sitting on their asses in the coffee shop down the street, and see if they could break the house wards and do a search for some spell Scanlon wanted. 
Justice knew that if he didn’t have his demon on board, there would be no way the four of them could break those wards, but with it, there was a chance. He felt the demon stir again, and a wave of heat, boredom and hunger passed through him. 
He was always hungry, and it didn’t matter how much he ate or what he ate. His eyes felt hot with lust, the lust to take in, to see more, to perceive more. He was always running his fingers along things he walked by, and when he was sitting, his hands roamed restlessly across his clothes, his face, his hair. Strangely, his sense of hearing was the only thing that seemed unaffected by this hunger for sensation. He didn’t like music anymore, any kind of music. It irritated him to the point of violence. He had broken Scanlon’s car stereo with his fist because the bastard wouldn’t turn it off when Justice told him to. Scanlon had started to whine about it, but the demon showed his face, and Scanlon had given him a scared look and shut up. 
He found himself thinking about the Keeper again, how maybe he could take him by surprise if he was with some woman who distracted him. Maybe he could go for the woman and get control of the Keeper that way. He knew that wasn’t Scanlon’s plan, and Scanlon was paying him, but the demon didn’t care about money. It liked dominance, and fear, and death. 
Justice liked scaring people himself. That had been true before the possession. There was a shame-tinged excitement to it before, but now there was no shame at all, and that made it truly fun. It was one of the cool things about being demon ridden. Another was the augmentation of his powers. Before he’d been a middle of the road Warder and a low powered Caster with a modest gift for offensive spells. Now he was a high powered Warder, Keltoi style, better at breaking wards than making them, and his Caster ability, when he had any control over it, was at least double what it was. Not major league, maybe, but good enough to get most jobs done. Trouble was, he seldom did have control over casting, or over any other damn thing. And that was the bitch of being possessed. You got to go along for the ride, and sometimes the high was like the best drug you ever had, but you didn’t get to decide where it went. Hell, half the time he couldn’t even remember what had happened. And sometimes, a tiny part of him admitted from where it cowered deep in his brain, he didn’t want to remember.  
Justice’s breath sped up, and his thoughts went even darker. The woman, tied to a bed, panting with fear, Thorvaldson drugged and forced to watch while Justice raped her. His hand strayed to his jacket pocket where he had a syringe full of Ketamine. That sure as hell should put the Keeper out at the dose he had loaded. But Justice couldn’t remember putting it in his pocket. Shit like that was happening more and more, and he didn’t like it.
He felt more than heard the voice of the demon in his mind: I don’t care what you like. You serve me now. Justice shook his head hard but it didn’t help. Sometimes his demon had shit for brains. Yeah, he could stick the Keeper and put him out that way, but he had to get close enough first. The guy had to be ready for trouble, and he had some kind of binding spell, Justice had felt it two nights ago. Let me handle the Keeper, the demon purred. Justice felt an erotic shiver as his pleasure pathways were stimulated by the demon. Definitely one of the perks.
Scanlon sighed in frustration next to him, slid down further on the cold car seat and put his hands in his jacket pockets. "If they don't come out soon, I'm going to need some fucking coffee to stay awake."
Justice grunted in response, hoping Scanlon would just shut up. The guy clearly didn't have the patience for a stakeout. It was the kind of thing Justice used to be good at, before the possession. Now it took a real effort to keep the demon at the back of his mind, to keep from jumping out of his skin with restlessness, and Scanlon's chatter wasn't helping much.  
He sometimes wondered if the possession had been worth it. But after he'd come here from Las Vegas it was the only way to work his way up fast in the local Keltoi clan.  He liked to think it was the right decision. It wasn’t going to be forever, and there was a certain status you got if you survived. He was a survivor; he knew he’d make it. 	
Only there were some things he’d done, some things he’d thought in the last couple of months that even his hard heart had quailed at. He used to be pretty businesslike about his job. While he liked people to be afraid of him, he didn’t really get a jolt over having to shoot somebody, or from cutting them up. He just did what he had to do. Now he liked to do it with his hands, up close and personal. 
On those rare occasions when the demon was busy and distracted, and he could really think his own thoughts, he thought it was kind of disgusting. In fact, he could feel the demon getting excited right now. It seemed to get real happy every time someone was talking about that Keeper, Thorvaldson. In fact, Justice was worried the demon might try to jump bodies on him, possess the Keeper. He wasn’t done with it yet, hadn’t had enough time to get the really hard reputation a longer possession would give him. He’d have to find some way to avoid getting too close to Thorvaldson. He was mostly there to lead the ward breaking anyway, and if he was lucky, the demon wouldn’t take full control. 
Like you were ever lucky, some sane part of him responded. 



Chapter 6
 
	Bree opted to go through with meeting Daniel to brush up on her defensive magic. She arrived a little late, coffee in hand, hoping to avoid an intimate chat over tea. She had decided she would be all business. She wanted to trust Kevin's assessment that Daniel could handle using his Binder talent responsibly, but it made her feel vulnerable being around him just the same.
Daniel let her in, and after taking her coat, led the way upstairs to his workroom. It was in a lot better state than the rooms downstairs in terms of being fully unpacked. There were bookshelves on two walls, including shelves that surrounded the room’s only window, and a wall-length series of tall mismatched cabinets with doors and drawers of many different sizes on another wall. He had a long, battered wood table in lieu of a desk with a laptop and printer taking up only a small portion of its length, with a single chair behind it. The rest of the table was littered with books, candles and hand-labeled bottles of various colors and shapes. She caught sight of what looked like another protection amulet on the table, with a scattering of small tools around it. Jeweler’s tools?	
There were a variety of masks in amongst the books, everything from African to Tibetan to Chinese to Native American. An easel sat in one corner, with a half-finished canvas portraying a dreamy seascape, which answered her question about whether Daniel might have painted the canvases downstairs. A trace of incense smoke in the air competed with the smell of paint. Bree reflected that Daniel giving so much house space to his workroom and getting it unpacked first said something about his so-called retirement. He may have retired from being a Keeper, but she didn’t think he was retiring from being a magic user, not like she had. 
“I’ve been thinking about the best place to start,” Daniel said, leaning up against the table, arms folded across his chest. He was in blue again today, Bree noted, jeans and a thick wool navy sweater. So far, it was always blue or brown. 
Bree felt an internal snick as her Reader sense came up with a pattern. Blue for water, brown for earth. Some powered wore specific colors to represent certain energies they were working or trying to balance. It was a more traditional style of working, the sort of thing someone from an old, East coast family would do. And she would bet her last dollar the colors were for balancing, not working, an attempt to balance fire and air, which she was sure were the energies Daniel was most naturally attuned to. Fire for will, action and protection, air for intellect. Bree was so absorbed in this realization that she missed half of what Daniel was saying.
“…So I thought it made sense to start working on protective spells that focus on defending against other magic users,” he continued. “Something pretty basic and all-purpose that works to supplement the amulet.”  
Bree saw that he was looking at her a little quizzically. She hoped she hadn’t been standing there with her mouth hanging open as she worked through her insight about his wardrobe choices. “Okay, so, right,” she sputtered, feeling her cheeks warm as she struggled to think of something intelligent to say.
Daniel, obviously taking pity on her embarrassment, looked down at his shoes for a moment as he continued. “I find it’s best to work with symbols that already mean something to you, to make the casting more personal and natural, rather than just teaching a spell I already know. You’re more likely to think of it under stress that way too.”
Bree took a sip of her coffee, and gathered her thoughts enough to ask one of the questions on her mind. “I’ve been thinking about the defensive spell I used at Kevin’s. It was basically a shortened version of one I use to ward myself for exorcisms. I just threw all the will energy I had into it and tried to imagine it big enough and wide enough to stop the demon. Kind of like an expanded warding. I can’t say I ever learned much about defensive spells besides stuff that’s specific to containing and banishing demons, but that one felt different.”
“Yeah, you’re getting an important distinction there,” Daniel replied, sounding energized. “Warding and containing spells for exorcism are all about enclosing and guiding a particular energy, demonic energy.” He demonstrated the motion with his hands. “You’re already attuned in your mind and will before you start to the type of energy you’re dealing with, and you have a specific place you want it to go. Defensive spells can be learned and practiced in advance, but they usually need to be more general until you have a moment to read what kind of energy is coming at you. Obviously, if you can figure that out, you can attune your casting to that energy and that will make the defensive spell more effective. Then it will require less will and base energy, and you'll tire less quickly.”
“Now that you say that, I think I did attune the warding spell somewhat to that specific demon,” Bree mused.
“Sometimes your unconscious reads the energy and shapes the spell without your being consciously aware of it,” he answered. “But you can’t count on that, especially if you’re relatively new to defensive spells and haven’t done much casting. The other issue is that dealing with powered magic and demonic energy are very different. The problem with the defensive spell you cast at Kevin’s is that it was attuned primarily to the demon. So it wasn’t going to hold off the magic users for more than a minute or two. That’s why I think we need to focus more on defensive spells that are useful in battle."
Battle. That Keeper word Javier always used to throw around. "I'm a little vague about how a basic defensive spell is different than warding,” Bree admitted. She drained the last of her coffee and set the cup on the table.
Daniel shifted his weight to rest more firmly against the edge of the table. “A basic ward deflects interest and intent. A stronger ward stops physical contact and can block magic. But unless you have a strong Warder talent, you won't be able to keep up that kind of a ward for long. A defensive spell specifically blocks hostile magic. You're attuning it to block only that type of energy. Because it's less general than a ward, it takes less energy to sustain. Then you can defend yourself or whoever you're protecting for longer."  
Bree nodded as the distinction became clear to her. "Okay, that makes sense."
"Now, it’s important to give the spell some shape, some symbolic resonance. That amplifies its power so you don’t have to just muscle it through. That’s why I wanted to start with some symbols that work specifically for you. Here, why don’t you, um…”  Daniel straightened up and looked around the room, then said, “I want us to do a brief meditation. Let me go get something for us to sit on.” 	
He disappeared back down the hall and through a door Bree could see leading off it and came back in a moment with what looked like two bed pillows. He plopped them down on the floor across from each other, and gestured for Bree to sit down on one while he took the other. They were situated a little closer to each other than Bree was comfortable with, and sitting across from him like that, she had to meet his eyes. They were a very dark brown, almost black. The light in the room was dim, especially with the day being so overcast outside. The one lit candle on the table cast a faint glow. She felt out of time, that she could be any powered with a master, learning spells anywhere in the world, at any time in history. She felt her connection to a long line of power users, and experienced a rare moment of appreciation of her heritage. 
Daniel closed his eyes, and Bree closed hers along with him. He started off with pretty standard stuff about focusing on the breath, calming the mind. Meditation practice was something all formally trained powered learned as a way to focus will and base energy, so Bree quickly got to the particular blend of receptiveness and focus she was reaching for.
“I want you to begin to bring to mind an image of something that frightens you,” Daniel said, voice calm and remote. “Something you know is not in the room with us right now, but that you have personally experienced."
Bree’s mind considered and disregarded several images in quick succession: A snake, the taint she’d cleared for Daniel, a creepy guy from her old neighborhood. Then another image took shape, and she felt a hot stab of fear. She knew instinctively it was the right one to work with even though she dreaded its appearance. It was a dragon, the shape the demon had taken to kill Seth. It was a green acidic enough to put her teeth on edge, and it had orange, slit-pupil eyes. Razor sharp spikes jutted from its head and back at odd angles. Its muzzle was long and narrow, and blood and gore dripped off its protruding fangs. It had the unnerving gaze of a predator on the hunt, and she felt like a very small, shivery little beast under its regard. She knew her mind was just remembering, but her body was reacting as if it were here, in the room with her again. “I have the image,” she told Daniel, finding it hard to get the words out.
“What is it?”
“It’s a demon in dragon form,” Bree replied.
“Dragon form demons are nasty, but there are things that can help you with a dragon. Your mind will now show you what that is,” Daniel said smoothly, and there was something so certain in his tone that Bree suddenly, completely trusted the answer would come to her. 
And it did. She saw herself confronting the dragon, and a long, shining silver shield appeared, strapped to her arm. There was a lion worked in gold on the face of it, no doubt something her psyche had picked because she was a Leo and had always had a fascination with lions. It should have been corny, but Bree felt her heart lift and felt her spine straighten as the shield became even clearer in her mind’s eye. The dragon roared at her and fire shot directly at her. She saw herself in the vision lift her shield, with an expression of intent focus. The dragon struck at her again with fire, and then with its teeth and claws, over and over, and each time, she effectively blocked with the shield. The shield itself seemed to know just where to be, just what angle to present, to ward off the dragon. Finally, the dragon screamed in frustration, then disappeared. “A knight’s shield,” Bree whispered, and felt ridiculously on the edge of tears. She opened her eyes to find Daniel smiling at her.
“There you have it,” Daniel said, “a protective symbol, something to be your focus for your defensive spell.” He got to his feet and held out a hand to help her up. She took it absently, still caught up in the feelings the meditation had raised. 
“You okay?” he queried, head ducked as he tried to catch her gaze. 
She met his concerned look then self-consciously looked away, let go of his hand and fiddled with pushing her hair behind her ears. “I’m fine,” she responded, “it was just a powerful meditation. I got a really clear image.”
“Those are the best kind to work with,” Daniel assured her. “Now here’s what I want you to try. Take my hand for a minute, and read me while I call up a basic defensive spell. You should be able to feel something of how I’m forming the energy.” He held out his hand again, and Bree reluctantly took it. His hand was warm. 
She felt loath to read him. She had some vague idea that reading someone who was a Binder would contaminate her somehow, much as one might fear getting taint from a demon. And she remembered all too well how good his base energy had felt to her the last time she read him. The way two powered people connected on the base energy level added a whole different dimension to the concepts of compatibility and attraction. And reading him last time had seriously fueled her attraction for him. Yeah, she told herself impatiently, you’ll either get cooties or you’ll want to kiss him. How old are you, twelve? 
She shook off her distraction and took his hand, forcing herself to bring up her Reader sense and tune into Daniel’s base energy. She closed her eyes for a moment to concentrate further, and there it was again, that hum of serious power, but with a certain baritone, harmonic, pleasing sound/feel to it, rather like several really huge cathedral bells had been rung at the same time while you were in the bell tower. Kind of overwhelming, but beautiful. That dark, aggressive edge she’d felt when she'd read him before was gone today. The sadness was a background noise, but quite faint. She got the sense he was trying hard to keep his energy calm and non-threatening.  
“Here we go,” Daniel warned, and Bree felt the surge and shift of energy, a sort of reversing of polarity. He reversed it again, and demonstrated twice more.  
“I have to say, I think that will help me get the spell,” Bree admitted. There was an awkward moment as they both realized they were still holding hands and let go. Daniel stepped back a pace and said, “Great. Now I want you to bring up your will and base energy in the manner I just showed you, call 'Shield' in your mind, and imagine summoning the shield to you. Picture it in front of you, deflecting the energy of any spells coming at you. I’ll send a simple spell your way, and we’ll test it out. Just tell me when you’re ready. We’ll take it slow this first time.”
Bree took a deep breath and focused. She tried shifting the energy, and the image of the shield quickly swelled to life. She nodded to let him know she was ready. Daniel made a quick flip of his hand and wrist in a twisting gesture, and Bree felt a brief flash of dizziness, but it wasn’t enough to do more than cause her to sway a little on her feet. The image of the shield stayed steady. Daniel nodded in satisfaction. “That was good. You only got the edge of the spell.”
“What, were you trying to make me fall over?” Bree asked, mildly annoyed. What if her defensive spell hadn’t worked?  
A look of mischief lit Daniel’s face. “You bet I was.” 
“Right,” she replied combatively. She set her feet a little apart in a steadier stance. “Bring it on.”
They practiced for a half hour, and in that time, Bree got to the point where she could call up the spell in the space of a heartbeat. They tried it with the protection amulet on, and with it off. 
It was definitely harder with it off. While that gave her respect for the amulet’s abilities, she was also disappointed to find that it didn’t protect her completely from Daniel’s spells on its own. He assured her it was hard for him to direct a spell at her with it on, but as the maker of the amulet, it was easier for him than it would be for another powered. She’d gotten a couple of bumps and bruises along the way from when she hadn’t been so successful blocking the dizziness spell, but she ended up feeling satisfied with herself.
“That really was very good,” Daniel assured her as they ended their session. He seemed to be bouncing with energy and bonhomie, and clearly had enjoyed himself. “I wasn’t holding back much at all there at the end.” 
Bree threw the pillow she had just picked up off the floor at him. “Not much?” she groused, rubbing her sore hip. He laughed as he tossed the pillows onto the chair, then led the way down the stairs. 	
“Listen, I have a couple of errands to run, I’ll just head out with you,” he said, reaching for his coat after he handed her hers. She waited briefly as he locked the door on his way out, and discreetly gestured the warding spell. He turned and smiled at her, a brilliant, delighted, relaxed smile, the first really unguarded expression she had yet seen from him. She literally felt her knees go weak. Then her Demonsense back handed her so hard she nearly collapsed.
 
 
“Jesus Christ, finally,” Scanlon muttered. Thorvaldson’s door opened and the Keeper came out with a woman. 
Justice threw open the car door and sprinted toward Thorvaldson. 
“What the fuck!” Scanlon swore. Justice was blowing his entire plan all to hell! 
Justice made a throwing gesture as he ran. A column of flame shot out, and the Keeper flew off his front steps and slammed onto his back on the sidewalk. The woman stood frozen on the top step clutching at something on her chest.  
With freakish speed, Thorvaldson turned on his side toward Justice and swept his arm out in a counter spell. 
The fire died, and Justice bounced off an invisible wall, face contorted with rage. 
Thorvaldson sprang to his feet, waved up what looked like a defensive ward, and moved toward Justice
 Justice responded quickly with a ripping motion, tearing through the Keeper’s ward, then attacked. Scanlon hadn't known Justice had that kind of ability in him.
The Keeper staggered and slumped over like he’d been punched, then he flipped his hand and Justice spun about and nearly fell down. 
Scanlon had been poised to drive off and leave Justice to the fate the dumb shit clearly deserved, but then he saw how the Keeper was putting himself between Justice and the woman. He was trying to protect her, she was a distraction. Maybe it was enough to give them an advantage. If he called in his reinforcements, maybe they could take Thorvaldson here and now. 
He dug frantically in his pocket for his cell and made the call as Justice spun around several more times and crashed to the ground. It was crazy to do this in broad daylight, but there was no one on the street, at least so far. 
He made the call, then crept out of the car and moved down the street, keeping low behind cars parked along the curb, and worked his way toward the woman.
 
 
It all happened so fast. Bree couldn’t even begin to gather her thoughts until the fire had stopped. Her Demonsense shrieked at her as her hand groped for amulet Daniel had given her. 
The man straining toward Daniel wasn’t that big, but the demon was right there on the surface, giving him an unnerving, maddened beast look. She wanted to help Daniel, but she couldn't think what to do. 
Her eyes were glued on Daniel's battle with the possessed man, and she didn’t see the other man coming at her until he reached the bottom of the steps. Before she could react, he swerved and headed off toward Daniel. The amulet must have deflected him.
Panic came fast on the heels of relief. The man had a drawn knife in his hand. “Daniel, behind you!” she shouted as she bolted down the stairs and ran at Daniel's attacker.
 Daniel turned and pointed at the knife wielder. The man crashed into the bushes in front of Daniel’s house, and Bree skidded to a stop next to him, then back pedaled away in case he came up swinging. He didn't. In fact, he looked out cold.
Daniel turned and threw another spell at the possessed man. The man backed up, blue and red lights dancing in front of him. The air sizzled with an overload of energy. Daniel’s attacker fell to his knees. Daniel was winning!  
A blue Chevy careered into the street and drove up over the curb and into Daniel’s front yard. Two men jumped out, a tall Asian man with long hair held back in a pony tail, and a short, fat white guy. Pony tail clutched something in his fist and waved it around, and an edge of cold swept by Bree. Daniel stood frozen in mid gesture, and the possessed man on his knees in front of Daniel pulled something out of his pocket and with a look of triumph thrust it at Daniel. 
Daniel staggered with the impact, and Bree could see the pained look on his face. Then he seemed to break free of whatever spell had caught him, and his fist shot out and connected with the bearded jaw of the possessed man. He whirled to face the two others from the car coming at him.  
It was like watching a kung fu movie where no one actually touched each other. Daniel spun, lunged and gestured, and his assailants staggered, fell, pawed at their eyes, got back up and gestured in turn. There was a burning, electric smell in the air, like lightening had struck nearby. The man who had been coming at her came to and fought his way out of the bushes. He turned toward her again, knife extended and a determined look on his face. His lips were moving, and Bree felt her amulet get hot against her chest. He was doing something to counter the amulet! Finally, her brain went into gear. “Shield!” she cried, and the defensive spell surged in front of her. The man’s face twisted in frustration. 	
Bree risked a glance at Daniel, and saw he had turned to look in response to her shout. Big mistake. The short, fat man tackled him from behind and he went down. Pony tail jumped on Daniel as well.
The brown haired guy coming at her made a lunge at her, knife extended, but he wasn’t able to break through the shield. He tried several more times, then he turned and ran at Daniel.  
The two men on top of Daniel suddenly shot into the air, arms flailing, one crashing into the car they had driven up in, the other into the neighbor’s yard. Daniel warded off another rush by the possessed one, but then he staggered and shook his head. The man with the knife was on him now, but Daniel’s shield held. The two men Daniel had just thrown off weren’t moving. The man with the knife gestured, and Daniel staggered again, almost falling. 
Bree was frantic to help, but she’d seen how she’d distracted Daniel before and didn’t want to do it again. 
The brown haired man shouted and dropped the knife, rubbing at the hand that had held it. Yes! Bree thought fiercely, burn the son of a bitch. Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he toppled to the ground. 
The demon possessed man was still on his knees, dirty blond hair hanging into his face, panting and swaying as if he were in the grip of something. Bree slowly and cautiously approached. If it was just the possessed one, maybe she could be of some help. Bree moved in at an angle where Daniel could see her coming. 
As she got closer, she could see Daniel was pale and shaking. He had a hand to the back of his head as if it hurt. Bree gathered her will and brought up the wards she used for exorcisms as best she could without her usual ritual objects and symbols. She started to reach out to attune to the demon’s energy, preparing the way in case there was an opportunity to work an exorcism. If they could get the demon distracted and even partially subdued, they had at least some chance to gather the energy and do the working.  
“I call on, I call on Sky Father,” Daniel began, then stopped, swaying on his feet.  
“Daniel, I’m here,” Bree said quietly, and stepped forward to support him with an arm around his waist. Daniel kept his eyes locked on the man before him. The man was shuddering and jerking, the skin and muscles of his face rippling in an unnatural way. Squelching her instinctive disgust of signs of demon possession, Bree sent another tendril of energy toward the man, trying again for attunement.
Suddenly, Daniel collapsed against her, and they both fell to the ground. The bearded man growled with the bone chilling timbre of the possessed. He scrambled for the knife the other man had dropped, rolled back, and slashed at Daniel with it. Daniel groaned and rolled off of her, waving a hand weakly in a spell. The possessed guy howled and covered his ears as Daniel climbed painfully to his feet, his hand clutching his side. Blood seeped out between his fingers from where the knife had got him. Bree saw a syringe on the lawn, not far from his feet. 
“Demon of fire, demon of hell, I command you,” Daniel ground out, arm extended, finger pointing at the possessed.  
“You cannot command me! You do not know my name,” the demon replied with a nails-on-chalkboard squeal to its voice. The demon was fully embodied now, and fully in charge. Bree’s Demonsense was letting her know this was a big enough demon to pose a serious threat. The possessed man was still holding the knife. Bree called her will to her more strongly. She saw that Daniel was in no shape now to do an exorcism, and if she didn’t do something, he could be killed by demonic energy or by the knife. She could probably ward herself, but she wasn’t sure she could ward Daniel. 
She couldn’t bear to watch someone die again. She had to do something, even if it killed her. “Shield,” she whispered as she prepared to try to catch the demon.
Daniel looked dreadfully pale, but his voice was strong now. “I command you because I am your Master!” he intoned, power evident in his voice. 
The demon cried out, a sound of despair, and Bree felt horror rise up and stick in her throat. A Demon Master? Daniel was a Demon Master?
“What is your will, my Master,” the demon whined, groveling.
“You will gather up these men. You will put them in that car.” He pointed to the Chevy. “You will take them away from here. You will take no further action against me, this woman, or my friends or their child for three days. You will not follow us by sight or by magic.”
“You cannot compel me for that long!” the demon screeched.
“I can,” Daniel replied, and power throbbed in the air around them.
“Yes, Master!” the demon grated out, bobbing the man’s head in a parody of servility.
“Start now,” Daniel ordered, and the demon obeyed.  
Daniel turned to Bree. The pupils of his eyes were huge, and his expression was stony. Bree felt afraid of him. Watery gut afraid. A Binder and a Demon Master. That was the dark and no mistake. 
“Bree, get me out of here,” he said, and she felt that wave of power in the air, her amulet got hot again, and she started to feel compelled to do what he asked. 
“You promised,” she whispered. “You promised you only use Binding for self defense.” 
His eyes closed, and the pressure was released. “Please, Bree. Please,” he said softly, all trace of power gone from him. He reached out blindly for her, and she felt a wrench of emotion, part terror, and part pity. She became suddenly aware that she was standing on the street in broad daylight with a demon dragging unconscious bodies to a car and a man with a knife wound bleeding all over the grass. 
A car went by on the nearest cross street and as she scanned up and down the block, she could see a woman with a stroller heading their way about three blocks down. It had all happened so fast and it looked like so far no one had seen the commotion. She couldn’t see anyone in their yards or looking out the windows. 
If there was one thing she’d had drilled into her when she finally got some training, it was “Don’t let normals see power working.” The whole, sad “They’ll burn you as a witch” history was behind it. She had to get Daniel off the street, regardless of who or what he was. She grabbed up the syringe from off the ground in hopes that if Daniel had been injected with something, there might be some clue as to what, and put it carefully in her coat pocket. Then she put his arm over her shoulder and began walking him back to his place. 
“Not my house,” he said, eyes opened again. “Other Keltoi may come. Take me somewhere else. Not a hospital,” he ground out. “And don’t call in the Keepers, not yet. Take my car. Won’t get blood on yours.” He fumbled keys from his pocket and waved them vaguely around. 
She snatched them when they came close enough. “Which one is it?” she asked.
“The green one, over there,” he whispered. Then he stumbled, and they both almost went down. 
When she got them righted, she glanced around, and the demon possessed man was shoving the last of the bodies into the front seat of the car. The lady with the stroller was maybe two blocks away now. She saw an old, long nosed green Jaguar, nicely restored, parked in front of Daniel’s house. The key fit, and she got him into the front passenger seat. She got in the driver’s side just as the Chevy pulled away. The stroller lady walked by, leaned over and handed a blanket to the round eyed toddler inside, blessedly not looking at Daniel as he slumped in the car seat, eyes closed, blood dripping down his neck from what appeared to be a wound on the back of his head. 
Lord, what if he died on her? Bree’s hands shook now, badly, in after reaction, as she tried to get the keys in the ignition. She groped for and found the lever to move the seat forward and searched for the gearshift as she turned the key. She found it on the floor between the seats. A stick shift. His car was a God doubled-damned stick shift! Bree had driven one once. About ten years ago. She glanced over at Daniel, and he looked like he might be unconscious. No way to move him to her car now. “Shit, shit, shit!” she swore as her left foot searched for the clutch, and viciously added more swear words as she stalled the car for what was likely to be the first of many times.



Chapter 7
 
Bree counted herself extremely lucky that Dion was available to help her with Daniel. Dion’s day job was as a paramedic. The drama of it all suited his personality to a T. While Dion tended to be outgoing and energetic, he managed to exude an unruffled, soothing confidence as he took over getting Daniel out of the car, into her house, and up the narrow stairs to her bedroom. At his direction, she brought him her first aid kit, hot water, soap and some old towels. She didn't think of herself as particularly squeamish, but when Dion wiped the blood away to reveal Daniel's knife wound, Bree's head swam.  She must have made some noise, because Dion looked up at her. "Feeling faint?"  he asked shortly.
"Afraid so," Bree admitted, averting her eyes from the disturbing sight of slippery red muscle revealed between the lips of the gash in Daniel's side when Dion blotted away the blood.
"Sit down and put your head between your legs. And when you think you can walk, get out of here," Dion commanded, and turned back to his work.
Bree was embarrassed by her reaction. She'd spent two years in nursing school, and it hadn't been trouble dealing with bodily fluids that had forced her to quit and switch to massage therapy, so she was surprised at herself. She sat down on the chair in front of her desk, head between her legs as instructed, and waited for her dizziness to settle.  
Her Reader empathy had proven too strong for her to manage being around the kind of suffering found in hospitals. Maybe that was what was happening here. She focused on her Reader sense and found it was partly open. Well, that was no surprise. Getting attacked by a bunch of gangsters had automatically brought it online. 
Damn it!  She'd forgotten to ward the house in all the fuss of taking care of Daniel. The spurt of fear caused by that realization finished clearing her head, and she ran down the stairs. She hesitated at her front door, Reader sense open wide, casting about for signs of anyone lurking near the house. When she found nothing, she brought up her Demonsense. Still nothing. She stepped outside the door and cast a full house ward. It took considerable energy to cast the spell, given her Warder talent wasn't that strong. When she stepped back inside and triggered the final step, she felt dizzy for the second time in five minutes and had to stop and lean her head against the door to steady herself.
Once she was sure she could walk, she went into the living room and threw herself down on the couch and pulled her feet up. She reached for her fuzzy white throw and draped it over her lap. The two cats that had managed to sneak into the house when they brought Daniel in immediately jumped up on the couch and angled for a place on her lap. She irritably pushed them away until they relented and curled up on the couch near her, purring away as if she hadn’t just been rude to them.  
Her mind kept going to Daniel. He was a Binder and a Demon Master, two things Keepers pledged to fight. How had he hidden both of those talents from Keeper screening? How had he hidden them from her Reader sense? Hiding powers was supposed to be impossible. People had been trying and failing at it for millennia. 
A rattle and a crash sounded out in front of her house. Bree sprang to her feet, and the ginger cat meowed his unhappiness at being disturbed. She ran to her front door and listened, hard, her Reader sense and Demonsense both opening up wide. All she could hear was the sound of rain, coming down hard now, and her senses could detect no intruders. She got up on tip toes to peek out the window at the top of the door. A trash can that had been left at the curb was rolling on its side. The wind knocking it over must have been what she’d heard. She wished Daniel were himself so he could cast a stronger ward than she could manage.  
 Now she felt too wound up to sit down. She paced nervously across the faded crewelwork rug in front of her couch, mind circling what she knew of Demon Masters.  
Demon Masters attracted demons whether they wanted to or not. They could call demons, cast a possession, and generally had a host of demon helpers allied with them.  Demon possessions happened without them, but wild demons tended to do smaller scale damage. Terrible stuff to be sure, but nothing like what a whole group of demons directed by human will and intelligence could do. Terrorist attacks, grand scale organized crime, even a few of the wars in history could be chalked up to Demon Masters. She had never heard of one working for the light. 
The black cat stretched luxuriously, then hopped down off the couch. It watched Bree for a moment, then started batting playfully at her ankles as she paced past. With a growl of frustration, Bree swooped down and picked it up, intending to toss it out the door, but then she remembered the ward. She'd have to lower the ward to put the cat out, and it wasn't worth it to have to do the ward all over again.  	
She put the purring beast back down on the floor, then sat down, thinking furiously. She knew what she should do. She should turn Daniel into the Ecclesias. Demonic energy was the energy of chaos, of violence, of malice. Demon Masters were turned by it, and eventually became unstable themselves. Yet they seldom could admit what was happening to them, that they were losing control. If you were of the light and discovered someone had Demon Master talent, you were supposed to turn them in to the Ecclesias for monitoring. 
That had all seemed very reasonable to Bree until the day she found out what monitoring really meant. "Monitoring" was a euphemism for being watched long term after having your power stripped from you by force. If you survived, and that was a big if, there was a better than average chance you'd be crazy at the end of it. Since there were cases of the power coming back over time, you had to be monitored for rest of your life, and nobody survived having their powers removed a second time.
And here she was, thinking she should rat Daniel out to the Ecclesias. The thought brought tears to her eyes. She didn't want to do it.  
And then she thought of Kevin. She was sure Kevin knew and had chosen to keep Daniel’s secret. He must have his reasons. She picked up her phone and dialed Kevin's number. She felt like throwing the phone across the room when his voice mail clicked on after only one ring. He must be on the phone to someone. She slammed the phone down, and was on her way back across the room to sit down when a thought stopped her in her tracks. If Daniel wasn't crazy yet, who better to provide protection for Hunter?  
She remembered Daniel had just pointed his finger at that possessed thug and spoken words of power, and that was that, demon handled. She couldn’t help but think how useful that talent would be. If she’d had that power, Seth would still be alive. Her heart pounded at that thought, and she had to take a few breaths to steady herself.  
Dion came clomping down the stairs and interrupted her deliberations. “Okay, I’ve got him wrapped up. He’s going to be okay. The knife sliced him pretty shallowly across his waist, and just got muscle. I did a little healing to speed things along.” 	
Bree settled wearily onto the couch and asked, “How about his head? And what about that syringe I found?”  
Dion sat down at the other end of the couch and started scratching under the chin of the ginger cat. “He got a good bump on the back of his head, but I don’t see signs of concussion so far. As far as the syringe, I think your friend got a dose of something that’s probably doing him some good right now. Based on the smell of the residue in the syringe and the way he’s acting, I think he got hit with Ketamine.”
“What’s that?” 
The ginger cat had worked its way up onto Dion’s lap, and Dion smiled down at it as he answered. “It’s what we call a dissociative anesthetic. It makes you not really register pain even though you stay conscious. It’s not used much medically because hallucinations can be a side effect. Some people use it as a recreational drug because of that. Keltoi being in the drug trade like they are, they could have easily gotten hold of some. He’s been pretty out of it so far, but I want to keep an eye on him in case he starts seeing things and gets agitated. People have been known to have really bad trips on this stuff.” 	
He moved the cat gently off his lap, stood up again, and continued. “I don’t have to work until eleven, so I should be able to hang out until it wears off. Why don’t you be a good girl and get me some chow, then you can bring it upstairs and start telling me why you got some scary ass high powered upstairs bleeding all over your bed.”
“Do I look like your maid?” she returned grouchily, but she did as he asked. She pulled together a cheese omelet with some toast for both of them and brought it upstairs on a tray. 
The top floor of Bree’s house was a converted attic space, one big room with the stairs coming up into the middle of it. The ceiling walls were slanted with the roofline, and it was a bit chilly. She kept her work desk at one end along with her supply of magical implements. There was also a small meditation area. The other end held her bed, an Art Deco waterfall dresser and cedar chest, a bedside table, and a prickly old horsehair stuffed reading chair that Dion had claimed. Daniel was lying on his back on her bed, his eyes closed and his brow furrowed. His hands pulled restlessly at the down comforter. Bree set the tray down on the cedar chest and dragged over her desk chair so she and Dion could talk together while they ate.
Bree loved Dion like a brother. She’d met him in Junior High, and he’d been the first person to tell her she was powered. He was a political creature, and he had a manipulative streak she disapproved of, but basically, she trusted him. He'd finagled a position on the powered City Council a couple of years ago, and the Council reported directly to the Regional Ecclesias. That meant she had to take great care in filling him in on what had been happening. She hadn’t had time to make up her mind what to do about Daniel, and she wasn’t ready to have the decision taken out of her hands. So she told the story as best she could without revealing that Daniel was a Demon Master and Binder.  
Dion whistled in admiration as she described Daniel’s fight with the Keltoi. Bree knew he’d always wished he had the right kind of talents to be a Keeper. Instead, he was a Healer, a low power Caster, and a bit of a Reader. Fortunately, he wasn’t enough of the latter to read tells. So long as all of her statements were true, he likely wouldn't be able to tell that she was leaving something important out.  
“Seems pretty clear the Keltoi are after your guy here,” Dion drawled when she was finished. “But what I don’t get is why they came after him with just four people the second time. If they really wanted to be sure to take down a Keeper of his caliber, they should have sent at least seven or eight.”
“It seemed like plenty at the time,” Bree responded wryly. “It bugs me that I was basically no help at all. I managed to come up with some kind of defense at Kevin’s house, but I couldn’t think how to direct a shield that would cover both of us. And I certainly don’t know any offensive spells. I know we learned a few during training, but you know how it is, you don’t use it, you lose it.” She put down her empty plate, leaned back in her chair and put her feet up on the foot of the bed. Daniel was still twitchy, and was rolling his head about on his pillow. Bree watched him with some concern.
 	“If you had just gone for Keeper like I told you,” Dion razzed her with a grin, “but no, it was too scary. Like doing exorcisms ain’t scary.”
“Oh, bite me,” Bree responded with a reluctant smile.
“Seriously Bree, you can’t expect yourself to know what to do in a situation like that when you’ve never come across it before. But if you’re going to keep hanging around with the Keeper here, you might want to consider getting better training.”
“Retired Keeper,” Bree corrected.
“Huh,” Dion grunted. “Doesn’t sound so retired to me.”
“He scares me, Dion,” Bree said quietly, and with more honesty than she had meant to expose. “I’m not sure anyone should have that much power.”
“Well, that’s always been your thing, hasn’t it Bree?  You always were afraid of your own power, so I’m not surprised you feel that way. Why else do you think you tried to give it up after Seth passed?
“Enough with the amateur psychology please.” Bree shot him a distinctly unamused look, and was preparing to shut him down if he continued when Daniel’s eyes shot open and he tried to sit up. He looked grey as ashes, and he grimaced in pain. Dion leaned over him and gently pressed down on his shoulder until he was lying down again. “You just lie on back there, Daniel. It’s going to hurt if you try to sit up.” 
Daniel looked at Dion without seeming to see him. His breathing was speeding up, and a look of trepidation came across his face. “I didn’t mean to do it, Dad. I wasn’t trying to call one,” he said desperately.  
Dion flashed Bree a questioning look, and she shook her head. “I have no idea.” Daniel turned his head at the sound of her voice, and said, “Don’t let him, Mom, it’s not fair!” 
He tried to get up again, and Dion had to use more force to get him back down. “You’re okay, nobody is going to do anything to you. It’s just a bad dream.”
Daniel started to struggle, and at Dion’s request, Bree moved to Daniel’s other side and held down his other shoulder, trying to keep him still so he wouldn’t hurt himself.  
She was acutely aware of the feel of his muscled shoulder under her hands, and had a moment's wild thought that under different circumstances, she'd enjoy seeing a naked Daniel Thorvaldson in her bed. Sweat broke out on his forehead, and his hair was still damp from the rain that had hit as they were bringing him into the house. She could still hear it blowing against the window in bursts. The wind was picking up.
“I didn’t mean to, I didn’t mean to!” Daniel exclaimed, voice rising.  
“I know you didn’t mean to, Daniel, it’s okay,” Bree replied, trying to sound calm, but feeling out of her depth. “You’re not in trouble,” she hazarded, and was relieved to feel him stop straining against her hands. He closed his eyes again, and both Bree and Dion gradually let up on his shoulders.  
“This is way too much like possession,” Bree said with concern as she stood back and looked down at Daniel, on the alert for another outburst.
Dion sat back in his chair, long legs stretched out before him. “You’ve got to wonder how similar drug intoxication is to demon possession in terms of what’s really happening in the brain. There’s just so much we don’t really understand about possession. I sometimes feel if we could get a chance to really study it, maybe do a functional MRI, see what part of the brain it’s affecting, we’d have more to work with, maybe get away from all the religious interpretation.”
“Now you’re sounding like him,” she replied, nodding at Daniel. “He was on about something like that at Kevin’s the other night before we were attacked. Something about how maybe they were beings from another dimension, how if we understood them better, we’d be more effective in dealing with them. I get that, I get wanting to know more, but really Dion, once you feel one, it doesn’t leave much room for doubt that they’re just plain evil, in the old fashioned fire and brimstone sense.”
“I guess I’ll never know,” Dion replied wistfully.
“Wishing you had Demonsense is like wishing you could try out being flogged. Not an experience anyone should be sorry to miss,” Bree replied wryly.
“It’s a bad idea, Chesca,” Daniel said clearly and lucidly. His eyes were still closed, the lids fluttering.  
Bree bent to touch Daniel, but Dion waved her off. “Let’s see what he says, we might learn something more about him,” he whispered.  
“Don’t be such a snake,” Bree whispered back, but she backed off. 
“You have absolutely no reason to think you can control it,” Daniel continued vehemently.  	
“Control what?” Dion asked, leaning closer.
“Chesca, why the hell won’t you listen? Franchesca, love, no! No, stop!” 
 
 
Scanlon woke up as the car came to a stop with a jerk. They were in a pothole laced parking lot in the Sodo district south of downtown. It took him a moment to register that the building in front of them was the one housing the new Keltoi main office. On the outside, it looked like any other battered warehouse in the run down neighborhood, white paint peeling from grey wood, door to the loading area hanging crookedly on its track.
His mouth was dry, his head hurt, and his back felt all scraped up. He looked around blearily and registered that he was in the passenger seat and Justice had been driving. They were in Roget’s car. He glanced in the back seat and saw Roget and Atami were still out. Justice was just sitting there, looking off into space, hands on the steering wheel. Then it finally started coming back to him, making him well and truly pissed. “What the fuck were you thinking, taking on that Keeper?” he snarled at Justice. “That was not the plan! We didn’t have enough back up, and you knew it! What the hell got into you?”
Justice gave a hollow laugh. “That’s great. How about what from hell got into me?” He laughed again, this time with an edge of anxiety. 
He sounded more like the Justice Scanlon knew from before the possession. Scanlon looked more closely at him. “Is it gone?” he asked.
“Hell no,” Justice replied shortly. “Just hiding out. That Keeper scared the crap out of it.”
“Bastard,” Scanlon muttered, as he reviewed his memory of the fight. He’d heard Thorvaldson was high power, but he’d never seen anything like the casting speed or power of the spells he’d exhibited. The people Scanlon could put together for a side job just weren’t up to safely taking Thorvaldson and holding him long enough to drug him. There were Keltoi in his clan that could do it, if they were prepared and worked together, but he didn’t have the authority to bring them in. He tried to think of an angle that would still impress Carson and convince him to keep Scanlon involved. He’d been the one to locate Thorvaldson, and they may have lost him for now, but he’d probably try to come home sometime. Or maybe he’d show up back at the kid’s house. And there was the kid. Should he tell Carson about that? Not yet, he decided. But how was he going to explain about getting his ass kicked by the Keeper without it looking like a royal balls-up? Well, it was Justice’s fault, or, he supposed, the demon’s. He could just claim they were there to make a positive ID on Thorvaldson to take it back to Carson.
He heard Roget and Atami stirring in the back seat, and waited until he was sure they were fully conscious. “All right, look you guys,” he said, trying to inject some authority into his voice. “Here’s the story if you don’t want Carson to hand you your ass. I called you in on a stakeout and ID on Thorvaldson because I traced him from Kevin Whitman’s. Don't say a fucking word about trying to get Thorvaldson and the kid the other night, or I'll hand you your ass, got it?" 
Scanlon saw Roget shoot Atami a doubtful look, but ignored it. He pulled the rearview mirror around so he could see himself in it, and ran his hands through his wavy brown hair, trying to put it in some kind of order. He pulled his shirt cuff out of his jacket and wiped the dirt off the side of his face. It was the best he could do.
“Okay, let’s go,” he said, and got out of the car.  The other three followed him into the building, and they took the stairs at the back of the warehouse to the office on the third floor.
Jeff Carson headed the South Seattle Keltoi clan, with his office a loft above and to the back of the warehouse. It was a masculine combination of brick walls, wood beams, large windows along the west wall, and black leather furniture. A comfortable seating area fronted a wide screen TV, with a sleek, well-stocked bar was to the right of it. The TV was off and jazz played softly on the sound system. Two of Carson’s usual bodyguards, Mosel and Destry, sat  reading the paper.
Scanlon had always had a thing for Destry. He was a leg man, and hers were on display, calves encased in low heeled black boots, with luscious mahogany skin peeking between her boots and skirt. She put down the paper and slinked to her feet. “You have an appointment with the boss?” she asked shortly, a certain amount of doubt in her voice, like she didn’t rate Scanlon important enough for that to be likely.  
“No, but he’s going to want to hear my report,” Scanlon replied with some of his usual swagger. Destry shot a look at Mosel, who shook his large, block-like head. “The boss is busy, doesn’t want to be interrupted,” he said, barely glancing up from his paper.
Scanlon hadn’t wanted to play his cards in the open like this, but he could tell he wasn’t going to get a meeting with Carson anytime soon if he didn’t. “It’s about Thorvaldson. I found him.”  
Mosel actually looked at him this time. “Now how would you know about that?” he asked softly. Scanlon felt his face heating. He hated this, practically having to beg to get in to see Carson. “That’s for Carson’s ears, not yours,” Scanlon said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. Mosel and Destry exchanged another look, and Destry nodded. 
Destry narrowed her eyes and with a terse wave of her hand, cast a freeze spell on all four of them, then frisked them. She confiscated Atami's freeze crystal, and as she ran her hands professionally over Scanlon, he realized he didn’t have his knife on him. He’d dropped it in the fight with Thorvaldson. 
“The boss is in a meeting. You’re going to have to wait,” Mosel responded after they had been cleared. But just as Scanlon and the others were moving to sit down, the door to Carson’s office opened and Carson came out, accompanied by a woman Scanlon had never seen before. 
Scanlon literally stopped breathing when he saw her. She was tall, close to six feet in the heels she wore, and had the kind of body most women would have to have surgery to get. She looked Italian or Greek or something, with long, curly black hair, dark eyes, and elegant bone structure. She looked expensive; Scanlon had no other way to describe it. Expensive, and striking, and way out of his league. She was laughing at something Carson had just said. Scanlon’s eyes tracked along her throat and down to the cleavage she displayed in the scoop of her tight, white sweater. Scanlon heard Justice stir behind him, and thought wryly to himself that Justice’s demon would probably come out of hiding now, if only to ogle the babe. Carson had a possessive hand under her elbow, and Mosel had to walk close to him to get his attention. He leaned in close to Carson, and all Scanlon could make out was his and Justices’ names, and Thorvaldson’s. 
At that, the woman gave Scanlon a penetrating look. It felt like a cold wind had blown across the back of his neck. She was reading him, the kind of up front, in your face reading that someone high up did to someone they thought little of, someone they didn’t have to be polite with. Scanlon felt a sharp sensation in his head, a sense of invasion that produced a wave of embarrassment and shame. She looked away, and quite suddenly, the feeling vanished. Scanlon felt almost as reamed out as he had after the Binding spell by Thorvaldson had worn off. He heard Carson say, “All right, just Scanlon and Justice then.” He and the woman turned and went back into Carson’s office. Mosel nodded to Scanlon and Justice, while Atami and Roget went to sit and wait.  
Carson and the woman were already seated when he and Justice came in, the woman in one of the leather chairs, legs crossed, and Carson behind his desk. He and Justice were not invited to sit.
“So what’s this about you doing a locate on Thorvaldson?” Carson asked, his tone neutral. He was an unassuming looking man, someone you would barely notice on the street, average height, average looks. The only feature that stood out was the thick head of blond hair he still had into his fifties. There was something Teflon-like about the man. Scanlon always felt like there was no way to get to him, no way to get his attention, no way even to get him mad. Scanlon figured it had something to do with Carson being surrounded by a lot of Readers, most of whom wanted his job. He’d obviously worked harder than most at eliminating tells. 
Scanlon wasn’t fooled by Carson's even tone. He knew he wasn’t supposed to know about Thorvaldson. And he’d better tell the truth where he could. Carson wasn’t much of a Reader, but Scanlon knew the woman was.
“Frankly sir, it was just a matter of luck. I happened to overhear you talking a couple of weeks ago about wanting Daniel Thorvaldson found, and later on it hit me I’d heard the name before. Darrell Chang had talked to me about him. He went to school with Thorvaldson. I gave him a call, got a description, and asked if he knew anything about Thorvaldson’s friends. I found out one of them was this guy named Kevin Whitman, who lives here in Seattle. I followed Thorvaldson home from Whitman’s.”
“And how does Justice, and the two out there come into it?” Carson inquired mildly.  
“Back up, sir. And…” he hesitated, then plowed forward with enough of the truth as he could manage without screwing the whole thing up. “And I guess I was hoping to get lucky, looking for an opportunity to maybe bring him in.” The woman nodded her head slightly, and Carson took note of it.
“Anything else I should know?” Carson continued, leaning back and folding his hands on his stomach.  
Damn, Scanlon hated those kinds of questions. Very hard to weasel out of that one. “Sir, we did end up in battle with Thorvaldson. Justice’s demon took some kind of dislike to Thorvaldson or something, and Justice went for him. I had no warning and I had to make the best of it. I didn’t want Thorvaldson to take down Justice, so I called in Atami and Roget, and we had a go at him. There was some woman with him, and she was a distraction, so we almost got him. I don’t know how it ended, because Thorvaldson put me down.” He looked over at Justice, but Justice stayed silent. Carson glanced over at the woman, and she leaned forward.
“Mr. Justice, were you there for the end?” she asked.  
“Yes,” Justice answered.
“And?” she prompted, with a hint of irritation.
“And I had the guy. He’d put down Scanlon and the other two, but he was drugged, I managed to cut him, and the woman obviously had nothing but defensive spells. But then he called out my demon and mastered it.”
The woman gave Carson a triumphant smile. Scanlon saw that one of her canine teeth was crooked, just overlapping the tooth next to it. The little imperfection drew his gaze. This close, he noticed that some of her apparent perfection was due to artfully applied makeup. And she was older than he’d originally thought, maybe in her thirties.
“As I told you, Jeff,” she said to Carson. “And he got by the Keepers with that. Just think what might be possible if we knew how he does it!” She turned again to Justice. “I’ll need to talk with your demon,” she said, and stood up and approached him. Justice tensed as she put a hand on his shoulder and said, with authority, “Demon, come forth!”
It didn’t take long. Justices’ face altered. The corners of his mouth pulled down, his eyes went wider than usual and his voice roughened as the demon’s voice took over and answered, “Yes, master.”	
“Tirakku, report, “ the woman commanded.
Scanlon wasn’t surprised the woman was a Demon Master. Her power was evident. But how would the woman know Justice’s demon, unless she’d had something to do with the possession?
“It is as the man says. The Keeper was a Master. He compelled me, and I could not refuse him. I tried to take him as you commanded, Master, but he was very fast, and very strong.”
“Does he compel you still?”
“I may not move against him or his for three days. He commanded I could not follow him, so I do not know where he is now.”
Scanlon had to work hard not to show his relief. The demon hadn't mentioned the kid at all. That, at least, could stay his little secret.
“And what about the woman, the one who was with him?”  
“I did not know her.”
The woman turned to Scanlon, and he shook his head. “I don’t know her either. She’s not a Keeper, and she’s not anybody big with the local powered, or I’d recognize her. She’s definitely not Ecclesias. It’s like I said before, she just had defensive spells.”
“Describe her,” the woman demanded, anger charging her voice. 
“I don’t know, average height, long brown hair, probably in her twenties, pretty," Scanlon answered. "I noticed she was wearing one of those Irish rings, the ones with the hands and the heart, but she was definitely American, I heard her speak when she did her defensive spell.”
“She was an Exorcist. I felt her touch me,” Justices’ demon broke in.
The woman looked at Carson, brows raised. 
“No one I know,” Carson answered her look. “It’s a big city, and there are plenty of small time Exorcists running around. There’s a fairly big powered community here, and they don’t mix with the Keltoi much. It’s more segregated here than it is back east. And there are fewer Keepers on the take. But if she’s an Exorcist and was wearing a claddagh ring, there’s a chance she’s a Catholic Irish-American and can be traced. There are several Catholic priests here in town that call on low powered Exorcists. They assess the case, and if it’s not too bad, they handle it without calling in a Keeper.”
The woman looked thoughtfully at Justice, then at Scanlon, and nodded decisively. “May I have these two show me where they saw Thorvaldson? I may be able to pick up some useful traces.”  
Scanlon watched Carson with interest. If he allowed the woman’s request, it would tell him two things: That he’d finally gotten Carson’s attention and Carson was ready to let him try something different, and that the woman had power in the Keltoi at least equal to Carson’s. And if that were the case, it would be a step up for Scanlon to work directly with her.
“That would be acceptable,” Carson replied after a barely perceptible pause.
“Tirakku, you may go,” the woman declared, releasing Justices’ shoulder. Then she turned to Scanlon, and put out her hand to shake. “I should introduce myself if we’re going to be working together,” she said with a smile. “My name is Franchesca. Franchesca Gambrini.”



Chapter 8
 
In the morning, Bree felt nervy after her restless night. She hadn’t had nightmares exactly, but her dreams had been full of frustration and anxiety. Cars she couldn’t quite control, needed objects she couldn’t find, and one of her least favorites, the dream where she’d heard some threatening noise and couldn’t open her eyes to see what it was. She couldn’t shake her dread that she was in for a whole slew of bad nights. It was really only the last few months that she’d been sleeping better, and she didn’t want to go back to how it’d been before.  
She got up and checked the house wards the minute she was awake enough to move. They were still in place, though beginning to show signs of weakening. She hoped Daniel might be up to boosting them once he woke up. She paced around, looking out each of her windows, and cast both her Reader sense and Demonsense as far out as she could send them. All she saw and felt was a normal weekday morning.  
She had just started a quick brush through of her hair in the bathroom when she heard the sound of the garbage truck coming down her street. With all the drama last night, she'd forgotten to put out the trash and recycling. She ran for the door, shoving her feet in her gardening clogs on the way, and had her hand on the doorknob when she paused. Could she be sure there weren't Keltoi out there waiting for her? She scanned again, and still couldn't find any power signatures or signs of demons. She reminded herself yet again that the Keltoi who had attacked her and Daniel yesterday had been bound by Daniel not to come after them. She gestured to let down the house wards, and forced herself out the door.
She hauled the trash and recycle bins around the side of her house and out to the curb just in time for them to be picked up. It was a brisk morning, still windy after the storm last night, and the sun was in and out from behind scudding white clouds. She stood for a moment in front of her house, arms crossed for warmth, and scanned the street in both directions. All she saw was the garbage man and a neighbor four doors down getting into her red Honda and driving away. 
Satisfied for the moment that no one hostile was lurking, Bree headed back inside. She was too distracted by her anxious hypervigilance to see the three cats converging on her as she neared her door, so she wasn't quick enough to prevent them dashing past her as she went back inside. She swore as she nearly tripped over the striped ginger cat as she stepped into the kitchen. She was torn between resetting the house wards quickly and trying to get the cats out first, but after a few ineffective lunges for the feline invaders, she gave up and set the wards. 
The cats followed her back into the living room, the ginger and the calico that were regular visitors, and a fluffy white cat she hadn't seen in a few weeks. The white and ginger cats were talkers, and their meowing interfered with her attempts to listen up the stairs for signs that Daniel was up and moving. She'd checked on him an hour before, and he'd still been sound asleep at that point.  
She didn't hear anything, so she made herself some breakfast, just cereal and a banana. Finishing was not an easy task, what with having to banish one after another cat from the table. Between that and all her speculation about what the attack yesterday might mean, she barely tasted her food.
She considered doing some yoga after breakfast to try to settle her nerves, but she knew the damn cats would be all over her if she worked out on the living room floor, so she gave up on it and settled sideways on the couch, thinking up questions for Daniel. The calico cat sat on her lap, the ginger on her feet, and the white one at the other end of the couch. She'd been there for about twenty minutes, thinking furiously, when Daniel made his way slowly down the stairs and into the living room. 
He looked unwell, even though Dion had done another healing on him last night. His eyes had dark smudges under them and were half squinting, as if he had a headache or a hangover. His hair stuck up every which way, and he moved with gingerly caution, holding his breath with each step, bracing against pain.  
He stopped at the bottom of the steps and regarded her with brows raised. “Wow,” he said, “three cats. Are you a Cat Master?”
“These aren’t my cats. I don’t really care for cats much at all. I'm actually a dog person," Bree said with some attempt at dignity.
Daniel snorted out a laugh, then grabbed for his injured side. He took in a careful breath, then said, repressed humor evident in his voice, “You are a Cat Master, aren’t you? My god, a Cat Master who doesn’t like cats. You know that’s funny, right?”
“Yeah, like I haven’t heard that before,” Bree said, flashing a reluctant smile. Here she was preparing the Great Inquisition for him, and he was making her want to laugh. She had to admit that Daniel desperately trying not to fall over with manic glee at her expense was an improvement over the death warmed over look he’d had coming down the stairs. 
He made his way to the bathroom, little gasps and snorts trailing behind as he continued to fight merriment. He came back ten minutes later looking only marginally better physically, and a lot more serious. 
He sat down carefully in the chair across from her, and folded his hands in his lap as if he were settling in for a business meeting. 
Bree didn't have to bring up her Reader sense to see that he was embarrassed and ill at ease with more than pain from his injuries, and that the brief bout with humor had been erased by these less pleasant emotions. His shoulders were held too high with tension and pain, and she longed to get her hands on them and work them until she felt him sigh and soften under her hands. 
A frown settled between her brows as she struggled with the over-empathy that was a curse for most Readers. She suspected this would be a difficult conversation, so she squelched her burgeoning nurturing impulses and prepared herself to ask some tough questions. 
Just as she was mentally paging through several of the conversation openers she’d spent half the morning rehearsing, Daniel pre-empted her by saying, “Look, Bree, I know some very disturbing things happened yesterday, and I’m sure you have some questions. I have a few myself. In fact, the only good thing to come out of the attack is that it makes much more likely the Keltoi are after me, not Hunter."
"That's what I've been thinking," Bree responded. "Still, it doesn't answer the question about why they're after you. Not to mention the question about why the Ecclesias aren't after you. Jesus Christ, Daniel! A Demon Master? You're a Demon Master as well as a Binder?" The tension she'd been struggling with all morning came out in her tone.
Daniel raised a hand, palm out, in a placating gesture. "I'm going to explain all that, Bree. But first I just want to say how sorry I am you had to be anywhere near what happened yesterday. I know you could have been seriously hurt. I'm afraid I wasn't expecting anyone to make a play for me in broad daylight, out on the street like that.” 
Bree folded her arms across her chest and said, “I’ve been at exorcisms much worse than that. Don’t sweat it. And you’re right, I do have some questions. Like for instance, how you ever got to be a Keeper. And does the Ecclesias know about your Binder and Demon Master talents? Somehow, I don’t think so.”
He didn’t look taken aback by her antagonistic tone. He just looked tired and resigned. “I do want to answer those questions, and any others you might have. The cat’s basically out of the bag here, several cats in fact, no pun intended. And I just wanted to, to...” He stopped, took a breath, and continued. "To tell the story. To tell you the truth.”  
She nodded for him to go on, though she mentally reminded herself that this could all be some kind of act, some effort to get her sympathy. Someone used to dealing with Readers could tell enough of the truth sometimes to fool Reader sense. But, Bree reflected a tad smugly, I'm not just any Reader.
“When I was nine years old, I accidentally called a demon,” he began, scratching absent-mindedly at his beard stubble. “I was trying to call fire on my own, out in the woods on our property. I’d been having trouble with my control, and I wanted to practice alone, where my father couldn’t see me. I wanted to impress him. Instead, I ran home with a demon on my tail. It was a fairly big one, and I narrowly escaped it burning me. It started a fire in the house trying to get to me. My father and mother between them managed to control and banish it, but it was a near thing because they were caught unprepared. My father…” 
He hesitated and looked down, then continued with a harder tone to his voice. “Well, he was a proud man, and just recently appointed to the Ecclesias. He felt it would shame him, shame the family name if it were known I was manifesting Demon Master talent. So he didn’t report it. He believed at first, I think, that maybe it was some kind of fluke, a random occurrence, or maybe that’s just what he told himself to justify not turning me in. But I started attracting demons regularly not long after that. My Demonsense started coming in at around that time as well. I had to be decked out in wards and protection amulets full time, day and night. My parents had to keep up high-level house wards and renew them daily. They didn’t want me leaving the house in case I encountered a demon on my own. And at first, I was too scared to leave. You have Demonsense as well, so you know how frightening the presence of demons can be to a kid.”
Bree shivered and nodded. She had far too many bad memories of those early demon encounters. She’d come into her Demonsense at six, an unusually early age.
“There was a girl next door named Franchesca that I played with, and she was basically my only friend,” Daniel continued after a pause. "I missed her, and I got lonely being inside all the time. I had heard of Demon Masters, of course, rumors and scary stories. But I’d heard enough to make me wonder if I really had to hide from demons. If I had Demon Master talent, if that was why they were attracted to me, then why couldn’t I use my powers to just make them leave me alone? At first, that’s all I wanted. I just wanted to be able to play outside with my friend. So I snuck out. I went prepared, having practiced it all at home in advance. A demon came, and I focused my base and will energy and sent it away. It worked." He smiled a little. "As you can imagine, I was very full of myself after that. And soon it occurred to me that if I could send them away, maybe I could make them do other things.”
Bree was shaking her head. “That’s exactly why children should be monitored, isn’t it? That’s where it all gets dangerous.” 
“Or course it’s dangerous, but so-called monitoring is dangerous too,” Daniel replied intently, leaning forward. “I don't know if you're aware of this, but 'monitoring' is a lot less benign than it sounds. It means being stripped of all your powers. More than half of the people don't live through the process. And if you do live, there's a good chance that a part of your mind has been excised along with your powers. The results vary from person to person, but the more power you have to start with, the more of you they have to take away to take all of your power."
"I know all that! Why do you think I haven't turned you in? Not that I haven't thought about it," Bree said darkly.
"I hope you'll hear me out before you decide to do anything like that."
 	"Just finish what you were saying," Bree replied, not wanting to commit yet to anything.
"In any case," Daniel went on, gaze focused inward on his own memories, "I started to experiment, and Franchesca egged me on. She was powered as well, and was always one to try something risky. Her mother basically let her run wild.” He shook his head a little, at some thought or feeling. “At first, I just worked with whatever demons showed up. Had them do little tricks, run errands, you know, fetch us some candy, spy on the neighbors. They were just the local wild demons, small ones, mostly trickster types, more interested in causing chaos than pain or suffering. But Franchesca finally convinced me to try calling one. And that’s when I found out that the ones you call are a different breed altogether. They're attracted to power, and many of them have been called before, by real Demon Masters, the kind that work in the dark.” 
He took a breath and focused on Bree again, apparently willing himself back to the present, to face her. “I called a big one. And it possessed Franchesca. I finally managed to get it out and banish it, but not before some very scary, very disgusting things happened. The kinds of things I still don't like thinking about. You've been around demons, you know what I mean."
Bree nodded. She knew exactly what he meant. In fact, she had to work to suppress a whole host of ugly memories brought up by his words. A possessed little girl biting a chunk out of her own arm, a man stabbing a fork over and over into his wife's head before Seth could wrestle him to the ground, a mother holding her baby son by his foot and threatening to bash his head against the altar of the church. 
"And that was it for me," Daniel continued. "I stopped all of it, and I focused on shifting my energy so demons wouldn’t be so readily attracted to me."
"How is that even possible?" Bree broke in, finally getting to ask one of her burning questions. 
Daniel shrugged. "At first, I didn't know enough to know that it was supposed to be impossible. My father caught me at some of my earlier experiments, and I guess it made him question some of his own assumptions that it couldn't be done. He and I worked on it together. He was a very strong Caster, and my Caster abilities were coming on by then. Between us, we found a way to hide all traces of Demon Master power. I won’t go into details now, but it’s basically a combination of a spell that needs to be regularly renewed and an actual shifting of base energy. By the time I was fourteen, I could do it reliably, and I was allowed to go away to boarding school.”
“What happened to Franchesca?”
Daniel’s expression became shuttered. Bree had been reading him for all she was worth while he spoke, and her sense was that he was being truthful, but some kind of wall clearly came up with that question.
“Franchesca? She went on to join the Keltoi. Her mother came from a Keltoi family, and she turned to the Keltoi when her father disowned her for coming up Demon Master.” 
Ah, definitely much more to that story, Bree thought, given he’d been raving last night about this Franchesca, but decided to leave it for now. 
“My Binder talent showed up about two years after the Demon Master talent," Daniel went on, "and I was able to hide that as well. My father never turned me in, though I think it drove him a little mad. He was a pretty rigid person, a conservative really, a voice for the most stringent interpretation of powered law. He personally monitored a number of people with Demon Master talent. So he was basically a hypocrite, and he hated that. He died of a brain aneurysm about a year after I made Keeper.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Bree said.
“Thanks.” Daniel tried to lean back a little in his chair, then winced and appeared to think better of it. “I can’t say we were close. In fact, I’m not sure I can say I even liked him. And heaven knows I was a disappointment to him. But in his own way, he protected me, and gave up a lot to do it. Not that he ever let me forget it."
The sun peeked out from the persistent clouds, and rays came in through the windows, warming the gold tones in the wood floors and brightening the pink and peach flowers in the rug in front of the couch. Just as quickly as it came, the cheerful light disappeared back behind the clouds.
After a little silence, Bree ventured, “So I’m guessing it got to be hard to hide your abilities as a Keeper. The self defense impulse has to be pretty strong, and,” she reflected aloud, suddenly remembering that night at Kevin’s, “the impulse to protect others. It must be hard not to use what you have.”
Daniel gave her a speculative look. “You’re good at this, you know. Good at putting the pieces together. Your Demonsense is clearly very good, and you’ve done exorcism work. Did it never occur to you to put all that together with your Reader abilities and become a Keeper?”
Bree broke eye contact, cheeks coloring. “Hah, another one I’ve heard before. No, I never wanted to be a Keeper.” She stopped herself, and then revised, “Or rather I thought about it, but I decided I just wasn’t cut out for it. Don’t have the courage, really.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve seen you under pressure, and you pulled off defensive magic you weren't really familiar with. You have to have some courage not to just freeze or run in those kinds of situations.”	
“Are you kidding me?” she replied. She reflexively pulled her knees toward her body, dumping the calico cat off her lap. It arched its back in a stretch, then sauntered over to Daniel and jumped up on his lap. “I was scared out of my mind both times we were attacked, and provided almost no help at all. I feel the same way about exorcisms. Demons scare me big time. The only way I get through an exorcism is to get good and angry. That gives me the base energy I need, although it kind of messes with my will energy. No,” she shook her head, “I think I’d get too scared in the face of battle, or too angry and lose my focus.”
“Everybody gets scared in the face of battle, everybody loses their focus to anger,” Daniel argued. “With good training, and with experience, you learn to work around it. You gain confidence. Think about your work with the taint I had. Don’t you remember a time when you found taint work scary? You seemed completely confident in dealing with my taint, and you handled it perfectly when it started to go bad.”
“You’re not much of a Reader, are you?” she asked, slanting him a skeptical look. “I was scared that day before I even got to your house. Apart from a recent exorcism, I hadn’t done any power work at all for close to two years.” Bree realized she was clutching her knees to her chest and consciously tried to unclench her posture. “Anyway,” she shot back, “if being a Keeper is so great, why aren’t you one anymore?”  
Daniel scratched the cat on his lap behind the ears, eliciting thunderous purring, and replied, “What I told you that first day was true. I was pretty burned out, and I’m sure the taint wasn’t helping the situation. And, as you guessed, there were times I had to choose between someone getting seriously hurt or killed and using some of my Binder and Demon Master talent. It was...difficult. Agonizing, really. At first, I was so out of the habit of using either talent that I couldn't bring it up in time even when I was working alone and it wouldn't have been any risk to me to use it. I didn't save people I could have saved."  
He stopped and met her eyes, and she got the sense he almost welcomed any judgment she might have about that. Her Reader sense sharpened, and she came up with a pattern. He wanted judgment because he'd never been punished and he thought he should be. In fact, she would bet money he had a self-destructive streak of some kind as a result. 
"Later on, I used it too much," he continued. "Sometimes I could explain it away, but word started to leak out. I got some questions from the Powered City Council, and finally a review with the Ecclesias. They couldn’t find anything to nail me with, but I was under suspicion in a way that was making it hard for me to do my job. And honestly, there was a bigger issue too.” He regarded her seriously for a moment. 
“Which was?” Bree prompted.
Daniel huffed out a sigh. “It’s just all so never ending, Bree. The battle with the demons and the Keltoi. Our powers are so equally matched that neither side has ever really gotten the upper hand. This has been going on for literally thousands of years. We win battles, we lose them, maybe one side dominates a particular city or region for a time, then the balance shifts. No matter how many demons we exorcise, more show up wild or are called by Demon Masters.” 
He stopped, and his jaw clenched. He glanced back up at Bree, and a blazing intensity lit up his face. “There's a way, I know there has to be a way to put a stop to possessions and other demonic intrusions into our space. To do that, we have to understand them. We’ve relied on old lore and religious interpretations, but none of that has ever gotten us more than temporary mastery over a given demon. We still have no real idea where they come from, what they're made of, what they truly want, and why they want to get it here. And the only people who have a hope of finding out, Demon Masters, are shunned! There's such a knee jerk reaction of fear, such a culture bound horror of Demon Masters that no one is even willing to explore if there is a way to safely use Demon Master power to get some answers!”
"Come on, you know that's been tried countless times. All that ever comes of it is more dangerously insane Demon Masters."
"And because it's been tried and hasn't worked, everyone should just stop? Look, thinking has evolved. The world has evolved. Someone's got to try this without all the religious preconceptions."
Realization dawned on Bree that he was talking about himself. “You’ve been calling demons, trying to get answers,” she accused. “My God, that is just so insanely dangerous!”
“That’s what everyone thinks,” Daniel argued urgently, leaning forward, “and I’m not saying it’s easy. But I have found a demon that's willing to talk to me. I have to wade through a lot of the usual shit demons spout, but I've gotten enough hints about their nature that I've got to continue. I’m not saying I know a way to be sure that it’s safe. But someone has to try. Someone has to take some calculated risks, or this will never end!”
“How do you know it hasn’t already damaged you?” she asked. That dark streak she'd read in his energy came instantly to mind, and it suddenly seemed a direr sign than she'd considered it previously. Maybe he was a lot closer to the edge than she'd thought. 
Daniel hesitated, and some of the fire seemed to go out of him. “I don’t know for sure. I can’t know. There’s something innately corrupting to demon contact and it’s very difficult for the one affected to see it. I need monitoring, and it can’t be the Ecclesias, and it can’t be a Keeper. There's just too much weight of tradition against this kind of experimentation. I would never get a fair hearing, they’d just shut me down. I need a high power Reader, an Exorcist and someone with exceptional Demonsense. Someone not afraid to call me out if they think I’m crossing the line. I need you, Bree.”
Bree was stunned. Of all the ways she imagined this conversation going, nothing like this had remotely crossed her mind. “But, but I’m not high power,” she protested weakly.
Daniel regarded her wryly. “That’s not what I hear. And frankly, that’s not what I read. I’m not much good at reading people’s emotions or intentions, but one thing I can do is read power. Trust me, you’re high power on at least two talents, and maybe three. You're power signature is really pretty amazing.”
Tears welled up in her eyes. Impatiently, she wiped them away but they kept coming. She felt something dissolving inside her, and she didn’t know what would come next. If she admitted he was right, what responsibility would that bring? More than one person had tried to tell her she was high power over the years, but she had brushed them off. She’d never wanted to be high power. 
Yet she found she believed him, or rather, she found the sense of the truth of what he’d said resonating inside her. Maybe holding herself back in her power use these many months had set her up for this, for realizing it meant more to her than she wanted to admit. Only Seth had never really pushed her, only he had accepted her reluctance to try to develop her power further. And for the first time, she found herself seriously wondering if that had been a good thing.  
And what of Daniel’s ideas about the need to learn more of demons? There was logic to it. That was undeniable. Yet how could she know it wasn’t demons influencing him to want to have more contact with them? What if they were toying with him, trying to take him over? She could easily believe his intentions were good; her read was clear about that. As she’d reflected last night when she couldn’t sleep, it did seem he tried only to use his dark abilities for good, and had the self-control to avoid using them in very difficult circumstances. 
But there had been that darkness to his base energy that first day she read him. Given he had some kind of hiding spell, there could be worse yet to find if he ever let her do a deep read on him without the hiding spell in place. She sure as hell wasn't going to work with him on this if he didn't allow a deep read.  
Still, what if he was capable of getting some answers without getting drawn in too deep by the demons he was studying? Wouldn’t his be a valuable combination of abilities? He was right, she realized, he did need monitoring. But how to monitor effectively? Her tears slowed, then dried as she considered the problem. Daniel kept silence and let her think.
“I can’t believe I’m even considering this,” she finally muttered, then straightened and faced him. “Okay, maybe, just maybe I can see where you’re coming from. And I think I see a little how to do it, the monitoring I mean. But there’s a lot of danger in this, and not just for you. I saw you master that demon yesterday, and maybe you’ve had success other times as well, but have you ever lost control of one?”
“I’ve had a few close calls, I admit, but apart from that first one I called, no.”
“Okay, that's marginally reassuring.” She hesitated, then mentally braced herself and continued. “I don’t know if Kevin told you, but my husband Seth was killed by a demon during an exorcism. This whole question of whether demons are getting better at hiding might be relevant. We both missed how powerful the demon was. He was primary, so I'm still not entirely sure how it happened, but the demon burned him to death. I banished it in the end, but not in time.” She felt tears trying to come back up, but this time, she forced them away. “So you can imagine that I’m not eager to go through that again.”
Daniel gently put down the cat, then moved to sit next to Bree on the couch. He took her hand, holding it so hard it almost hurt, met her eyes, and said intently, almost fiercely, “The whole point of it all would be that no one would have to go through that, ever again.”
And there was little to argue with in that, Bree reflected. Daniel’s hand was hot. All her whirling thoughts came to a sudden halt as a tremor of desire moved through her. She was wide open from reading him, and she felt the moment when the same thing happened to him. The energy between them spiked, and for a minute, Bree lost track of what part of the desire she was feeling was hers and which was his. She couldn't help but wonder how much of this he was reading. Seth hadn't been a reader. In fact, she'd never dated another reader, so she'd never been in a situation like this before. There was a merging sensation that was intoxicating and a little frightening.
She gave his hand a squeeze, then let go, needing to end the contact. If she was going to do this mad thing, she was going to have to stay objective. And that meant keeping her distance, emotionally and physically. Not that she had a clue how she was going to manage that. If she was this attracted to him knowing what he was, it was likely to be an uphill battle.
Maybe he decided the same thing, because he stood up, and his tone became businesslike. “How about we talk details over breakfast. Tell me what your concerns are, ask me what you like, and maybe we can find a way to do this thing that would make sense to you.”
“I haven’t said yes,” she cautioned. She was far from certain she wanted to take this on. It would mean contact with demons, probably big ones, and she felt cold down to the bottom of her soul at that thought. Not to mention the fact that what they'd be doing was highly illegal. But what he’d said a moment ago had resonated deeply. If teaming up with him might lead to some kind of way to banish demons altogether, how could she say no? 
“Talking may help you decide,” he pressed.
Damn the man, he was right. Bree nodded assent, and led the way back to her kitchen so they could come up with a way to do something no one in the history of the world had yet managed. 



Chapter 9
 
“Master, must we go in?” Scanlon heard Justice say in that strange, two-toned timbre his voice got when the demon talked through him. Today the demon seemed strong. Demon Masters could have that effect.
“Just one more church today, Tirakku,” Franchesca said over her shoulder, in what sounded to Scanlon like fake sympathy. He was no Reader, but after two days of trailing around after her, he was starting to get a sense of the woman. She could turn on the charm all right. She'd had every priest they talked to eating out of her hand within five minutes. She didn't give a shit about him or Justice, though she seemed fairly fond of Justice's demon.
And she was clearly in charge of their little gang of three. She hadn’t asked for advice on the plan for locating Thorvaldson's woman. She'd already had a map of the Catholic churches in the greater Seattle area printed out when he’d shown up at Carson’s office yesterday. In fact, Scanlon spent most of both days wondering what she wanted him there for. Oh, she made small talk with him, even flirted a little, but he'd finally figured out she was on autopilot. Her real attention was elsewhere. The only time Scanlon felt she actually saw him was when she asked about the battle with Thorvaldson. It came up during their late night break in yesterday at Thorvaldson’s house. He’d really hoped for a major find at Thorvaldson’s. If the man kept a casting book of his personal spells, they hadn’t been able to find it. 
 Scanlon expected, at the very least, to be involved in some aspect of how these scenes with the priest played out. Instead, he was the chauffeur and a bit player. He’d been working all day today at trying not to show how it galled him. He couldn’t afford for her to make a poor report of him to Carson.
At least he had some idea what Carson wanted him there for: To keep an eye on Franchesca Gambrini. 
They walked up the grey concrete steps of St. Stephen’s church and in through the plain wood doors, which opened with a squeal. It looked to be one of the older churches in town, a down rent gothic cathedral wannabe. It was built of stone, with vaulted ceilings, pointed arches and stained glass, but all of it somehow too short, too dark, and overall appearing not quite clean. It was in the north end of town, right up against the city limits, where housing reverted to blue-collar neighborhoods and older apartment buildings after the more prosperous, well tended properties further south ran out. Scanlon had never seen the church before, but he was familiar with the neighborhood. There was an area of Aurora Boulevard nearby where one could easily find a hooker or score a variety of drugs.
They spotted the priest in the side chapel, removing spent candles from a bank of red glass votive holders. He was a tall man with a broad back evident beneath his black cassock. As he turned to face them, Scanlon saw he was broad of face as well, with a mushroom of a nose under brown eyes, and a comb over across the top of his balding head. 
The priest broke out into a genial smile. “Well hello there, I didn’t hear you come in. I must have been lost in thought. I’m Father Steuben. What can I do for you?”
Scanlon watched with amusement as Franchesca turned on the damsel in distress routine. She had dressed conservatively, in a long black skirt, blue blouse, and a black winter overcoat with a plaid wool scarf. Her hair was up in a loose bun that let some hair escape around her face to fall in wispy little curls.  
“Oh Father,” she said a little breathlessly, “I’m so glad you’re here. I was really hoping to speak to a priest today. I’m only in town two more days, and I know my sister won’t do anything about it once I’m gone. She’s not a believer,” Franchesca confided in a half whisper.
“Slow down, dear. You’ve found me, and I’m free for the next half hour or so. We have some time to talk, or pray together, or whatever it is you need to do." He looked enquiringly at Scanlon, and then at Justice.  
“Oh, these are my cousins, Walter and Jerry,” she replied, indicating first Justice, then Scanlon. “I’m Margaret, Margaret Nelson. I do want to talk to you about something, if I may. But really, Father, I don’t know how to start. I’ve never done anything like this before,” she said, trailing off helplessly.
“I’m sure whatever it is, it’s best just to start at the beginning,” Father Steuban responded warmly. “Why don’t we just sit down over here in one of the pews? We seldom have visitors this time of day, so we should have privacy.” He led the way, and settled his bulk down with a sigh. Franchesca sat next to him, with Scanlon next to her. Justice stood at the end of the pew, hands in pockets, looking down at his feet.
“You said start at the beginning, Father, but I don’t know where that is,” Franchesca burbled on once they were settled. She gazed shyly and earnestly up at the priest, and Scanlon was hard put to keep the smirk off his face. She’d gotten better at this all day, and this time looked to be a real award winning performance. “I just know that when I got here last Saturday, I could tell something was different about Walter. He’s my oldest sister’s boy. There are nine of us kids, and I’m second to youngest, so Walter and I are almost the same age. We grew up together, so I would know. I know he’s not my child, Maria keeps telling me that, but sometimes you can’t see what’s right before your face, isn’t that right Father? Jerry saw it too, but Maria thinks we’re crazy. And Walter here doesn’t know what to think.”
Father Steuban’s look of attentive patience was slipping toward bemusement. “Er, think about what, Margaret?”
“About demon possession,” Franchesca whispered, leaning forward and putting her hand confidingly on the priest’s arm.
The priest's expression turned serious. “Not many believe in possession anymore. Much of what used to be considered possession we now know is mental illness, or perhaps epilepsy. Most often, what’s needed is a visit to the doctor, or some counseling, or both. That’s always the best place to start. I have some excellent referrals if Walter here needs some.” He raised his eyebrows and looked over her head at Justice, who refused to meet the priest’s eyes. 
Scanlon could see the sweat starting to break out on Justice’s forehead, just as it had in every church they entered. He’d never been with someone demon ridden in a church before. Keltoi weren't exactly real big on going to church. Somehow, Scanlon had thought it would be like in the movies, and Justice would start screaming or writhing around or something, but nothing like that had happened. Justice just acted restless, got sweaty, and seemed to avoid looking around.
“But Father,” Franchesca went on, voice quavering, “I was told you do exorcisms here. Maria’s husband’s aunt’s neighbor came here for one a while back. Some nice young woman helped her. She couldn’t remember the lady’s name, but she said she was young, had brown hair, and nice eyes, kind of medium height. She said she maybe looked Irish. Or maybe she said the young lady was wearing one of those Irish rings, you know the kind I mean? With the two hands holding a heart with a crown on top? And that you knew how to get hold of her. I didn’t really understand that part, I thought the priest did the exorcism, but of course I don’t know how it all goes. Anyway, won’t you just have a look at Walter? I’m so worried!” She looked up into Father Steuban’s eyes, wringing her hands. Scanlon thought that bit was overdone, but the priest didn’t seem to notice. Father Steuban’s expression softened, and he leaned toward Franchesca.  
“Perhaps if you could tell me a little of what concerns you? Or perhaps Walter would like to tell me?” He looked enquiringly again at Justice, but Justice had wandered off up the aisle, back toward the door.
“Oh, thank you Father! Well, you see, Walter is so different now. So angry. He gets upset easily, and he never used to be like that. And he, he…” Franchesca looked down at her hands and continued in a softer voice, “He's been cruel to his two dogs. And his voice is different, Father, and his eyes. He’s not sleeping, and he’s eating everything in sight. And he hardly talks to anyone anymore, unless he’s angry. He agreed to come here with me, but when he got here, he changed his mind. Jerry and I practically had to force him to come into the church. Jerry told me he heard Walter talk in what sounded like another language, and when he asked Walter about it, he looked at Jerry like he was crazy, didn’t he Jerry?’
Scanlon nodded, and replied, “It’s true, I heard it.” His small part played, he sat back and watched Franchesca wind up her performance.
“I do realize, Father, that this all sounds like it could be depression. But you see, I really do know Walter. And when I look into his eyes, when I touch him, I feel cold and frightened. I feel evil, Father, I really do!” She delivered this last line with a quite convincing little shudder.  
Father Steuban sat quietly for a moment after she finished, looking thoughtful. Scanlon felt the urge to hurry things along. He was getting hungry. Franchesca must have sensed something, because she shot him a quelling glance.
“Well of course, I’ll be happy to talk to Walter, if Walter wishes it,” Father Steuban finally responded. Justice had come closer again, and gruffly mumbled, “Okay,” when the priest looked over at him. 
Father Steuban got up and gestured for Justice to come with him. He walked slowly with Justice toward the front of the church, speaking with him so quietly that Scanlon couldn’t hear anything. Franchesca knelt in apparent prayer, and Scanlon joined her. “This is looking promising,” Franchesca murmured
“God, I hope so,” Scanlon replied. “I’m starving. Please tell me we can get something to eat after this one. I know this Korean place near here…”
They were interrupted by a shout from Justice. Father Steuban had maneuvered him up to the altar and had apparently handed him a crucifix. “Looks like the priest knows what he’s doing,” Franchesca said, looking intently at the action at the front of the church. “The crucifix alone probably wouldn’t have gotten that reaction. He must have tried one of the testing prayers along with it.”
Scanlon’s interest was piqued at that. He really didn’t recall that much about exorcism. Once it had been clear to him he didn’t have Exorcist or Demon Master talent, he’d figured he didn’t need to know any more about it and focused instead on developing his Caster abilities. “That'd make him the first priest we've seen in all this who might actually know something about exorcisms.”
“Most priests, especially here in America, wouldn’t know a demon if it bit them on the ass,” she answered derisively, albeit quietly. 
Justice had moved away from the priest, and was rubbing his palm. Father Steuban was apparently talking rapidly now, and put out a hand in supplication. After a time, Justice nodded in affirmation to something the priest said. The priest reached into his pocket and retrieved a handkerchief, wiped his hands and forehead with it, then gestured back to where Scanlon and Franchesca were kneeling. He and Justice walked back toward them, and Father Steuban joined them again on the pew.
“I admit, there is some cause for concern with your cousin, Margaret. I think perhaps it may be worth taking the next step.”
“Is it to be an exorcism then, Father?”
“It may come to that, but first, there’s someone I want Walter to meet. There are some laypeople that have a gift for perceiving demons and assisting in exorcisms. As you may recall, in scripture, Jesus tells his disciples to cast out demons. I don’t think Our Lord meant that only the priests of his church would be able to do so. I believe we all have some responsibility to be alert for evil in all its forms, and that God has given some of us special abilities to do this work. I’m afraid, though, that it’s not likely to be the same person who helped your aunt’s friend. She suffered a death in the family and needs to take care of herself right now. I do know a man who could help, but I don’t believe he will be available immediately.”
“Oh, but Father,” Franchesca implored, “I don’t think that’s going to work! I really believe that if Walter is willing to try this now, we have to act quickly. It seems he’s only willing to listen to me on this. Jerry tried to take him to a priest before, but Walter wouldn’t have it. And I have to leave so soon! Besides, we told him what we heard about this woman who helped someone we actually know, and that’s what decided him to come. I know it’s a lot to ask, but couldn’t Walter just meet her? Maybe if she met Walter, she’d care enough to, to…”  She reached into her pocket, pulled out a tissue, and dabbed artfully at her eyes.
Father Steuban looked flustered, “Well I suppose I could ask Bree, but I honestly can’t say if she’ll be available.”	
“I can only ask that you try, Father. Would it help if I called and talk to this Miss…” She put a hand again on his sleeve.
The priest didn’t bite. “No, no need. I’ll call her and put your case before her. If you could just wait here a minute while I go to my office, I’ll give her a ring now.”
“Shit!” Franchesca hissed once the priest was out of range. “I almost had the name from him. Now I’ll have to try a casting, and I don’t have time.” She carefully placed the bit of thread she’d purloined from the priest’s cassock sleeve down on top of the tissue she’d been holding in her hand. Then she pulled her purse off her shoulder, and dumped the contents on the pew next to her. She rummaged frantically around in the debris until she came up with a piece of copper wire, a dirty grey feather, a yellow silk scarf, and a small knife.  
She spread out the scarf, arranged the thread on it with the copper wire touching it, placed the feather next to the wire, then pricked her left thumb with the knife. She touched the drop of blood that welled up to the opposite end of the wire and held it there.  She took up the feather with her other hand, and waved it five times over the middle of the wire, eyes closed, chanting an incantation under her breath. Then she touched the feather to the wire, then to each of her eyelids. She sat silent after that, brow furrowed in furious concentration. Finally, a gasp escaped her lips. Her eyelids fluttered rapidly, then opened. She dropped the feather, and grabbed up a pen and a scrap of paper, and scribbled what looked like a phone number down. “Got it,” she said with satisfaction.
Scanlon was impressed. Franchesca had just put together a seeing spell in less than a minute, with less than ideal ritual objects. A thread from the priest’s cassock was precious little to work with to connect her to him. Blood was always good, of course, especially with copper wiring as a connector, but using the feather, and the yellow scarf as air symbols, presumably to convey what the priest was seeing to her eyes through the medium of air, that was inspired. She’d clearly just watched the priest dial the number through the connection she’d cast. Scanlon was already thinking of ways he might use the spell, if he could come up with an incantation and some kind of internal focus. He figured it was no accident she hadn’t done the incantation aloud. She probably wanted to keep it to herself.  
Father Steuban came back into the church just as Franchesca was tidying away the last of the items from her purse. “I’m afraid she wasn’t in,” he said apologetically.  “I’ll try her again later. If I could just get your number?”
Franchesca went back into her purse and came up with another scrap of paper and wrote down a number that Scanlon knew had to be a false one. “Thank you so much, Father. You can call me at this number any time, day or night.”
Justice had already made his way out of the church, and Scanlon and Franchesca were left to make their goodbyes to the priest. Justice joined them again as they left the church and headed for Scanlon’s car. “Now we just have to do a reverse look up and get this Bree’s address,” Franchesca said briskly. “I think it’s a good lead. She has to be powered, and an Exorcist.”
“If it’s a cell phone, reverse look up won’t work,” Scanlon replied. “I’m sure we can still locate her, but it may take a little longer.”
“Bree,” Justice said slowly, in his own voice this time. “I just remembered. I think that’s what Thorvaldson called her, after the battle. I think he said, “Bree, get me out of here.”
Franchesca turned on Justice, and raised her hand. A look of cold anger crossed her face. “Tirakku! Why didn't you tell me this before?”
Justice put both hands over his face in a protective motion, and a whining sound emerged between his fingers. “I didn’t remember, Master!” 
“Ms. Gambrini, I’m not sure this is the place,” Scanlon said quietly.  
Franchesca dropped her hand, whirled around, and walked rapidly toward the car. Scanlon followed, and gave in to the impulse to roll his eyes, now that she wasn’t looking at him. He was relieved they had a solid lead. He’d had just about enough of this servility bullshit.  



Chapter 10
 

“You were supposed to talk me out of this, you know," Bree told Sophie as she brushed out Bree's hair with long, slow strokes. "I expected Bruce’s curiosity to get the better of him, but I was counting on you to tell me I’d lost my mind.”
Bree could hear the tension in Sophie's voice as she replied, “Maybe we’ve all lost our minds. But he’s very convincing, your Daniel.”
“Hah! That’s why you and Bruce are here, to make sure he’s not ‘my Daniel’ in any way. If I’m monitoring him while he interacts with the demon, I need someone monitoring me, then someone monitoring the monitor. And, for the record, I’m not interested in him that way.”
Sophie snorted. “That’s not what I saw when you were both over here last night. And don’t take my word for it. Bruce read it.”
Bree colored. “Okay, okay. So I find him attractive, in a weird, confused kind of way. But that doesn’t mean I’m interested in pursuing a relationship with him. Certainly not while we’re trying this experiment, and probably not ever. How could I ever trust him?” 
“You’re trusting him tonight. Possibly with your life. With mine and Bruce’s and Kevin’s too, for that matter.”  She gave Bree's hair a final stroke, patted her on the shoulder and got up to put the brush back on the dresser. She leaned up against it, facing Bree.
“I trust him for now, for this," Bree replied, looking up at Sophie. "I trust him when he says he’s called a demon safely before, and that our protections are adequate. I trust that his intentions are good. But I don’t really trust that it will stay safe, for any of us, and especially for him. I think it would be like letting yourself fall for someone with a terminal illness. How long will he stay uncorrupted? How long will he stay sane?” She shook her head and regarded her friend wistfully. “Daniel the retired Keeper, him I’d like to get to know. Daniel the Demon Master, well, even if all this succeeds, I’m afraid his sanity is likely to be a lost cause in the end.”
Sophie put her hands on her ample hips. “Don’t you Catholics have a patron saint of lost causes? St. John, or St. Joe or something?”
“St. Jude,” Bree replied with a reluctant smile.  
“Well, get some prayers going to St. Jude then!”
“You know, that might be appropriate for tonight at the least. We are attempting something here that’s considered impossible.”
“Oh, we had impossible for breakfast. This is just improbable.”
They shared a strained laugh, and finished dressing in silence. Sophie had insisted that both she and Bree wear dresses as part of calling up feminine energy to balance the energy of the greater number of men who were to be present. Bree realized that Sophie’s attention to detail on this was a measure of her nervousness, so she agreed in spite of the chilly weather. Bree had chosen the warmest dress she owned, a blue and green floral print with fitted three quarter length sleeves, topped with a soft green cashmere cardigan. Sophie was in a flowing blue dress shot through with silver thread, and she'd arranged a filmy silver scarf loosely around her neck.  
Just as they completed their preparations, Daniel and Kevin arrived. Kevin had picked Daniel up at Bree’s, where he’d been resting in anticipation of tonight’s working.  He'd stayed the last three days with her on the theory that he'd be hard to trace there, and so far, there’d been no sign of the people who had attacked him at his place.
Daniel stood by awkwardly as the friends exchanged warm greetings. Sophie quickly got down to business. "All right folks, if we're going to try calling a demon, let's do it quick before I have a chance to think too hard about it." She turned and led the way upstairs.
"Okay, everyone," Bree began as they all gathered in Sophie and Bruce's worship room. "Thanks for all your input on the ritual for tonight. I think we've got good precautions planned out, now we just have to do this thing. Kevin, if you would do the honors?" 
As a Warder, Kevin didn't need to form and cast a spell, or do a ritual to create a ward around the house and the room. He simply closed his eyes for a brief moment, raised his arms, and the energetic background hum of strong wards rose in a comforting wall at their backs. He was there to prevent interruptions from outside and to help keep the demon inside. Everyone there had the ability for some basic personal wards, and Kevin went around and reinforced them all, placing his palm on the warding symbols each had marked on their hands. 
Sophie took over at that point. As exorcisms were best performed either outside or in a location considered sacred space, Bree had reasoned that performing the working in Bruce and Sophie’s worship room was the best location they had that would still be private. Sophie began with the ritual of creating a sacred circle.
She took Bree by the hand and positioned her, placing her in the east of the circle she was forming. Bree dug into her bag of exorcism gear, although she devoutly hoped she wouldn’t have to use any of it. She wore her grandmother’s gold crucifix, along with Daniel’s protection amulet, and as she sat down, she arranged a glass bottle full of holy water, her bible, and a small jar of salt within reach at her side. 
Sophie put a solemn looking Kevin in the south, Bruce in the north, which he occupied with a wide-legged stance, and Daniel in the center, leaving the west for herself. She did her usual consecration of the circle ritual, then began the invocations she’d devised. 
“Spirits of the East, powers of Air,” she began, facing east, palms up, “be with us all and especially with our sister Bree. Grant her your powers of objectivity and clarity and your openness to what is new and possible." 
She turned to the south. "Spirits of the South, powers of Fire, be with us all, and especially with our brother Kevin. Grant him your powers of energy and will so that he may hold the wards to protect those within and outside of our circle." 
"Spirits of the West, powers of Water, be with us all, and especially with me. Grant me your powers of healing and regeneration that I might be ready to assist any here who need me." 
She turned to face Bruce in the north, and the two exchanged nervous smiles. "Spirits of the North, powers of Earth, be with us all and especially with our brother Bruce. Grant him your centeredness and calm that he may ground us all when we are in fear and doubt." 
Sophie turned to face Daniel, who was standing straight backed, with his shoulders squared, and her face settled into a more serious expression. "Lady of the Moon, Lady of Earth, Mother of us all, please guide and protect us all and especially our brother Daniel. Grant him your wisdom and light as he goes into the dark.”  
Bree offered her own prayer as soon as Sophie had settled into her spot in the west. “Lord God, please help and guide us. Know that we call up evil tonight not to consort with it but only to know it that we may better protect others and ourselves from it. Have mercy on our imperfections and weakness, as these are what the demon will target. Help us hold to the good, to the light, and to your will. Amen.” Then silently, she added, Saint Jude, hope of the hopeless, pray for Daniel.
Daniel had been facing Sophie as she made her invocations. Now he turned to face Bree. He still looked tired and drawn, and she had to remind herself yet again that he didn’t need his full base energy to do the working, as the Demon Master talent was almost all about will energy. Dion had done a healing on him four times in the last three days, but she could tell by the way he moved that Daniel still was far from recovered from the knife wound. 
He raised his hands so his palms faced out at chest level, and said simply, “I dedicate this working to the benefit of all beings.” Then he began unbuttoning his shirt as Bree approached him. They had agreed she would do a full deep read before he called the demon to get a baseline. He had promised to drop the spell that hid his Demon Master and Binder powers for the reading. She found herself looking at Kevin for courage. He smiled slightly and nodded. 
Bree took a deep breath and stepped closer to Daniel, and put her right hand on his bare chest. She met his eyes briefly, and felt the frisson of excitement that eye contact with him gave her. If she’d had to rely only on his facial tells to read him, she wouldn’t have gotten far. He was clearly very focused for the working, and not much else was visible on the outside. He put a hand on a bracelet he wore around his wrist, a polished green stone on a leather cord. He'd told her it was the focus for his hiding spell, and she felt a surge of some kind of magical energy as he undid the spell. She closed her eyes and tuned her Reader sense to the energy level.  
She sucked in a hard breath as the intensity of his energy rolled over her. There was just so much of it that it was hard at first to distinguish anything more specific about it. And to think that this was Daniel without his full base energy. Her first reading of him had felt incredibly high power to her, but with the Demon Master and Binder energy unmasked, he was completely off the charts. As she began to sift through what she thought of as the different flavors of energy, she realized that the only other of his powers that surpassed his Demon Master and Binder talents was his Caster ability. 
She searched for and found the darker feel that wove through his base energy like a ribbon of smoke. It was less than before, when she'd read him before clearing his taint. She stretched out her Demonsense to be certain, but there was no sense of remaining taint at all. She really needed to get a better feel for that darker energy, and to do it, she had to do something akin to what she did with taint clearings and exorcisms. She began attuning her energy to Daniel’s. 
The attunement allowed her to go to a deeper level, one where she could discern not just energy, but feelings. This was as close as Reader sense got to psychic ability. It required a lot of concentration, the openness and cooperation of the person being read, and extended skin-to-skin physical touch, so it wasn’t something even a good Reader could do casually or easily. And it required a near painful openness of the Reader, a level of openness Bree had to push herself to.  
She followed that sense of darkness down, down and in and found a well of grief and loss. She was so focused, so strongly attuned that she started to get images, something she had only very rarely experienced before. Several disturbing pictures flashed across her awareness; blood pumping past hands pressed to a thigh wound; the still, waxy face of a dead blonde woman with a gaping slice across her neck; a man clutching a raw, burned shoulder and screaming; a funeral in the snow. Fellow Keepers, she thought, or perhaps victims of demons Daniel had seen in his work as a Keeper. 
A number of other images went by too fast for her to register, then finally, she saw a montage of memories of one person at many different ages. A curly headed little girl; a pretty, flirtatious teenager in a bathing suit; a beautiful dark haired young woman with deep brown eyes, a look of contempt twisting her features. They pictures were accompanied by a welter of conflicting, despairing feelings of love, fear, fury and self-doubt. 
As the images faded, Bree felt another thread that throbbed with dark energy, and traced it. It led to a place she had trouble finding words for. Focus? Drive? Perhaps obsession? Something Daniel had to know, to prove, something with a desperate feel to it. Bree instinctively felt this was a place a demon could enter. Grief and loss were good entry points as well, but this felt darker. She pulled back another level, widening her focus, feeling for other emotions. Yes, there was the focus she saw on his face, some nervousness, but more determination and confidence. And that, she felt with a little jolt, was sexual energy. And it was building.  
Her awareness returned to her body with an uncomfortable snap, and Bree realized that she'd moved closer to Daniel during the reading, probably in response to trying to go deeper. Her cheek was resting against his neck, and the whole right side of her body was pressed up against his. She felt flushed and aroused, and that startled her, though if she were honest with herself, she could hardly claim it was unexpected. Pressing up against Daniel Thorvaldson’s body had come to feature prominently in her fantasies of late in spite of her attempts to banish the thoughts.
She pulled back and dropped her hand, then forced herself to look at his face. His lips twitched into a complicit smile, and she knew without a doubt that he'd perceived both of their sexual responses to standing that close. She said, with an effort at keeping her voice calm, “Just meditate for a bit, and then I’d say you’re good to go.” 
Bree gave her libido strict instructions to cease and desist, and went back to her spot in the circle, reflecting on the read. He wasn’t tainted, and although she’d seen some dark energy, it didn’t feel at all like demonic energy. She was, truthfully, no more concerned than she’d already been about proceeding tonight, although considerably more curious to know more about the images she’d seen. But at least now she’d have a good idea if contact with the demon affected him negatively with a deep read as a baseline. 
They all settled down on the floor and meditated until Daniel stood again, saying, “I’m ready.” He glanced around the circle to check that everyone else was good to go. At their nods, he raised his arms with a small grimace of discomfort as the gesture pulled on his injury, and spun slowly in a circle, raising a final level of warding between him and the others. Then he called, in a shockingly loud voice, “Gelsenim, I call you! Gelsenim, I command your presence!” 
There was a long, electric pause, then Bree felt a rush of heat and her Demonsense erupted into clamoring life as a form started to take shape in the air in front of Daniel. At first, all she could make out was movement and sharp edges appearing, then disappearing. The form elongated, the movement slowed, and a figure started to emerge. The feet coalesced first, naked, with ruddy, alligator-like skin, long toes, and toenails painted with what looked like red nail polish. Muscular legs came into view next, human shaped, and an appallingly huge phallus appeared, erect, scale covered and mobile, waving about as if looking for something to impale. The torso materialized, more red in tone than the legs, and the demon's chest was adorned with a swirling pattern of small, white chips. The demon moved, and the light struck the pattern at an angle, making it sickeningly clear to Bree that the tiny white squares were teeth, children's teeth. A row of short spikes ran along its spine. The arms and hands came next, with fingers ending in claws rather than fingernails. Finally, the horn topped head came into view, face dominated by a large hooked nose, fiery red mouth, and blazing orange eyes.  
“Daniel, how kind,” the demon growled. “You brought me some women!”  
Panic washed over Bree. The thing was huge, not just in form, but in energy. Daniel had warned her he was calling an Erekim, the strongest type of demon, but she'd never encountered one before, and the reality was terrifying on a deep, instinctual level. The demon turned to look directly at her, and she had to remind herself that Daniel had a ward between her and that thing. Its eyes held an avid malice. There was blood, and screaming, and a terrible lust in those eyes. 
“Hardly, Gelsenim. I just brought a few powered to help out, to keep things civil,” Daniel replied, his tone no longer overtly commanding, but cool and very firm. 
“Oh, you’re no fun,” the demon complained, its form wavering around the edges, then dissolving completely to re-form into that of a small blond boy. The boy looked pleadingly up at Daniel. “Can’t I have just a little fun? I really am hungry. Just a little sip? It doesn’t have to be one of the women. How about that one, there?” it said, pointing at Kevin. Kevin clenched his teeth and narrowed his eyes. He looked stern, but Bree saw he was sweating.  
“Come on, Gelsenim, you should know by now that I’m not going to let you eat,” Daniel chided, crossing his arms in front of his chest.
“You let me feed from you that one time. Why can’t we do it again? How about another experiment?” 
Bree's initial terror was giving way to curiosity, and she was able to focus more closely on Daniel. She read embarrassment in the way he shifted his weight, in the slight straightening of his spine, although his expression remained serious and focused. He’d let the demon feed from him?
“You might as well drop the little-boy-lost routine,” Daniel continued more matter-of-factly. “It really doesn’t affect me one way or the other, and I know it’s a difficult form for you to hold.”
The demon looked around the circle of people, studying each of their faces in turn before it went through a quicker transformation. It was still a little boy, but this time, the face and form was Hunter’s. Kevin jerked in response and made a small noise. Bree felt the outer wards waver around her, but they quickly stabilized. 
“Ah, I see you all care for this one,” the demon hissed in its own deep, gravelly voice, disturbingly incongruous coming out of Hunter’s mouth. “So young, so tender. I will be sure and give him my special attention when I find him.” The demon's form burst into flames, and a desperate shrieking emerged as it's skin blackened and curled, as if Hunter was burning to death.
Bree glanced around and saw that everyone’s faces were as stiff with the effort of showing no reaction as hers felt. 
“As you see, my people are strong,” Daniel said smoothly. “And you are in sacred space here. Your power is limited. Since you can’t break free, and you can’t eat, why not talk?”
The demon stared hard at Daniel. The fiery form wavered, as if in indecision, then it dissolved again, into a swirl of red, brown and orange that took longer to solidify. This time, it coalesced into a handsome man, decked out in a tuxedo with a white bow tie, blond hair slicked back, with just a hint of orange spark to his blue eyes. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, flipped open an old-fashioned silver lighter, and lit up. As he did so, Bree saw his fingernails were painted red. This form put her in mind of Noel Coward, with it’s relaxed posture and expression of jaded amusement. She had never seen a disembodied demon take such detailed and solid appearing human form. She noticed, however, that no smoke was coming from the glowing end of the cigarette. 
“Ah Daniel,” the demon sighed, “you really are a stick-in-the-mud, old chap. Talking, talking, talking. Questions, questions, questions. Where is the amusement in that? We could be having it on with these two lovely ladies instead. I’ll take the pretty brown-haired lass, and you can have the curvy darling over there. I'm being generous, you realize. Big girls are usually a better fuck. So comfortably padded.”
“Why do you do that?” Daniel asked with real curiosity. “Why do you continue to try to frighten and offend when we’re so well warded you can’t feed from it?”
“Oh, habit, duckie, I’m sure it’s mostly habit,” the demon replied in a world- weary tone. He put the lighter into his pants pocket and tossed the pack of cigarettes into the air with a lazy motion. The pack vanished as it left his hand.
“Tell me the truth, now, Gelsenim,” Daniel commanded, and Bree felt a vibration in the air as the force of his Demon Master energy moved against the demon.
“Well if you must know, I do it because that’s what you expect of me.”
“You’ve spoken of this before,” Daniel said intently, stepping closer to the demon. “There’s something about our expectations that shapes you. Something you’re reading from us. Or something in the collective unconscious of our species. We expect certain things of you, and you give it to us, but in a way that serves you, that feeds you. What would happen if we expected something different from you? What if we decided you were angels, and were here to help us? That would cause all kinds of intense emotion. Why can’t you feed from something like that?”
“I don’t know,” the demon replied, taking another drag from his non-existent cigarette. “You seem to think if you just ask the question in another way, I’ll know the answer. And I simply don’t. Did your God make me this way? Did your Satan? I haven’t met either of them, so I don’t know. All I know is that I’m hungry,” the demon said with a sudden snarl, “and you are keeping me from my dinner."  
“Why are you taking this form now, to talk to Daniel?” Bree blurted out, moved by intuition rather than by any fully formed thought.
The demon glanced at her, and the orange light in its eyes flared brighter. The muscles of its face shifted to some combination of rage and agony, then back to amused indifference, almost too quickly for her to track. Although she knew Daniel had control of it, she immediately regretted calling its attention to herself.  
“I don’t know that either, beautiful. You know, you really do have the most luscious lips. I have some lovely ideas for those lips.”
“But if it’s your habit, as you called it, to take frightening or disgusting forms because that’s what we expect you to do,” Bree went on doggedly, “why take this one? I doubt that anyone here is expecting you to take it.”
The demon was silent, but Daniel remarked, “He’s taken this form with me a couple of times before. The last two times I’ve called him, in fact. I don’t think this is a form I’ve ever associated with demons, so I don’t see how he’s getting it from me.”
“Are you getting it from Daniel? And why are you talking so much? I’ve seen my fair share of demons, and they almost never talk like this. Is it because Daniel expects that of you too?” Bree asked.
“I bet you give good head,” the demon reflected, staring at Bree. It took another, luxurious and suggestive drag of the cigarette. “You know, I once had a host of mine cut off a particularly fine pair of lips as a keepsake, but they just weren’t the same once they were off her face.” 
“Gelsenim,” Daniel snapped, “answer her question!”
There was a long pause. “I got it from Daniel,” the demon answered, reluctantly, even hesitantly. “All of it. He wanted me to talk, so I talk. He, he…” The demon came to a halt, then continued more slowly, almost as if it was interested in its own answers. “He wanted me to be something else, something not so disturbing.”
“And do you like this form?” Daniel asked, getting on board with the direction Bree was heading.
The demon glanced down at itself, and ran a hand over the black silk lapel of its tux. “You know, I do rather like it,” the demon mused. “Dashing, don’t you think?”
With a start, Bree realized she was supposed to be monitoring Daniel. She’d gotten distracted by the drama playing out with the demon.  
“Now why would a demon enjoy being dashing?” she heard Daniel ask as she carefully focused back in on him. Without physical contact she couldn’t do a deep read, but she could get some sense of his energy level. She found it lower than she expected, verging on dangerously low, in fact, and she narrowed her focus to his face. There it was, in the muscles around his eyes, the angle at which he held his hands, and in the slight forward hunch of his shoulders. He was tiring fast, but he was so intent on his control of the demon that she wasn’t sure he was aware of it. She couldn’t say anything out loud to him about it, because she didn’t want the demon to know Daniel was weakening. They had a pre-arranged signal, and she used it now, rapping four times on her bottle of holy water with her claddagh ring, producing a muffled ringing. Daniel didn’t show any sign of hearing it.
“I like to be dashing because it’s much easier to seduce the women that way,” the demon went on, and without warning, it turned and lunged toward Sophie, but was pulled up short by Daniel’s wards. Sophie's lips moved in prayer, and she stared over the demon's shoulder. Bruce's brow was furrowed in anger. Bree caught his eye and shook her head slightly. Unfortunately, she was too late. The demon turned to look at Bruce, and said, “Is she yours then? Would it bother you very much if I took her here, on the floor? If you like, I could pluck out your eyes first. That way, you won’t have to watch.”
Bree had never seen Bruce wear such a look of cold hatred before. The demon was clearly starting to get to him. She focused in on Daniel again, trying to catch his eye, to give him the sign he needed to wrap things up, but he didn’t notice. His dark eyes narrowed in thought as he said, “I don’t think that’s it at all, Gelsenim. I think you’re more than just your hunger, and this form allows you to explore that.”
The demon flicked its cigarette butt onto the carpet and ground it out with his heel, and it promptly disappeared. “That shows just how little you know,” it replied, a petulant tone to its voice. “There is nothing but the hunger, there is never anything but the hunger.”
 	“There has been something new among your kind lately, a new ability,” Daniel continued. “The fact that you can grow and learn in this way tells me there's more to you than the hunger. It’s an ability to mask demonic presence to some degree, to make a demon or its taint seem less than it is. Do you possess this new ability?” 
The demon was engaged in straightening its imaginary shirt cuffs. “Why would I want to tell you that, dear Master?” it asked archly.
Daniel raised a hand and clenched it into a fist, and the demon suddenly, shatteringly, howled. “Yes, yes, I have it!” Its beautiful face was twisted with rage, bones and muscle moving beneath the skin in a manner nauseating to watch. 
“And what do you use it for?” Daniel persisted, leaning forward, all his focus on the demon.
“It’s easier to avoid Exorcists, easier to break free of them if they can’t read us. We can stay longer in our hosts. It makes us harder to find,” the demon grated out.
“And where did you learn it?”
The demon started to laugh, a nearly hysterical laugh, with a metallic overtone that made everyone in the room wince in discomfort. “From you, you idiot, you dupe, you fraud. From how you hide what you are. I learned the spell from you! And I taught it to all my kin, just as fast as I could. Who is Master now?”
Bree turned a shocked look on Daniel. Had his hiding spell taught the demons how to hide their power signatures? 
Daniel’s face was a study in cold control. “I am your Master. You have intelligence, you have a drive for self preservation, and you may have won a round, but I am your Master.” He raised his other hand, and clenched that as well.
“Stop!” the demon screamed, its form melting and reforming in flame, and spines, and orange eyes that grew until they were the size of Daniel’s body, bumping up against Daniel's ward near Kevin. Bree tapped her ring hard on the bottle again. While the ward was holding, and he looked outwardly as calm as he had throughout, Bree was now reading Daniel's base energy as nearly used up and his will energy as a ghost of what it had been at the beginning of the ritual. She was starting to feel frantic that he wasn’t hearing the signal, that he would lose control of the demon. Her mind flashed on an image of him burning just like Seth had, and the demon’s eyes whirled to focus on her, pressing to the farthest limits of the wards, less than a foot from her face. 
Finally, she felt angry. She would not be intimidated, would not allow this monster, this thing to hurt anyone. She got to her feet, one hand clutching the crucifix around her neck, the other grabbing up her bottle of holy water. As she touched the ward between her and the demon, her hair blew up in a silky nimbus around her head. It was one like this who had killed her Seth. "Alright, you son of a bitch," she snarled, looking right into the demon's burning gaze, "That is enough!"  
Her Demonsense was a violent pressure in her head. She dropped her crucifix so she could work at the lid on the bottle of holy water. As she did so, he saw Daniel move out of the corner of her eye, and shot him a look. His fists were still raised before him, but he was sweating now. 
"Gelsenim, I command you, leave this place," he commanded. 
The demon's eyes wavered and began to dissolve into an orange-red mist, and Bree was about to heave a sigh of relief when the mist brightened again, and the demon took the form it had started with. Dear god, Daniel was too weak to banish it! She wrenched the lid off the bottle, dipped two fingers into it, and made the sign of the cross over her body and on her forehead.  She started to chant, "Lord God, prepare me for battle. Lord God, prepare this space for battle with the dark." 
The demon slewed around to look at her again, and this time, Bree avoided eye contact, focusing instead on preparing energy for an exorcism spell. She pulled focus in record time, and as she chanted, she felt the ritual energy building. She started grabbing up the energy that had already been created when Sophie cast a circle, and wove it in with her own, until her body throbbed with it.  
"I am hungry, and I will have you, beautiful one," the demon hissed at Bree. 
"Come on, Daniel, let down the ward. This one offends me. Give me a chance to take him out the old fashioned way," Bree improvised. She couldn't let the demon know Daniel was weakening.
Daniel shot her a burning look. "I don't think so," he said, voice gone to steel. He turned back to the demon, determination evident in every line of his body. “Gelsenim, I dismiss you! Gelsenim, go back to your place of origin and do not approach until I command you again!”
The demon exploded into a cloud of hot steam and vanished.  



Chapter 11
 
Daniel was engulfed by steam, and Bree couldn’t tell if he’d been hurt. Very gradually, the steam cleared and she could see he was still standing. His hair and clothes were soaked, and his eyes were closed. One hand was pressed up against his side. Sophie sprang to her feet, and she and Bree instinctively tried to move toward Daniel, but the wards stopped them.  
“Daniel,” Kevin said firmly, “release the wards.” There was a long, anxious pause until Daniel finally opened his eyes, waved a hand, and moisture-laden air rushed out into the rest of the room. Bree and Sophie each took one of Daniel’s arms and eased him down to the ground. He sat staring sightlessly off into the corner, hunched over, one hand still protectively on his side, the other lying weakly, palm up, on the floor. 
Bree cast her Demonsense quickly around the room, then let it quest out into the rest of the house, then further, to the widest extent she was able. No taint, no demon sign. “It’s okay, Kevin,” she said, and Kevin released the outer wards with a huff of breath. He took off his glasses and rubbed sweat off his forehead and out of his eyes. His shirt had wet circles under the arms halfway down his sides. 
Sophie had her fingers on Daniel’s wrist, taking his pulse. Bruce muttered, “Holy shit, holy shit,” as he slumped against the wall. Sophie shook her head, and Bree registered for the first time that tears were leaking steadily down Sophie’s face.  
“I knew it,” Sophie said angrily. “I should have listened to my gut. This was too much, too soon. He’s set himself back. Bruce, get some water. And bring up something to eat. His base energy is too low, he needs food.” 
Bruce got to his feet with a groan, then leaned over, tipped up Sophie’s chin, and gently brushed the tears from her face. “We’re all okay love, we all made it. Let the mama lion rest.”  
Sophie leaned her face briefly against his fingers, then said, a touch of her usual confidence back in her voice, “To work, you. Kevin, help him, would you? We could all use food and water.” She leaned over to her left, grabbed up her ritual knife, and made a door shape in the air to make a passage through the sacred circle.
Bree moved to kneel in front of Daniel. His eyes were still open, but he didn’t seem to see her. Bree slid both hands through his dark, otter pelt hair, squeezing the water from the steam out and back away from his face. She let one of her hands drop down to rest against his neck, and shot a worried glance at Sophie when he showed no response. She was appalled at how weak he looked. He had shown no outer sign of weakness while the demon was present. She wasn’t sure what to make of his sudden collapse. 
“Daniel, honey, let Bree read you,” Sophie said gently.  
Daniel heaved a sigh, then replied faintly, “Okay.”  
Bree quested outward again, into Daniel, searching for any sign of taint, for any increase in the dark strain, reminding herself to keep more physical distance this time as she worked toward the deeper levels. Her adrenaline was up, and it took longer than usual to get a full read. She sought the shadowy area she was looking for, and when she touched on it, her heart gave a sudden gallop. It wasn’t taint, and yet it was something. There, where it had been before, but worse, like a deep bruise, a dark welling under the surface, slow and sluggish. Somehow, contact with the demon made this part of his base energy worse, although she would swear it wasn’t precisely of the demon. It was something she didn’t know how to articulate. 
She should have told him about this darkness in his energy before so she could explain why it seemed worse, but she hadn’t. As a Reader, she had learned a hard lesson early on about how vulnerable people felt with a deep read, and how badly they could react to it. She realized, though, that if she was to monitor Daniel responsibly, she had to be more honest and complete about what she saw. But she wasn’t going to have that conversation in front of other people, at least not right this minute. So she settled on something true that she could say. “You pushed it too far, you know. That was way too close.”
“I disagree,” Daniel whispered. “I was never close to losing control of it.”
Bree and Sophie exchanged worried glances.  
“Daniel, look at you,” Sophie chided. “You’re weak as a kitten. You basically dropped to the floor the minute the demon left. Maybe you still had control of it, but obviously, you cut it too close.”
“I gave you the signal, several times, but you must not have heard it,” Bree said.
“I heard it,” Daniel replied, woodenly.
“Damn it, next time listen to me! Otherwise, there’s no point in me monitoring you!” Bree exclaimed.
Daniel gave no reply, and Sophie clambered tiredly back to her feet and set about formally closing the circle while Bree sat with the silent Daniel. To find out this new hiding talent of demons was likely his fault must be devastating. In a way, it justified all her arguments about why it was dangerous to have any contact at all with demons, all her reservations about this whole project. On the other hand, it was entirely possible the demon had said that just to torture Daniel. And she couldn’t deny they had learned some things here tonight, possibly important things. There was so much else she wanted to ask. Lines of questioning blossomed in her head, all demanding answers. 
At that thought, a chill hit her like cold rain on the back of her neck. What if this was the influence of the demon, making her want more contact? She couldn’t feel that in Daniel, but what if she was more vulnerable? Bruce was supposed to be monitoring me, she thought frantically. In all the excitement and confusion, they’d skipped that step. “Go get Bruce,” she demanded anxiously of Sophie. 
Sophie gave her a concerned look, then nodded and vanished downstairs.
"It wasn't as close as it looked," Daniel said stubbornly as soon as Sophie was gone, a little animation returning to his voice. "You just did another deep read. Can you honestly say my will energy was used up?"
"Used up? Jesus, Daniel, you weren't planning on taking it that far to the edge, were you? The first time we're doing all this?"
Daniel shook his head. "I wasn't planning on going until my will energy was gone. I'm just saying I had more than enough left to banish the demon without an exorcism."
"Yes, but your base energy," Bree began to protest.
"Fine, my base energy is trashed. I know. But it was worth it. Tell me you see it was worth it."
She got to her feet and impatiently pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. "I'll tell you no such thing! It was crazy to push yourself that far. Yes, we got good information. But we could easily have called the demon another time for more rather than have you risk us all like this! My involvement stops right here unless you can convince me you'll let me call the shots about when to end the demon contact."
Daniel looked up at her, and she had the sense that a part of him was still far away. "I see your point, but I want you to see mine as well. If we'd stopped when you first gave me the signal, we would have missed out on vital information. I'm not new to this, you know. I can hold out longer than you think."
Bree's face turned hot with frustration. "Maybe you still had the juice to order the demon away, but you sustained some kind of damage from the contact. Something's gone wrong with you base energy."
She felt a savage satisfaction as Daniel's face finally registered some concern. Before she could press the point, she heard the sound of Bruce’s heavy tread on the stairs.  
He came into the room and looked speculatively at Bree and Daniel. Bree wasn't sure what he was looking for, but she felt caught out, somehow. That made her realize he had already started reading her, reading Daniel as well probably. 
He came to stand in front of her, and said, “Yeah, I know, we forgot. I was just thinking that when Sophie came to get me.” He leaned forward and put his huge, warm hand on Bree’s chest, where it completely covered the crucifix, the amulet and the skin revealed by the vee of her dress. She consciously worked at opening to his read, and in a moment, a warm smile split his heavy beard. “You’re a little freaked out, babe, but you’re you. You don’t seem any different to me.” Bree smiled tremulously in relief. Some of her anger at Daniel had slipped away in her concern about what Bruce would find on the read. 
Kevin arrived bearing a tray with a water pitcher and cups. Sophie came in on his heels bearing another tray with bread, peanut butter, jam and some plates and knives. Sophie set her tray on the floor in front of Daniel with a clatter. "Let me check your wound, and then we'll talk," she said brusquely. Kevin put his tray down as well, then helped Daniel to his feet. Sophie led the way out of the room, Daniel following obediently behind. 
"She's not very happy with him, is she?" Kevin said to the room at large.
"Why should she be?" Bruce replied as he settled down onto the floor, reaching for the loaf of bread. "It's clear he risked his health by pushing things too far, but more than that, he risked the rest of us."
"I'll admit he cut it close, but I think he's stronger than you realize," Kevin said, sitting on the floor as well. 
"And more arrogant than you realize, apparently," Bruce said with a piercing look at Kevin.
Kevin looked startled, then sighed. "You got me there." He constructed his peanut butter and jelly sandwich with the speed of an experienced parent and bit into it while Bree weighed in.
"You're both right. He's incredibly strong, and experienced at all this, but I don't think he's as good at judging his limits as he thinks he is. That demon did get to him in some way."
"How? What's wrong with him?" Kevin mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich.
"I'm not exactly sure," Bree admitted as she began pouring out glasses of water for everyone. "He didn't get taint, it's not that, but his base energy was affected. It got darker, is the only way I can think of to put it." 
"That can't be good," Bruce said.
Daniel and Sophie came back into the room. Sophie settled down next to Bruce and Daniel lowered himself slowly between Bree and Kevin. 
Silence fell as they began to eat, and it struck Bree that it wasn't just because they all had their mouths full. No one wanted to start the conversation, to reference the big, pink elephant in the room that was shaking the floorboards with its "Look at me!" dance. No one wanted to say out loud that Daniel really might have been responsible for the new hiding talent in demons. Daniel’s hands trembled enough that the ice in his glass rattled. No one commented on that either. 
Just when Bree had braced herself to bring it out into the open, Bruce sat back and put a napkin to his mouth, wiping it with a dainty gesture. “Okay, I'll say it. That was scary as hell. I know you guys told us that even without Demonsense, anyone can feel some bad energy if they’re that close to a disembodied demon. But it was worse than I expected."
“I’ve see a couple before, but nothing that big,” Kevin replied as he constructed a second sandwich. “Or maybe I should say, nothing that strong. I could feel the pressure it was putting on Daniel’s wards. It definitely made a couple of good shots at breaking free. I don’t mind telling you it gave me a few seriously bad moments, wondering if I could hold it if it did get through. Erekim are definitely stronger than any of the other types of demons I've warded against before.”
“You're all dodging the point!" Sophie interjected, slamming down her glass of water in an uncharacteristic display of temper. "That thing nearly broke free, and if it had, we'd all be dead!"
"Just because it charged the wards doesn't mean it nearly broke free," Daniel protested, face going stiff.
"But you didn't even try to stop it!" Sophie continued, angry tears forming in her eyes. "As a Demon Master, you're supposed to be able to order them around, aren't you?  Why would you risk us all like that?"
Daniel put down the sandwich he'd barely touched. "It's clear to me now that I didn't give you all enough information about demons before we started this." 
Sophie opened her mouth to reply, and Daniel held up a hand, the gesture more placating than demanding. "Just hear me out for a minute. The trick to mastering demons is to be specific in what you tell them to do and not to do. They’ll jump on any loophole to try to get around your control. I didn’t forbid it from trying to break free, although I could have. But I’ve found if I place a bunch of limitations on them at the get go, there’s not much room for them to talk or interact normally.”
Kevin gave an outrage tinged laugh. “Interact normally? What about that interaction was normal?’	
“Normal for them. If we want to get useful information out of them, we have to start with understanding them,” Daniel replied. “And we can’t understand them if we don’t let them be themselves to some degree.”
"We won't have any chance of understanding them if we're all dead," Sophie insisted doggedly.
"She's right, you know," Bruce spoke up. His voice betrayed a carefully harnessed anger, as did the look he leveled at Daniel. "We could easily have been killed. We went ahead with this tonight because you assured us you had enough will and base energy to master that thing. But you pushed it, Daniel. You pushed it right up to the edge. That wasn't fair to any of us."
Daniel flushed, but his eyes held a steely glint. "I know what it looked like from the outside, but trust me, it wasn't nearly as risky as it looked."
Kevin put a hand on Daniel's forearm. "I think you need to listen, Daniel. You need to understand that not everyone has the risk tolerance you have. You're going to have to respect that if you want help with this."
Daniel was silent for a long while, and Bree couldn't resist sending out a tendril of Reader sense. He was clearly more agitated than he looked, but when he spoke, his voice was calm.
 "You have a point," he conceded. He looked around the circle. "You all were doing so well. You did a great job of not reacting to the demon. I guess I misunderstood the amount of stress you all had to deal with. I've spent so much time around demons as an Exorcist that I tend to forget how they can affect people who aren't as used to them."
Sophie leaned forward. Some of the fury had gone out of her, but she was clearly still tense with anger. "This isn't about how hard it was to be around the demon, although I'll admit it was even harder than I expected. It's about the fact that you ignored Bree's signal to wrap things up. You asked for monitoring, then you ignored the monitor."
Daniel took a long drink of water before he answered. It looked to Bree like he was trying to reign in some combination of irritation and embarrassment. He put the glass down. "You're right, Sophie, and I'm sorry. I should have listened to Bree, because that's what I agreed to do. I got too hooked by the fact that I was getting more information than usual out of the demon." 
Daniel shot up in Bree's estimation at that. He might be over confident about his abilities and his stamina, but at least the man was capable of admitting a fault and making an apology.
"So you're willing to promise you won't do that again?" Sophie pressed.
"Yes, I'm willing to promise just that," Daniel returned seriously.
Sophie sighed and her posture sagged, as if her anger was all that had been holding her upright in the face of exhaustion. She must have run a healing spell on Daniel when she took him into the other room to check out his knife wound. They were all tired from the tension of the demon encounter, but the particular kind of tiredness Bree was seeing in Sophie had its source in wielding magic, she was sure of it. 
“What I couldn’t get over was how much this one was willing to talk,” Bree said, slipping off her shoes and pulling her knees up to her chest under her dress. She was still angry with Daniel, but the whirl of thoughts and questions that the demon encounter had engendered was taking over. “In my experience, if they talk at all, they just spout a few threatening or disgusting things and have done with it. I know you told me you could get this one to talk,” she nodded at Daniel, “but how much was a real surprise. I almost hate to admit it, but for me, this experience confirmed to me that Daniel’s right to try to communicate with them. I know I learned some new things.”
"I was so busy praying to the Mother to keep us all from getting fried that I didn’t learn a damn thing,” Sophie said darkly. She reached her hand over to Bruce, and their fingers entwined.  
“Well, for example, I learned that they can read very specific images from our minds to know what will disturb us, but they can’t read energy levels,” Bree continued. “It got a picture of Hunter from one of us, probably Kevin, yet it couldn’t seem to tell when Daniel was weakening. I’m sure it would have put more into breaking free if it had known that he wasn’t at his best, especially toward the end. And that whole thing about it assuming a form Daniel wanted. To me, it seems like a flip side of their ability to pick up something from our minds that scares us. Because Daniel is a Demon Master, it seems to be responding in some way to what he wants.”
Daniel had been mechanically munching his way through his sandwich while he listened. He put it down half eaten on his plate and interjected, “There is some strange sort of relationship I have with this particular demon. On the one hand, he does his best to offend me. On the other, it’s as if he wants to please me.”
“If that shit it was doing pleases you, I’m going to have to worry about you, my man,” Bruce said, only half joking.
Daniel waved off Bruce's comment. “Not most of what it said, of course. But the fact that he'll talk to me. The fact that he's beginning to take the form I prefer. I really have begun to wonder how far that could go.”
Bree sat up as a thought struck her. “The way it liked its human form. Do you remember? I got the impression it may have initially taken it from some image in your mind, but it was getting used to the form.”
“Yeah, Daniel, what’s up with that?” Kevin asked, looking across the table at Daniel. “You think demons look like some gorgeous F. Scott Fitzgerald character?”
Daniel smiled slightly. “If he took it from me, I’m not sure how,” he admitted. “Some movie I saw somewhere? Some book I read?”	
Bree felt a chill, and her arms broke out in goose bumps. “That thing is not handsome,” she said sternly. “And I worry about you calling it ‘he.’ You have to keep your emotional distance from it.”
Daniel shrugged. “It’s always taken an overtly male form with me, so I think of it as ‘he.’ Really, you don’t have to worry. I’m in no danger of liking him. Or it.”
“So, what else did we learn?” Sophie prompted.
“That I’m responsible for demons being able to do a hiding spell. That all the Keepers and Exorcists that have been hurt or killed as a result of misreading the power of a demon can be laid at my door,” Daniel said evenly.
Silence fell on the room like a stifling, wet shroud. Everyone glanced down at their plates, unwilling to see Daniel laid so bare. 
Everyone except Bree. Was it possible he was responsible in some way for Seth’s death? Had Seth misread the demon because it was engaged in a hiding spell, or because of Seth’s own error? The anger that had been simmering under the surface surged up in Bree so hard and fast that she nearly choked on it. Some part of her had already reached the same conclusion Daniel had, but she hadn't wanted to admit it to herself. 
The others made some response, but Bree's brain couldn't seem to process the noise into language. Unbidden, the image of Seth burning in the demon's fire intruded. Her hands fisted, and she forced herself to breath slowly. That is the past, it's over, it's too late to do anything about it, she told herself sternly. She looked at Daniel, and while his expression showed only a solemn reserve, Bree read misery in the cant of his shoulders, the unevenness of his breath. A part of her was wild to launch herself at him anyway, but as the image of Seth's death faded, some logic began trickling back into her. She didn't know for a fact that Seth's death was caused by misreading the strength of the demon. Seth hadn't been the most skilled Exorcist out there. In fact, she had surpassed him in ability at least two years before his death. But he had still insisted on taking primary whenever they encountered a larger demon. And she had let him, partly to protect his ego, and partly because she rather enjoyed that he was being protective of her. That was one of the things she couldn't forgive herself for.
She had made mistakes, and quite likely Seth had as well. It wasn't fair for her to dump all the blame on Daniel's shoulders. Clearly, if it was somehow Daniel's fault, it was nothing he'd meant to happen. 
Having worked her way through that morass of feelings, she was able to tune back into the conversation. Daniel was just saying, "It's something I'm just going to have to take responsibility for."
Bree waded back in, hoping it wasn't too obvious how tuned out she'd been. “Maybe, Daniel. But keep in mind it's possible that the demon said all that to hurt you.” 
“And yet it rings true,” he replied softly. 
“But from what you’ve told me, the demons can only partly hide what they are, what level of power they have,” Kevin speculated, pushing his plate away and leaning back on his hands. “Whereas you can completely hide aspects of your power. How can that be the same thing?”
Daniel wiped his hands on a napkin and shook his head. “Powered magic doesn’t translate directly into something demons can use. Even if they learn a spell while possessing someone, they can’t necessarily use it, even when possessing someone powered. They lack fine control. When they're disembodied, like Gelsenim was today, they can have a lot of raw power, especially the bigger demons. That’s why they’re dangerous in that form. But they can usually only use spells in a crude way, if at all. And they can’t pass on a spell they’ve learned previously directly to a new host, at least that I’ve ever heard. In other words, some demons might be able to manage some rough version of my hiding spell without their host being aware of it.”
“Oh my God!” Bree exclaimed, eyes going wide. “That’s it! That’s why the Keltoi want you, Daniel. Some demon told them about the hiding spell. Or a Demon Master got wind of it and forced the information from a demon. But the demon can’t explain clearly how to do it. They can only say they got it from Gelsenim, who may have told one of them he got it from you." She turned to Daniel. "Wouldn’t that be bad, seriously bad, if the Keltoi had a good hiding spell for their darker powers? Wouldn’t that tip the balance in their favor? It would make it so much harder for Keepers to track them!”
Daniel slumped and ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I couldn’t see it,” he muttered. “All I could think of was all the Keltoi I pissed off as a Keeper who might carry a big enough grudge to come after me. That has to be it,” he continued more strongly, looking around the room at each of them. “Why didn’t I think of that? It’s not like negative applications of the hiding spell haven’t occurred to me before. My father and I used to discuss it when we were working on it.”
“You’ve just lived with it so long, you don’t really think about it any more,” Kevin offered, voice sympathetic. 
“Or I don’t want to think about it,” Daniel replied.  
“So aren’t you basically screwed if the Keltoi want you for something that big?” Bruce asked.
Daniel laughed shortly. “Yeah, I’m basically screwed.”
“There has to be some way to resolve this,” Bree said fiercely. “There just has to be.”
Sophie entered the debate tentatively. “If by some miracle we succeed if figuring something out that makes the demons go away, wouldn’t that tip the balance back in favor of us good guys? Then maybe it wouldn’t be as big a deal if the Keltoi had the hiding spell.”
“I was hoping we could tip the balance in our favor and keep it there,” Daniel admitted.
“Wait a minute,” Bree interjected. “This hiding spell of yours. It’s pretty hard to do, right?”
Daniel nodded. “Very hard, actually. It takes a complex series of castings to set it all up, and it’s not easy to maintain either.”
“Would it take an exceptionally powered person to use it?”
Daniel regarded her thoughtfully. “Certainly someone high powered. It may not tip the balance to that great a degree, if we consider that it might not be usable by your average rank and file Keltoi. But the most damage the Keltoi do is typically done by Binders and Demon Masters along with their demons. I’m talking about the really big political stuff. Terrorist organizations, arms running, big drug producers and sellers, that sort of thing. Those are precisely the kind of people the Keepers need to be able to track.” 
“Maybe someone in particular wants the hiding spell then, for some big deal they’re planning,” Sophie said, starting to gather up plates and silverware.
“Whoa, scary thought,” Bruce replied as he leaned forward to help her.
“If that’s the case,” Bree considered, “and if we figure out who it is and bust them, maybe the pressure will be off Daniel. And what if not very many people in the Keltoi know about it? I mean, maybe I’ve just seen ‘The Godfather’ too many times, but isn’t there infighting in these big crime organizations? Wouldn’t there be some reason for the people who know about it to keep it to themselves?”
“That’s a point,” Daniel conceded. He glanced over at Bree, and their eyes met, and held.
"What is it?" Bruce asked, picking up on their body language.
"I'm just thinking it's worth checking into it," Bree replied. "It's going to make it hard to focus on the demon research if we have to worry about Daniel being chased down by the Keltoi."
"I was thinking pretty much the same thing," Daniel admitted. "But I don't see this as something you all should have to take on. It's basically Keeper work, and at least that's something I know how to do. It's enough that you're willing to help with the demon research. That is, if you are all still willing?" His eyebrows rose in question as he looked around the group.
"I'm in," Kevin replied stoutly. 
Sophie and Bruce looked at each other, then Sophie nodded. "If you keep to your promise, Daniel, and if you'll wait until your knife wound is healed, then I'll give it another go."
"What she said," Bruce rumbled.
Daniel looked at Bree, and a jackhammer started up in her chest as their eyes met. It made her want to bang her head against a wall just about as much as it made her want to get her hands on him. Just when she thought things couldn't be more complicated, she had to find out about the hiding spell issue. Yet something inside her continued to respond to Daniel, even with this new wrinkle. At least the flush on his cheeks told her she wasn't entirely alone in her feelings. It was clear he was hanging on her answer, as much as he was trying to hide it.
"I'm in," she said softly, in spite of Daniel Thorvaldson, and because of him.



Chapter 12
 
“You two go on ahead to my place,” Bree told Kevin and Daniel as they stood in Bruce and Sophie's living room preparing to leave. “I need to stop by my office and pick up my mail. I’m overdue for some insurance checks to show up.” While this was technically true, Bree didn't really need to go to the office tonight. In fact, she was so tired that the idea of running a late night errand made her want to cry. But she needed an excuse to avoid going home with Daniel. Her emotions about him were so conflicted right now she didn't trust herself alone with him. She felt right on the edge of losing her temper again, and at the same time, her attraction to him seemed very close to the surface. She could all too easily see them tumbling into bed together given both their defenses were low, and that was something she was determined to avoid.
 She worked her house key off of her key chain and handed it to Daniel. “I know you're wiped, so don’t wait up,” she told him. He took the key, then surprised her with an awkward hug and a quiet, “Thanks for your help,” spoken into her ear. Kevin hugged her goodbye as well, and the two left, a gust of cold air blowing into the house in their wake.
“You know, that Daniel’s a pretty amazing dude, but he’s not quite right,” Bruce said into the silence of their departure.
“Understatement of the year,” Sophie said tiredly.
“Hey, I didn’t say I didn’t like him. He’s just a little, you know, obsessed. And spooky.”
“And over confident,” Bree added acerbically.
“You know, I'm still really pissed off at him, but..."
"But what, babe?" Bruce prompted when Sophie didn't continue.
"Well, it's just that I think he’s a lost soul,” Sophie said softly.
“Huh,” Bruce grunted. “Only you would see ‘lost soul’ in that performance. He’s a Demon Master, Sophie. And a Binder. I totally get what he’s trying to do, or I wouldn’t be helping. But if that guy snaps, I do not want to be around for it.” 
“Me neither,” Sophie agreed. "But isn't that the risk we're taking if we agree to continue helping him with the demon research?"
Bree sank down tiredly on the arm of an over stuffed chair. “I think we saw tonight just how big a risk it is. And yet, we all agreed to continue."  
“I do wonder just how long we let this ride,” Bruce mused. “Isn’t it pretty much inevitable that Daniel will lose it if he keeps up this Demon Master shit?”
Bree hugged herself and rubbed her arms. She couldn’t seem to get warm. “That’s what I’ve always been told,” she replied. "I only hope we can squeeze enough information out of Gelsenim or some other demon fast enough that Daniel doesn’t have to do this over and over. And yeah, I know I’m probably dreaming there, but you never know.”
“Let me get you your coat, honey, you’re cold,” Sophie said, moving away from Bruce. She was pulled up short as her hair had tangled in his watch. “Oh, damn, this always happens,” she said, voice a little shaky with exasperation and leftover stress. 
“I’ll get my coat,” Bree replied, and did so while Bruce patiently unwound the long, wavy hairs from his watch.
“You guys were amazing tonight,” Bree said as she hugged them both goodbye. “I didn’t do half so well the first time I saw a demon. I was basically a gibbering heap.”
“Oh, I was a gibbering heap,” Sophie replied with a tremulous smile. “I was just hiding it the best I could.”
“Well, I’ll keep you posted,” Bree said as she made her way out the door.
It was a cold night, colder than it had been so far this fall. The stars were out, at least the few that you could see past the city glow. She paused to look up, searching for Orion, her favorite constellation, in the gap of sky ringed about with the dark shapes of fir and maple trees, but it wasn’t up yet. She shivered in her coat, and made her way to her car. The radio was on, and she quickly shut it off. 
Driving toward her office made her think about work. She’d managed to get in some massage clients the last two days while Daniel was recuperating at her house. The attack on him had made them all relax about Hunter, and it had felt safe enough to go back. She'd liked the sense of normalcy that working brought. The calm atmosphere of the massage room, the focus on each muscle group, each stroke, reading for how her clients moved and reacted to touch, all of this was soothing for her. It was a way to use her Reader sense for something good without getting overloaded by emotional input. And of course, it was always a pleasure to know that she had eased people in some way. 
She reflected as she sat at a red light that she could probably use a massage herself. She knew she was carrying tension in her shoulders. She was feeling the weight of responsibility for Daniel, for the work they were doing, and by extension, for the problem of increased possessions. She wondered if it was a cop out, doing this experiment of talking to demons rather than getting back out there and doing exorcisms. It had been hard tonight, seeing a demon again, and lord knew she dreaded triggering more nightmares, but she had to admit it had been fascinating as well. When she’d been ready to try to banish the demon with an exorcism spell, it had proven to her that she could still want to do battle with a demon in the right circumstances. She hadn’t known that for sure after that exorcism on Jeremy went south.
When she arrived at her office, it was verging on eleven, so even office mates with Saturday hours would be gone. She parked in the little parking lot to the side of the building, fished out the office front door key from her key ring, and opened the door. As she reached for the light, she felt a ripple in her Demonsense. She registered a dark shape moving toward her, and gave an involuntary scream as hands grabbed her arms. Whoever it was, they were possessed; she could feel it like razor blades against her spine. She instinctively kicked and twisted away, felt one of her kicks connect, and heard a grunt of pain. The grip of one of the hands on her loosened, and she pulled away hard, getting one of her arms free. She swung wildly, and connected with the side of her assailant’s head. 
Before she could do more, another set of hands grabbed her other arm from behind. She struggled, kicked and swore, but couldn’t break free. Then both of her arms were immobilized with a bruising grip. The light snapped on, and she recognized the men holding her as those who had come after them at Daniel’s, including the possessed one. She should have been able to sense the demon before she opened the door, she thought a little hysterically. It must have some of that new ability to hide. 
Then another person moved into her field of view, a tall, strikingly beautiful woman. She had long hair that fell in loose, blue-black curls like waves under starlight and wore a long navy coat, stilleto heels, and matching navy leather gloves that she was pulling off one finger at a time. She looked familiar, but Bree couldn't place her.
 “Well now, that’s more like it,” the woman said with a smile. “There’s no need to struggle, we just have a few questions for you about your boyfriend Daniel Thorvaldson.”
 
Justice felt the presence of the demon inside him quicken with excitement at the woman’s fear as she struggled against being held, and felt its disappointment as she went still when Franchesca turned the light on. He was becoming familiar with the signs that the demon’s hunger was building. It enjoyed most kinds of visual and emotional stimulation, but what it really craved were the more intense emotions of terror, rage and hatred. It was hoping for some violence here. He tensed in heightened anticipation of the pleasure he would feel if he were allowed to hurt the woman.  
“You can start with telling me where Daniel is,” Franchesca said to the woman, who they’d finally found out was named Bree Jenkins. They had traced her to her office with a simple internet look up of her cell phone number and her first name. It had taken longer to catch the woman alone at her office. He’d thought it ridiculous that Franchesca had made them wait as long as she had tonight, but it looked like she’d been right to do so. 	
Franchesca put her gloves in her pocket and paced closer when the woman said nothing. Franchesca’s hand shot out and hit Bree, hard and open handed, across the face. Her head snapped toward Justice, where he stood to one side of her holding her arm, and briefly, he looked her in the eyes. He saw surprise and fear follow one another quickly across her features, then she jerked away from him, though not hard enough to break his grip. He felt a tremor of excitement move up his back and down his arms, the beginnings of demonic pleasure.  
Still Bree said nothing, and Franchesca put her hand almost tenderly under the woman’s chin and tipped it up. She was almost a head taller than both the woman and Justice. Franchesca regarded Bree closely, her lips pursed, and Justice saw the woman’s cheek was reddening from the slap.  
“I suppose you’re attractive in a wholesome, healthy sort of way,” Franchesca said dismissively, releasing Bree's chin. “But really, Daniel could do better. You don’t imagine he would settle for a little nobody, do you? With his family connections and his abilities?”
Justice felt the demon stir at the anger it was sensing beneath Franchesca’s cool tone. He wanted to move closer to it, as one wants to move closer to a fire after being out in cold rain all day.  
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Bree replied, voice high and tense with fear. With the increased awareness of emotion granted by the demon, Justice could tell she was angry as well as afraid.
Franchesca reached out and grabbed Bree's chin again, much more forcefully this time, and turned it roughly first to face Scanlon, then to regard Justice.  
“Perhaps you recognize these two men? They saw you and Daniel coming out of his house together. And they both report that Daniel moved to protect you. So it's ridiculous to pretend that you don’t know who I’m talking about.”
“Oh, I know who you’re talking about, I just don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bree replied. “I’m not his girlfriend, and I have no idea where he is if he’s not at home. I just did a job for him.”
“What kind of a job?” Franchesca asked. Justice saw her eyes narrow as she read their captive.
“A taint clearing,” Bree replied, words coming quickly. “The attack, why it happened, all that, Daniel didn’t tell me much, and I didn’t want to know. The last thing I wanted was to get mixed up in something like that.”
“Oh, but you are mixed up in it,” Franchesca purred, and slapped the woman again. “And if you want to stop being mixed up in it, you’ll give me this little piece of information.” 
“I don’t have it,” Bree responded.
“And you’re lying,” Franchesca replied, turning away.
Justice felt Bree stir under his hands, tensing herself for some kind of action, and he jerked her, hard. “Don’t even think of trying to cast,” he growled.  
“I don’t think she can cast,” Scanlon said scornfully from her other side. “All she had the other day was one little defensive spell. If it wasn’t for that amulet, I could easily have taken you then.”
“That little defensive spell worked on you,” Bree shot back at Scanlon, who just smiled and squeezed harder on her arm. The demon flared up again at Bree's involuntary wince.  
“Ah yes, the amulet,” Franchesca mused, turning back to face them, holding her purse now in one hand. “Aren’t you wondering why it’s not working? You see, I could tell from my associate’s description of the battle that you must have had one of Daniel’s protection amulets on you. So I made a casting on your doorway here to neutralize its effects. If you happen to know the other Caster intimately, as I do Daniel, it's possible to unravel their spells.” She reached into her purse and extracted a neat little hand gun, handling it casually as she set her purse back down on one of the magazine topped tables in the office waiting room. She dug back into the purse with one hand and withdrew a silencer, which she attached to the gun. 
“Now,” Franchesca said, moving in again and putting the gun gently against Bree's temple, “I think we should just make this simple and quick so nobody gets permanently hurt. Just tell me where to find Daniel. That’s all you have to do to live. If you truly have no relationship with him, surely that would be easy to do.”
Bree went completely still, and when she made no reply, Justice figured there must be some kind of relationship or she would just answer the question. He glanced at Franchesca, and saw her cheeks coloring with anger. The demon inside him surged up in a rush, making his entire body heat and start sweating. His consciousness receded, moving back inside his skull like a man falling backwards off a cliff. He heard his own voice say, “Shoot her, Master. Shoot her and let me eat.”
Franchesca withdrew the gun from Bree's head, and looked thoughtfully at Justice. “Tirakku,” she murmured. “You have been so good. You deserve a little treat.” She turned to Bree again, grabbed her chin again with one hand, fingers digging in at the hinges of the woman’s jaw. Bree strained against his and Scanlon’s hold, but was unable to do much more than scuffle her feet on the floor. Her mouth involuntarily began to open, and Franchesca shoved the gun into it. Bree's eyes widened, and she gagged.
Justice, from his place far away, registered the demon was building toward a killing frenzy. There was something about the near presence of a Demon Master that made it responsive to the Master’s feelings and wishes. The Master wanted to kill the bitch, and the demon sensed this and wholeheartedly agreed. After a long stretch of moments, Franchesca took the gun out of the woman’s mouth without firing. “One last chance, Miss Jenkins,” she said.
“What are you going to do to him?” Bree blurted out. “I don’t want to give up some guy to be killed.”
“We’re not going to kill him, we just want to talk to him. He has some information I need. I can’t promise we won’t rough him up a little in the process, but it works against our interests to kill him. And you might as well stop pretending he is just ‘some guy.’ I'm a high power Reader, and even if I weren’t, your feelings for Daniel aren't that hard to read. Your pupils dilate every time I say his name.”
Bree was silent again, clearly trying to think up some response. Franchesca hit her again, this time with the gun. Bree cried out, and began to bleed where the skin on her cheek had broken at the blow. 
At the sight of blood, Justice felt the demon expand to the last, outermost layer of his skin, trembling on the verge of leaving his body. Franchesca shot a look his way and said angrily, “Tirakku, enough. Now is not the time. Give Justice control again. I can’t have you running mad about the place. You will get fed soon enough.”
The demon whirled about in frustrated fury, and Justice staggered briefly under the internal pressure, then with a snap like a rubber band, felt his consciousness flung back to the front of his head, and the demon’s recede. Bree pitched against his grip when he briefly lost his balance, but he was able to restrain her again quite easily.
Franchesca pressed the gun against Bree's cheek where the flesh was torn, and Bree gasped in pain. “Where is he?” Franchesca asked, pushing in with the gun. Bree's eyes went wide, but she shook her head. Franchesca regarded her carefully, then gave a high, humorless little laugh. “Oh, so it’s love, is it?” she said, her voice breaking a little on the word ‘love’. “And you didn’t know it until just now, did you?”  
Justice’s thoughts and impressions jangled together, then focused into demon-enhanced clarity. Franchesca loved Thorvaldson. That’s why she wanted him. Or at least a big part of why she wanted him, not just that thing she’d told Carson about the hiding spell. He wondered if Bree was a Reader, and could pick that up, but it looked like she was too freaked out to focus. It didn’t take much pain to mess with most powered’s magic.  
Bree made no answer, and Franchesca pulled the gun away. “I see you’re not going to tell me, because you don’t really believe I’m going to kill you,” she said finally. “Fortunately, we have another way to resolve this.” She turned and set her gun down on the nearest chair, then moved toward Bree and began unzipping the woman’s coat. Then she unbuttoned the sweater Bree had on beneath it. Bree tried again to struggle, but to no avail. The protection amulet was revealed lying slightly askew against the skin of her chest, just below the hollow of her throat. Franchesca picked it up, looked at it closely, then turned it over and looked on the other side. She smiled. “Yes, I do know this one. Although I would rather seek him out on my terms, we can always call him here.” She made a little gesture over the amulet, then said, “All we have to do is touch one of your fingers to the back of this amulet, and he will likely be able to find you. Or at least come close enough that we can find him.”
“Ma’am, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Scanlon broke in. “That guy took out four of us, and we had the drop on him.”
“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of Daniel Thorvaldson,” Franchesca replied coldly. “I know how his mind works, and that's worth more than any power you care to name. Tie her up,” she concluded, nodding at Bree.  
Justice and Scanlon hustled Bree over to one of the chairs, and Scanlon reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a roll of duct tape. Justice held Bree against the chair while Scanlon wrapped the tape around her ankles against the legs of the chair, then her wrists against the arms.  
“I won’t say the spell,” Bree said stubbornly as Scanlon finished the tape job and Justice released the woman.
“You won’t have to,” Franchesca replied as she pulled the amulet roughly off over Bree’s head, then shoved the back of the amulet against the woman’s fingers.	
 
Kevin was in the middle of an anecdote about Hunter when Daniel drew in a sudden, hard breath on the car seat beside him. They were sitting parked in front of Bree’s house, finishing their conversation, which Kevin had carefully constructed to be distracting and cheerful. Daniel was lit from behind by a street light, and Kevin couldn’t clearly see his face. “What?” he asked.
“It’s Bree. She touched her amulet.”
“The protection amulet you gave her? Couldn’t it be an accident? I mean, would you feel it if she just touched it taking it off or something?”
“No, she’s in trouble,” Daniel replied shortly. “She didn’t say the spell, but I can feel she’s in trouble. She touched it in fear of something. That’s one of the ways it activates.”
“Where? Where is she?” Kevin asked, voice rising with tension.
“I’m not sure. Since she’s not saying the spell, I can’t pinpoint it.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head. “I can get general direction, but that’s it.”
“She was supposed to go to her office to pick up her mail,” Kevin replied. “That’s not far from your house. Does it feel like it’s that way?” Kevin asked, pointing off to the east and a little south.  
“Yes,” Daniel replied, smacking the dash in satisfaction. “That’s it.”
Kevin started the car again, and pulled into the nearest driveway to turn it around. “What kind of trouble could she possibly be in at her office?” Kevin asked as he finished backing up and put the car into drive.
“I don’t know,” Daniel said. He rolled down the window on his side, and stuck his head out into the cold air. 
“Hey!” Kevin protested. “We just got warm!”
“I have to wake up,” Daniel replied, pulling his head back in and rolling the window back up. He unbuckled his seat belt, and leaned around until he could rummage about in Kevin’s back seat, and grunted when he came up with a half full bottle of diet soda. For all Kevin’s personal neatness, his car was a mess of crumbs, used napkins, and mostly empty water and soda bottles, and he was a bit embarrassed at the state of it. 	
Daniel opened the bottle he’d retrieved, and took a swig, grimacing at the taste. “Jesus, Kevin, why would anyone want to drink diet Coke? It’s chemical water without all the addictive cane syrup that sane people admire in real Coke.”
“Not all of us have your svelte figure, Daniel. And Jesus Christ! Why are we arguing about Coke? This is Bree we're talking about!"
"Just trying not to freak out here," Daniel replied grimly, then downed the rest of what was left in the plastic bottle.
Kevin's anxiety spiked further. If Daniel was freaking out, it had to be bad. "What the hell are we going to do when we get there? We have no idea what’s going on. Don’t you think we should call in some backup? What if this is some kind of Keltoi hit? Bree was seen with you at your house, you know. Maybe they found some way to trace her.”
“She’s out of the loop in powered work, and under the Ecclesias radar. I really can’t imagine how they could have found her. But we have to assume they have, to be on the safe side.” Daniel planted his feet against the floorboard and lifted up his rear end so he could grab his wallet out of his back pocket. He pulled Javier’s card out of it, and asked for Kevin’s cell phone. Kevin concentrated on driving as fast as he could without going so far over the speed limit as to attract a cop’s attention. He overheard Daniel’s half of the conversation, and gathered that there might be some delay.  
Daniel tossed Kevin’s phone into the cup holder between the seats. “He’s coming with a team, but it’s going to take awhile. He’s going to have to bring some people in from their time off unless he can locate enough on duty Keepers that can be pulled from whatever else they’re doing. He thinks half hour to forty five minutes.”
“We can be there in ten,” Kevin said. He took a right, and barreled downhill past the zoo. “What do we do, just wait around for the Keepers?”
“It depends on what we find when we get there,” Daniel replied. “We’re definitely going in the right direction. I can feel it.”
Kevin kept quiet so Daniel could focus. He made a couple of wrong turns trying to find Bree’s office. He'd been there before, but it had been awhile. It was a couple of blocks off the main drag, in the bottom of one of the newer condos that had gone up in the housing boom, along with a whole row of shops and businesses. Kevin pulled up half a block away, and turned off the car. They could see the front of Bree’s office across the street and up a little ways. Light was seeping out around the edges of closed blinds. 
Kevin looked over at Daniel, who opened his eyes and looked back at Kevin, eyes black in the gloom, expression strained. “They’re hurting her,” he whispered.



Chapter 13
 
Bree had never been hit before, not apart from a tussle or two with her brother when they were kids. It was shockingly painful, and she was rigid with the terror of being hit again. But that wasn’t the worst thing. She clenched her teeth against the feel of oily phantom lips against her navel, sucking energy out of her, the energy of pain, anger and fear. The demon was feeding from her as its host beat her. 
She felt like throwing up, but being covered in vomit would hardly improve her situation, so she unclenched her teeth and tried to breathe slowly. She had some vague idea of how you were supposed to breathe with childbirth pain, so she tried counting to five on the inhale. She got as far as four when another blow to her middle arrived, shooting the breath back out of her in a whoosh. She blinked hard against threatening tears. Somehow, she felt as long as she didn’t cry she was winning. Winning what, a big stuffed bear? she thought wildly.  
She was alone with the possessed man. The other guy and the woman had started arguing, then gone into one of the offices to continue their dispute. They were still loud enough for Bree to hear most of what they said. The man wanted to take her somewhere better defended, but the woman was in some kind of hurry and wanted to draw Daniel here. She said beating Bree would rattle Daniel, cause him to hurry and make mistakes. Bree couldn’t help but wonder how this woman knew Daniel so well. Was she one of the enemies he'd made when he was a Keeper? If so, she’d come a long way to find him.  
The man who had hit her was bent forward, hands on knees, his dishwater blond hair falling forward to cover his face. Then he stood up, carefully walked to the nearest chair and fell heavily into it. 
“Wore you out, have I?” Bree asked.
The man made no reply. Bree observed him for a moment before saying, more calmly, “It doesn’t look that fun, you know. Being possessed.”
“What do you know about it?” the man replied gruffly.
Bree seized the opportunity of being alone with him to try to get to him somehow. “I know that unless you're a sociopath, you can’t really enjoy some of the things the demon wants you to do. And it only gets worse. Pretty soon, you won’t be able to remember half of what you’ve done, but you’ll know it isn’t good. You’ll get more and more restless, and you won’t be able to sleep. People die of it, you know, in spite of what you may have been told.”
The man looked at her, seemed to actually see her for the first time. There was exhaustion in the curl of his spine and the slump of his shoulders, vulnerability in the droop of his eyes. She felt a flash of sympathy for him, which surprised her.  
“I can get rid of it, you know. I’m an Exorcist,” she offered. “The demon won’t volunteer to leave, not as long as you’re in this line of work. Your employers, or whatever they are, they put it in you for their own purposes. And if it doesn’t ride you to death, when they take it out again, your health will probably be ruined. And who’s going to take care of you? That lot? Don’t you see how unlikely that is?”
“Don’t you see that you’re a nosy bitch?” He broke her gaze and crossed his arms.
“Don’t you want your own mind, your own body back?” Bree countered.
The man shifted uneasily in his seat, then bit out, “It’s not like you say, not all of it. The things you see, the things you feel. It makes you feel good. And the things it lets you do, the way it jacks up your power. They probably don’t tell you about that in your Academy, or whatever.”
“They tell us about that,” she replied softly. “They tell us that it’s like an addiction to crack, and that the possessed feel better and better with each feeding of the demon, then worse and worse at the same time. It sounds awful. It sounds like torture to me.”
The man’s head turned away. His breathing quickened. She was definitely getting to him. “If you let me take it out now, there’s still a chance for you, a chance of recovery.”
“You just want me to untie you,” the man muttered.
“Of course I do, but it’s not just that,” Bree replied, and found it was true. “I really do want to help. I can see what it’s doing to you. Let me help you.”
The man glanced back at her, almost furtively, checking to see if she meant it. His expression shifted to one of speculation, and she thought he was actually considering her offer. Then his features twisted into rage and he shouted “Enough! Enough lies!” His voice had changed, had an extra buzz, and she knew the demon had been listening and had taken over. He got back to his feet, re-energized, and stalked toward her. She braced herself, tightening her stomach muscles, expecting a blow, and it came, a punch in the face this time that left her head spinning and her mouth bleeding. Then another blow. And again. And again.
 
Kevin put his head down on the steering wheel, and muttered “Shit, shit, shit, shit.”
“We can’t wait for Javier,” Daniel said tersely. His hand was already on the door handle. 
“I know. But god damn it, Daniel, you’re in no shape for this, and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I can ward us, and I can remember maybe two defensive spells. Chances are there are more than two of them, in which case my warding won’t be worth much.”
“Let’s at least get closer so I can try to get a sense of what we’re up against.”
“Isn’t there some kind of spell you can work, something to give us an edge here?”
Daniel clutched the handle in frustration. “Nothing I can do fast, at this distance. At least nothing big enough to make a difference. Don’t worry, there are battle spells I can use if there’s a fight.”
“But if we wait for Javier... ”
“What if they kill her?” Daniel cut him off.  
“Shit!” Kevin repeated, and flung open his car door. Fortunately, he got hold of himself and closed it quietly after he’d clambered out. Daniel was ahead of him, already moving across the street, and Kevin followed quickly. He glanced around as a car went by, but it didn’t stop. There was no one else on the street. 
Daniel paused when they reached Bree’s building. He went around the side, down the narrow walk a ways, into an unlit spot where they would be less visible. Kevin watched as Daniel closed his eyes, presumably reading for energy signatures. He opened them again quickly and said, “She’s alive. And there are three of them. I’m pretty sure one is possessed. There’s some kind of casting on the door, but the place isn’t warded. The casting has something to do with eliminating protection spells. I’d have to get closer to see if I recognize any of the people.”
“You can do that?”
“Yeah, I can do that. But I’m not sure how much help it would be. Anyone who is hurting Bree can’t be on our side. Call Javier, confirm we’re at Bree’s office, and give him the address. And relay what I just told you about who’s in there.”
Kevin did as Daniel instructed, and got an earful from Javier in return, insisting they wait for him and his team. Kevin hung up and said tentatively, “Are you sure it’s not safe to wait for Javier?”
“Of course I’m not sure. That’s the problem. Look, I’m going in. Are you coming with me?”
Kevin thought of all the ways he was not a warrior, all the ways Hunter could lose a father. And he thought about Bree, maybe being hurt, or tortured, or raped, God forbid. Thought about how he could not face his son if he turned away from this. “We have to have a plan,” he finally replied. “How is it going to help if we just go barreling in there?”
“I do have a plan. I handle the powered, you get to Bree and get her out. We have surprise on our side, and I may be able to take down one or two of them before they even know what hit them. We haven’t run into any majorly high power Keltoi so far, and if we’re in luck, there won’t be any here." Daniel rubbed his palms briskly over his thighs, and Kevin realized his hands must be sweating. Not a good sign. 
"Go ahead and run a personal ward on yourself,” he continued, “but know remember that while it will magic and physical attack off of you, you can’t touch anyone through it. If someone closes with you, use your weight.”
“Gee, thanks.”
	“Fall on them if you have to. Physical attack and pain disrupt magic use. If someone pulls a knife, block with your forearms, and try to kick them in the knees. If you see a gun, turn around and get out.”
“Keeper Training 101, I presume.”
Daniel’s teeth flashed in a fierce smile. “We can do this, Kevin. If we move fast enough, and hit them hard enough. We can get her out of there.”
“Okay then, lead on,” Kevin replied with false bravado. 
Daniel melted back around the building and stopped in front of Bree’s office door. Carefully, he tried the doorknob. “It’s unlocked,” he mouthed more than whispered over his shoulder at Kevin, then nodded. He raised his left hand, counted off one, two, three with his fingers, and barreled through the door.
 
Franchesca came back into the room with Scanlon behind her. “He’s here,” she said with a smile. “And he probably thinks he can surprise us.” She regarded Bree clinically, and said, “Good job, Justice. She’s already starting to bruise, and the bloody mouth is a good touch. Still, I think it’s wiser to silence her. I don’t want her confusing him.” She gestured to Scanlon, who came forward with duct tape and taped the woman’s mouth shut.
Justice’s demon squirmed in satisfaction, which made him feel a little ill. Why didn’t his demon resist Franchesca more? He’d always thought they resisted being mastered, but apparently there were exceptions.  
Franchesca moved Bree's chair until the woman was facing the door, then took up her gun again and put it against their captive’s temple. “Justice, Scanlon, one of you on either side of the door. Daniel will come in first. He has another companion, power unknown. Daniel will hesitate when he sees me, and you should have an opening to take him. Don’t bother with magic, just tackle him. It’s highly unlikely that whoever is with him is as big a threat as Daniel. Anyway, neither of them is likely to make a move if they think it will threaten the woman.”
Justice and Scanlon did as she commanded. Justice felt weary to his bones. That fucking bitch was right, he hadn’t been sleeping. The demon’s excitement at more potential violence skittered across his nerves unpleasantly. He really was too tired to enjoy it. Too tired, in fact, to follow orders if he didn’t allow the demon to take over. With a reluctant sigh, he made himself small inside, tightened his consciousness into a little ball, and the demon rushed exultantly in. The unpleasant sensations vanished, and a golden, creamy rush filled him until he felt strong, alert, and full of power. 
Just as he registered this, the door flew open, and Thorvaldson bolted into the room. As Franchesca had predicted, he slowed for a beat as he took in Franchesca and the gun pointed at Bree's head. 
Justice was faster than Scanlon, and was on Thorvaldson’s back almost immediately. They both went down. Thorvaldson bucked, harder than Justice was expecting. Then he felt a buzz of power, and an electric charge burned through him. He scrambled back involuntarily. He could hear that Scanlon was engaged with the man coming in behind Thorvaldson, so he was no help. 
Thorvaldson flung out a hand toward Franchesca from his position on the ground, and Justice saw Franchesca stagger, the gun moving briefly away from the woman’s head, and Thorvaldson surged to his feet. Justice hooked out a hand and grabbed Thorvaldson’s ankle, tripping him. He twisted and waved in Justice's direction as he went down. Justice felt the charge again, but weaker this time, so he was able to keep his grip.
“Daniel,” Franchesca shouted, “Stop struggling, or I’ll shoot her!”
Thorvaldson kicked hard and loosened Justice’s grip. Justice called on one of the few spells he was able to field in active battle, and sent it through his hands. The demon had receded as it sensed he needed to use power. He heard Thorvaldson emit a frustrated “Shit!” as his muscles went weak. Then, to Justice’s surprise, he started kicking again, harder than before. He’d neutralized the spell somehow. 
Justice cut his losses, let go of Thorvaldson’s ankle, and tried to get to his feet before Thorvaldson did. He failed. Thorvaldson aimed a kick at his head that connected. As Justice rolled sideways with the kick, he saw Scanlon on the ground with the other guy on top of him. The other guy’s arm was bleeding, but he had it pressed hard against Scanlon’s throat. Suddenly, a loud pop went through the room. Franchesca had fired the gun.
“The next shot goes into her head,” Franchesca said in the following silence. Thorvaldson was frozen five feet away. “You know I’m capable of it.”
“I don’t think you are,” Thorvaldson replied, straightening and taking a step toward her. Franchesca’s eyes widened, and she jammed the gun harder into the woman’s temple, forcing her head sideways. 
Thorvaldson stopped his advance as Franchesca said, “Oh, but things have changed, Daniel. I’ve changed. And I’d be happy to do it, just because you love her.”
Justice heard a grunt and a scuffle, and glanced quickly at Scanlon. He was on top of the other guy now, a knife against the guy’s throat. “Shall I kill this one, Ms. Gambrini?” Scanlon asked a little breathlessly.
“Just tie him up for now. We may have a use for him later. Justice, help him. You see, Daniel, I can have Kevin killed or Bree killed. You can’t save both at the same time. So why don’t you just give yourself up. You know I wouldn’t hurt you.”
“You want me to believe you wouldn’t hurt me when you just threatened to kill two of my friends,” Thorvaldson rejoined, still breathing hard.
“More than friends, I think, Daniel.” She traced the muzzled of the gun down along Bree’s cheek. “She’s nice enough looking, but you used to choose your lovers with more, how shall I say, more taste.”
Justice had a good look at the proceedings as he taped up the other guy to a chair. He could feel his demon fastening to the guy and feeding, and for a moment, his attention was distracted by the rush.  
“We’re not lovers,” Thorvaldson said shortly. Justice thought he was trying to convince Franchesca he couldn’t be controlled with threats to the woman, and he could see by Franchesca’s expression that she wasn’t buying it.
“Yes, I can read that. But you’d like to be. I can read that too.”
“Why are you doing this Franchesca?” Thorvaldson asked.  
“Because you’re my only chance to get out of the Keltoi,” Franchesca replied.  
 
“She’s lying!” Bree tried to shout through the tape, but all that emerged was a wordless squeal. She shot a look at Kevin, willing him to say something, but he was watching Daniel and Franchesca's exchange. 
Bree’s mind was racing. Daniel had just called the woman Franchesca. Wasn’t that the name of the little girl next door he’d grown up with? The one he’d experimented on demons with? Hadn’t he mentioned something about her ending up with the Keltoi? She couldn’t remember for sure. But obviously, the woman knew Daniel, and there was something between them, something besides growing up together. She could hear it in Franchesca’s voice, just like she could hear that the woman was lying. And on the heels of that realization, she had it. This was the woman she'd glimpsed during the deep read on Daniel just a few hours ago. 
Daniel laughed humorlessly. “Isn’t that a change of tune. It wasn’t that long ago that I was, how did you put it?  A ‘gutless eunuch’ for not joining you in the Keltoi? And wasn’t there something about the Keltoi being the only place for 'powers like ours to shine’? Besides, if you really wanted to leave the Keltoi, you wouldn’t be holding guns to people’s heads. People you’ve had beaten, by the looks of it. You would have just come to me and asked.”
“You would have shut the door in my face,” Franchesca replied with an artful quiver to her voice. Bree shook her head in an attempt to convey that Daniel shouldn’t trust the woman. He glanced at her, but the look was so quick that she couldn’t read it.
“I certainly have no great reason to trust you, Chesca. But I think if you came to me with a genuine desire to change, I would help you.”
“But I have changed,” Franchesca cried passionately. “And not in a good way. I’m tainted, I’m corrupted, and I’ve done worse violence than this. And none of it is any good! None of it eases the pain!”
“And what pain is that?” Daniel asked.
“The pain of losing you!” Bree felt the gun come away from her head, and Franchesca took a step toward Daniel. Bree could see her profile, and saw a tear tracking down her face. “I’m jealous, and I’m bad, and you’re the only one who ever loved me anyway, who ever understood me, who ever knew why,” Franchesca continued, taking another step forward. “I don’t know if you can help me turn things around. But if you can’t, no one can.”
Daniel’s eyes softened, his brow furrowed, and his body started to subtly cant toward Franchesca. He was being drawn in. Bree shook her head again, harder, but Daniel didn’t look at her. She was just considering whether she might be able to tip herself over with the chair to get his attention when Kevin spoke.
“She’s a lying snake, Daniel, and you know it. You’re ten kinds of fool if you let yourself get taken in by her again.”	
“Still jealous Kevin? Still want him for yourself?” Franchesca taunted in a strained and teary voice.
Bree saw a pained expression cross Kevin’s face so quickly she barely registered it, but it was enough that Bree could see there was some truth in what Franchesca said. Dear lord, was Kevin in love with Daniel? Just how much more crazy and twisted was this night going to get?
“What do you want?” Daniel repeated, and Bree felt relief wash through her. Franchesca had made the wrong move in trying to hurt Kevin and she'd lost Daniel, at least for now. Bree saw the little stiffening of Franchesca’s back that told her Franchesca had figured that out as well.
“Scanlon, cut him,” she said with a nod to the man holding a knife to Kevin’s throat. The man made a short, swift movement, and blood started to flow from a cut to the side of Kevin’s neck, while Kevin emitted a strangled “Fuck!”  
Daniel moved toward Kevin, then quickly jerked to a stop while Franchesca took a quick couple of steps backward and repositioned the gun to Bree’s head.  
“I need some information, Daniel. I need you to show me your hiding spell. The one you would never share with me, the one you made with your father. I need it now to get out of the Keltoi. I wasn’t lying about that. The only way I can get out and stay out is if I can hide my Demon Master power and stop attracting demons.”
“If I really thought you would only use it for yourself, and for that reason, maybe, just maybe, I would teach it to you,” Daniel replied. He was standing with knees a little bent, ready to move, all his attention riveted on Franchesca. Bree had learned by now that unless he was relaxed, it was hard to figure out what was going on with him by his expression alone. Her Reader sense struggled back to life as she focused on him, trying to get a sense of his energy level. That he'd been able to cast at all after how low his base energy had been after the encounter with Gelsenim amazed her, and sure enough, now that she had a moment to read him, it was clear to her that he was just about used up again.
“What can I do to convince you? How can I prove to you that I just want a chance to start over, a chance to heal?” Franchesca said.
“You could start with letting Bree and Kevin go,” Daniel said with a level look. “And dismiss your goons once they’ve had a chance to get away.”
Bree felt Franchesca shift beside her, and silence fell as she seemed to consider Daniel’s offer. She thought Daniel had chosen a good test for Franchesca. 
“No,” Franchesca finally said. “No, I can’t give them up. They’re my only leverage. If it’s just you and I, you could take me down. I can’t risk that.”
An expression crossed Daniel’s face, fleeting but this time, revealing. He was profoundly disappointed. Disappointed and hurt. Bree felt her stomach flutter then clench as she realized Daniel really cared. He’d really had some hope that Franchesca would offer some proof of good intentions. Did he have some reason to hope, or was it some old feeling between them influencing him? Was Bree’s conviction that Franchesca was lying a mis-read on her part?
“You don’t need to be so afraid,” he said in reply, taking a step toward Franchesca. “You don’t have to have some power over me to trust me. You should know that.”
“I know no such thing,” Franchesca replied bitterly. Bree winced as the gun pressed more painfully against her temple. “I know you’ll do the right thing, whatever you think that is, and you won’t care if it hurts me.”
“Poor little mistreated Franchesca,” Kevin interjected sarcastically. “You’re the one who left him. How many times? Five? Six? Maybe you really do think it’s all his fault for what he did at the end, but if you do, you’re deluding yourself.”
“Scanlon, shut him up,” Franchesca said with a venomous look at Kevin. The man beside Kevin reached into his jeans jacket pocket with one hand and tossed the roll of tape to the possessed one, Justice, Bree remembered. Justice managed to put tape over Kevin’s mouth in spite of Kevin’s refusal to cooperate. The struggle knocked his glasses askew, which had miraculously managed to stay on his face thus far.
“I was trying to help you, Chesca,” Daniel said softly. “I know you don’t see it that way, but it wasn’t just to do ‘the right thing.’” His gaze was locked with Franchesca’s, seemingly willing her to believe him, and Bree was so riveted by the drama playing out between them that she didn’t see Scanlon make his move. He launched himself at Daniel from behind. He was shorter, but heavier, and bore Daniel to the ground. 
Scanlon’s body jerked as some kind of spell hit him, but he managed to get an arm around Daniel’s throat. He groaned as another spell went through him, but he just pulled his grip tighter. Then Justice joined the fray, putting a knee to Daniel’s back. To Bree’s shock, the chair next to Justice shimmied across the floor and fell against Justice’s head with some force.  
Bree knew that some high power Casters could physically move objects, but she’d never seen it done with such a large one. Unfortunately, the blow was not enough to seriously affect Justice. Daniel’s struggles were getting weaker as his airway was blocked by Scanlon’s crushing hold on his neck. 
Bree couldn’t see any more signs that Daniel was wielding defensive spells. He was out of juice. She formed the thought “Shield!” and attempted to throw a defensive spell around him in a desperate hope of disrupting the hold Scanlon had on him, but she didn’t have the fine control she needed to cast it around Daniel. The spell did send Franchesca staggering, but by then, Daniel was still. Scanlon and Justice scrambled awkwardly off of him. Justice bound Daniel’s hands behind his back together with more of the duct tape, then Scanlon turned him over with the toe of his shoe. Daniel’s eyes were closed, but he was breathing, Bree could see the rise and fall of his chest. 
Francesca got up from where she’d fallen against a chair, and said, “Well done, Scanlon. And you too, Justice.” She unbuttoned her coat, and gave a tug to the skirt underneath, straightening it. Bree got a glimpse of unfairly long and shapely legs.
“What do we do with these two?” Justice asked. His square face was animated with an excitement that didn’t sit well on it. “May I kill them?” 
“Ms. Gambrini, I need a favor,” Scanlon blurted out. Before Franchesca could answer, Daniel stirred and opened his eyes. “Bree?” he said weakly, “are you all right?”
Franchesca’s features hardened. “What favor is that?” she snapped.
Scanlon gestured at Kevin. “This man has my son. I want him back.”
Nothing Bree had been through that night scared her as much as that statement did. Hunter was this idiot’s son? Hunter in the hands of these demon possessed, murderous thugs? Her gaze flew to Kevin, and his eyes were wide with shock. She looked at Daniel, and he was literally white with anger and dismay. Bree knew she herself must look sick with distress. Franchesca looked first at Daniel, then at Kevin and Bree, and a slow, wicked smile lit her face. Bree knew with rising horror that Franchesca had been handed the leverage that would control them all.  
“Why, I think that could be arranged,” Franchesca told Scanlon, then looked down at Daniel and said, “I’m sorry you left this as my only choice, my love. If you had just cooperated, this could all have been avoided.” She bent down and ran her fingers gently down Daniel’s cheek. Her face softened as she met Daniel’s eyes. Briefly, so briefly that Bree wasn’t sure she’d seen it, she saw a look of naked longing come over Franchesca’s face. Then, abruptly, she gestured to Scanlon. “You’d better hit him again, and try to knock him out this time, I don’t want him interfering.”  
Before Daniel could get his bearings and react, Scanlon bent over him and hit him viciously on the side of the head. Daniel’s head snapped sideways, but his eyes were still open, and Scanlon hit him again, on the temple. That time seemed to do the trick. Daniel’s face went slack. He was out.
Bree’s mind stuttered and whirled, desperately trying to think of something to do, some way to get free. Her shield spell had had more effect than she'd thought it would. She hadn’t known it might repel someone who was already touching her. But keeping Franchesca off her no longer seemed to be of any help. Bree knew she was hopelessly outclassed. Her shield spell wouldn't last long against these three.
Franchesca stood looking down at Daniel, arms crossed, then glanced thoughtfully at Scanlon and Justice. Then she smiled. “Yes, I have it. I see a way to do this. So Kevin has your son?” she asked Scanlon.
“He adopted him,” Scanlon replied quickly. “I never even knew about the kid. His bitch of a mother never told me, not until I ran into her a couple of months back. I’ve had a Reader check him out. He’s powered, maybe high powered.”  
“I think we should have Kevin bring him to you,” she responded.  
Kevin had been pulling with all his strength against the bonds of the tape, and this stilled him. He was frowning in a mix of anger and confusion.
Franchesca turned and gestured to Justice to come closer. He moved to face her, expression wary. Franchesca spread her arms, threw back her head and shouted, "Tirakku, I command you!”
Justice’s body jerked, and his face twisted until the demon was uppermost and answered, “I am here, my Master.”
“Tirakku, leave your host, and enter this man.” She pointed at Kevin. 
Justice looked over at Kevin, his head canted oddly on his neck. “I don’t think that one will feed me as much,” the demon said doubtfully.
“You will be rewarded, Tirakku, I promise. And you will obey.” Franchesca brought her hands together in a loud clap, and Justice began writhing and panting. He was clawing at his chest so hard that the buttons on his shirt started popping off. 
Bree was involuntarily screaming “No!” behind her tape, and Kevin pulled so hard against his bonds that his chair went over sideways and crashed to the floor. Bree looked down at Daniel, willing him to wake up, and she saw him stir slightly. Come on, come on! she thought frantically. But he didn't move again.
Bree drew in and focused her will energy, and tried once again to make her shield spell protect someone else. A surge of energy left her, but it didn't get across the room to Kevin. She could feel that the spell had nothing to attach to, and it drained away.
Justice collapsed onto his knees, shirt half torn off, his chest showing raw scratches where he'd clawed himself. He started keening, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he finally collapsed. Bree’s Demonsense, which had been throbbing painfully through this entire nightmare, flared even brighter as a formless cloud of orange smoke began pouring out of Justice’s open mouth and moved across the room toward Kevin. The tears Bree had managed to control throughout the beating welled up and spilled over and down her cheeks. She could do nothing as the demon entered Kevin, who thrashed and hyperventilated as the demon settled in. Finally, he was still, and Franchesca gestured Scanlon to help her right the chair. She pulled the tape off Kevin’s face briskly. “Tirakku? Do you have control?” she asked.
Bree shuddered as Kevin’s voice emerged demon tainted. “I do, my Master. The man was well warded, but not enough for a demon of my class. What is your bidding?”
“You will go to your host’s home,” Franchesca said crisply. “You will retrieve his son. We will be waiting outside the house. You will hand over his son to us.”
“What about his, you know, partner,” Scanlon enquired. He had retreated until his back was against the front door of the office as the possession had transferred. Bree noted that he looked afraid and was trying to hide it.
Franchesca glanced at Scanlon with some annoyance, and then turned back to Kevin. “Take care to hide your presence from the partner. I want you to stay in this host for a time.” 
“It will take much energy to keep control of this one. He is a strong Warder. I will need to feed,” the demon answered in Kevin’s voice. The scratchy tone of the demon was less evident.  
“You may feed from your host. In fact, I invite you to feed from him until he's dead, once I let you know we're done with him. I never liked him anyway. When you're finished with this assignment, return to me and I will provide you with a new host, one more suited to your nature. Go now.”
“As you command, Master,” the demon replied. Kevin straightened his glasses with a gesture Bree knew well, and the familiarity of it was somehow more disturbing than if Kevin had done something uncanny and unlike him. He turned and walked toward the office door. 
Bree looked anxiously at Daniel, and saw with relief that his eyes were opening. But before he could do more than glance around the room, Kevin was gone. Bree’s Demonsense finally started to calm, but she felt no relief. She was too distraught to feel relief.
Franchesca turned to Bree and said musingly, “Now, what to do with you.” She walked forward until she stood in front of Bree and looked down at her. “My, you are a mess.” 	Bree was careful not to look at Daniel, but she knew that Scanlon probably was watching him again and any surprise move on his part was likely to be foiled. If Daniel even had a surprise move left in him. He was strong, but no one's power could last forever, and he'd abused it multiple times tonight already. 
Bree had experienced many kinds of fear in the last few hours, but apart from when she was first grabbed, she hadn’t truly been in fear for her life. She had quickly figured out that Franchesca wanted something, and had assumed, maybe just out of a sense of denial, that Franchesca wouldn’t kill her until she got what she wanted. But there was something in the cold way Franchesca was regarding her now that caused Bree to rethink that assumption. If she succeeded in getting Hunter, she would no longer need Bree to control Daniel.  
Scanlon seemed to come to the same conclusion, because he said, “I don’t think we should kill her here. Too traceable.”
“I am not a complete amateur,” Franchesca said dismissively. To Bree’s surprise, she leaned over and yanked the tape from Bree’s mouth. The pain was intense, given Bree’s cut lip, and she couldn’t control a pained gasp. Her mouth was dry and sticky, and she ran her tongue around it trying to generate some moisture so she could speak. Not that she knew what she wanted to say. She realized that taking the tape off meant Franchesca felt Bree was no threat magically. Either she was operating instinctively or sometime tonight had read Bree on an energetic level. Somehow, Bree thought it was the former. She got the impression that Franchesca operated by instinct more than by logic.  
“I might let you live if you give me the right information,” Franchesca said, straightening up again.  
“ ‘Might’ is not much of an incentive,” Bree replied hoarsely.  	
“It’s all the incentive you get,” Franchesca answered. “Do you know Daniel’s hiding spell? Did he show it to you?”
Bree hesitated. She had read something of the spell with Daniel’s permission during his stay at her house, but she couldn’t claim to have mastered it to the extent that she could teach it to someone else. But should she pretend to know it? Would that buy her time for Daniel to recover and maybe help her? 
“I guess he must trust me more than he trusts you,” she replied after a brief pause. Franchesca’s face flushed red with rage, and Bree felt a fierce satisfaction as her thrust went home. She had only an instant to enjoy it as Franchesca slapped her hard across the face, pushing the agonizing throbbing in Bree’s cheek and mouth over the edge into viciously sharp pain again.  
“He may want to sleep with you, but he doesn’t love you,” Franchesca said hotly, eyes boring into Bree's. 
Bree felt a momentary, intense emotional pain surge up in the center of her chest at that until she realized it might not be true. She shouldn’t care if it were true anyway, she told herself harshly. "That doesn’t change what I just said,” Bree returned, voice strengthening. “Obviously he never trusted you with the spell. I don’t like to think what he would do to me if I just handed it to you.”
Franchesca gestured impatiently as she stood up straight again. “He won’t hurt you, if that’s what you’re afraid of. I, on the other hand, have hurt you. And I will kill you with pleasure if you don’t prove useful to me.”
“You’ll kill me anyway. So why should I help you?”
“Because killing people is far more inconvenient than any of you straight powered think. Both normal law enforcement and Keepers do tend to get involved. Whereas if you give me the information I want, I can have you and Daniel held until the job I’m working is complete. At that point, I can release you both in such a way that I’ll be long gone before you can get organized to come after me.”
“And how would you ever be able to hold Daniel for that long?” Bree couldn’t help asking.
“By keeping him drugged, of course. Don’t worry, I’ll let you tend to him. You won’t be kept tied up the whole time.”
For a moment, Bree considered the idea. If she cooperated, or pretended to cooperate, maybe there would be some opening to get her and Daniel free, hopefully before Scanlon got too far away with Hunter. She looked up into Franchesca’s face and forced her Reader sense to tune in. It was fiendishly difficult with the amount of pain she was in. She examined Franchesca closely, especially the muscles around her eyes and mouth, which were always most revealing, then her posture. With a sinking feeling, she was almost sure she read that Franchesca planned to kill her anyway.  
She saw Franchesca’s eyes widen as she realized Bree was reading her. Then she turned away and addressed Scanlon. “This is no use. She won’t cooperate. I’m sure you have a place where your clan takes people that need eliminating. Take care of it.”
Bree felt hysteria rise up in her where she wanted courage to be. She couldn’t help it. As Scanlon walked toward her, a grim look on his face, she jerked uselessly against the tape holding her to the chair. She knew she was acting like a dumb animal in a trap, but her brain had stopped working. She was totally unprepared when Daniel’s voice roared out, “Gelsenim, I call you! Gelsenim, I command you!”



Chapter 14
 
Heat and a ball of red-orange light rushed into the room. Franchesca whirled to face Daniel. Before Gelsenim could take shape, Daniel shouted, eyes wide open, “Gelsenim, possess me!”  
Franchesca backed away, stumbling on her high heels. Daniel’s back arched up off the ground, neck muscles tensed and face contorted as Gelsenim entered him in a rush of orange smoke. "I, I command you!" Daniel gasped, and as he spoke, demonic fire flickered at his lips. His body jerked hard, and a haze of heat rose and shimmered all around him. He was weakened and losing control of the demon. 
Bree's mind went numb with the horror of it. He was going to burn, just like Seth. She shook her head, hard, fighting off the dissociation. She grasped for options, for ways to help him, and came up with nothing. There was no time. "Daniel, fight him!" she shouted. "You can do this!"
Almost as soon as the words left her mouth, Franchesca shrieked, "Gelsenim, I command you as your Master!"
Daniel writhed and shuddered, and the heat haze began to clear. He jerked a few more times, then stilled, eyes closed. Bree had no idea who was in control at this point: Daniel, Gelsenim or Franchesca. Before she could think how to find out, Daniel rolled to his side, and his shoulders and arms strained against his bonds. The tape tore and parted with an audible rip. He sprang to his feet in a move too fast to be real. He advanced on Franchesca, a growl emerging from his throat.  
"Gelsenim, I command you!" Franchesca screamed as Daniel grabbed her by the arms and threw her across the room. She landed against the arm of the waiting room couch, then bounced off, onto the floor. She scrambled to her hands and knees, but before she could get to her feet, Daniel pulled her up by one arm and slapped her so hard that she collapsed onto the floor again. 
Franchesca raised her reddened face and whimpered, "Daniel, please, it's me, Chesca!" 
Daniel bent raised his hand for another slap, then froze. Slowly, he straightened, then his eyes rolled back in his head and he swayed on his feet. 
"Daniel, don't forget, she's going after Hunter!" Bree countered frantically. 
Daniel's hands clenched and he trembled. As he fought for control, Franchesca got to her feet. Fear and calculation chased each other across her face, then her expression resolved and she moved toward Daniel. A sensuous flush mounted her cheeks, and she twined an arm around Daniel’s neck. She crushed her mouth to Daniel’s, and writhed her body against his. He froze, then pulled her against him roughly and kissed her back. One hand moved down to her ass and kneaded it as he thrust his pelvis hard against her.  
Bree watched for a moment, sickened, waiting to see if this was just a move on Daniel’s part to catch Franchesca off guard. As the embrace lengthened, the hope she had dissolved. She turned her head away, then caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. Scanlon strode up behind Daniel, the muzzle of Franchesca's gun in his hand, and hit Daniel hard on the back of the head with the grip. 
Daniel fell forward, taking Franchesca down with him. Franchesca pushed him off, rolling him onto his back. As she lurched to her feet, Bree heard Daniel say in Gelsenim’s voice, “You will die for that. You will both die.”  
Scanlon kicked Daniel hard in the side, then jerked and flew back into the air, slamming against the waiting room door. 
Daniel must have been enough in charge to unleash one hell of a defensive spell. His body went limp for a moment, then his eyes opened again, and orange light flickered in the depths. 
“Do something!” Scanlon addressed Franchesca, voice rising as he scrambled to his feet. “That demon's going to kick our asses if he doesn’t kill us first!”
“Get Justice and get out,” she said tersely. “I can hold him, but not for long.”
Scanlon flipped on the safety and shoved the gun into his pocket, then hauled the limp and stumbling Justice to his feet, moving him toward the door.  
Franchesca raised her arms in front of her, over Daniel and intoned, “Gelsenim, I call you! Gelsenim, I command you!”
Daniel, or rather Gelsenim, responded breathlessly, “You cannot command me. Only Thorvaldson may command me.” Daniel rolled onto his knees, and got to his feet, much more slowly this time.  
Franchesca balled both hands into fists in a commanding gesture and screamed, “Stop!” Daniel paused, halfway to standing upright. He was breathing hard.  
Bree shouted, “Daniel, don’t let it control you! Don’t let her control you!”
Franchesca didn’t spare her even a glance. “If you wish to keep Daniel’s body, listen to me!” Franchesca hissed.  
“How?” Gelsenim’s voice answered. “How may I keep his body?”
“It’s guilt that drives him. Guilt and self-hatred. Those are his weak points. Do you see it?”
There was a pause as Gelsenim considered, and Bree uselessly called out to Daniel again.
“I see it,” he answered finally.  
“Feed those, and you have a chance,” Franchesca insisted, her dark eyes intent. “If you win that battle, come to me, and I will show you more.” 
“You want something from this host,” Gelsenim rumbled.
“You are correct. If you bring him to me, under your control, and he gives me the information I want, I will show you how to keep him.”
“Show me now!” Gelsenim roared, and Franchesca brought her two fists together. Daniel dropped back to his knees.  
“I am a Demon Master. You may not command me,” Franchesca returned. She backed toward the door and unclenched one fist long enough to reach behind her for the doorknob. “Tirakku will know how to find me,” she finished, and darted quickly outside. 
Slowly, as if a great and terrible weight were upon him, Daniel got back to his feet. Bree watched as he swayed, half facing her. He was holding his body all wrong.  She knew by now how he stood, how he moved, and that Daniel was far away. She had to bring him back.
“Daniel,” she tried again, more gently. “Daniel, please listen. I know you can control him. You’ve always done it before.”
He turned to face her fully. “You are not so fine as before, but I think I will enjoy you nonetheless,” Gelsenim said with Daniel's voice.  
Bree’s heart tried to hurl itself out of her chest as Gelsenim moved toward her in Daniel’s body. She struggled against her bonds in a useless panic. Daniel's hand shot out and began kneading one of her breasts roughly, painfully. His eyes bored into hers, and tears brimmed over as she said piteously, “Daniel, please!” 
But she saw no sign of Daniel. His hand left her breast, and went to the hem of her dress, watching her face for her reaction as he pushed it up her thighs. His face moved closer to hers, lips lifting in a filthy smile. She steeled herself to keep his gaze and desperately, she said, “Daniel, nothing you’ve ever done will leave you with the guilt you’ll have to live with if you let Gelsenim rape me.”
He stopped advancing, and something in his eyes shifted. Yes, that was it! Franchesca had given her the key. She could hook Daniel with guilt, but she also had to help him fight it. That was the weak point Gelsenim was working. “Whatever it is you’ve done,” she continued quickly, “we can talk about it. Whatever it is, I forgive you.”
Daniel's whole body shuddered as he straightened up again. The conviction that she was onto something filled her. “I forgive you,” she said again more strongly.
Daniel’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his body shivered. “I forgive you!” she cried. “I forgive you, Daniel! I forgive you!”  
His body shook so hard that he fell back onto the floor. He jerked and trembled like an epileptic, and terrible squealing and grunting noises came out between his clenched teeth. Finally, his movements slowed, then stopped. Ever so slowly, orange smoke trickled out of his opening mouth, then came out in a great cloud. It swirled and started to form into a human shape, but before the demon could complete its transformation, Daniel ground out, “Gelsenim, I command you! Leave my body and leave this place. Do not return until you are called!”  
An unearthly howl filled the room, and the demon imploded and vanished.
Bree was too drained to cry with relief. Only a few quiet tears continued to leak out. Her chin dropped to her chest, and her hair swung forward, nearly covering her face. She knew she should be trying to read Daniel, to see how he was, but she needed to gather herself. Her blood still sang madly through her veins from the adrenaline, but she felt like a limp, dirty rag. 
She heard a rustle as Daniel started moving, and it took a ridiculous amount of effort to lift her head and look at him. He shuffled forward on his knees until he was right in front of her. Tears were tracking down his cheeks in reaction to the de-possession. His eyes met hers briefly, then shied away and focused on working at the tape holding her to the arms of the chair. His hands were shaking, which made the task hard, and he kept stopping to rub at his tears with his shirtsleeve. He finally worked one arm free, and she stretched it out and rotated her wrist in relief as he worked on the other. When both were free, he rested his hands on the arms of the chair and dragged his gaze from her knees back up to her eyes. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for what I did when Gelsenim had me. Are you okay?” he asked softly. His tears had finally stopped.
Bree felt her stomach clench as his gaze met hers. She couldn’t help but see traces of the demon in his face. It was enough to make her feel afraid of him in a way she never had before. “I’ll live.”   
He closed his eyes for a moment with a look of pain. He had just opened his mouth to say something when they both heard the squeal of a car coming to a quick stop outside.
“Javier and his team,” Daniel said, and pushed back onto his heels, then stood up.  He swayed, stumbled, and nearly went down. 
Javier was the first man in, gun drawn. He gestured for the four Keepers behind him to check out the offices as Daniel said, “They’re all gone. Keltoi, three of them, one high power and a Demon Master.”
“Where’s Kevin?” Javier asked. He lowered his gun, but didn't put it away. He had a dark five o’clock shadow, and his tie was uncharacteristically crooked.
“Possessed,” Daniel answered shortly as he moved to prop himself up against the back of a chair. “We need to call Steve right away, tell him to take Hunter and get out of the house. They’re after Hunter." 
Javier gave Daniel an inscrutable look, then pulled out his phone. “What’s the number?” 
Javier dialed, and they all waited while the phone rang on the other end. The rest of Javier’s team, two men and two women, reappeared. They held their guns down, but at the ready as they waited for further instructions. One of the men had his eyes closed, and Bree figured he was using his Demonsense. She got carefully to her feet as Javier finally hung up. “No answer,” he said. “My team and I will start on over. I’ll try again on the way.” 
"I'm coming with you," Daniel said, straightening up.
"You look like death warmed over, Thorvaldson. You should be home in bed, getting over that stab wound."
"I'm no good to you in battle, but I can ID the kidnappers," Daniel returned.
 Javier's eyes narrowed as he considered, then he nodded. He looked over at Bree and asked, “Do you have someone who can come get you? You clearly need medical attention." 
“I’m fine. I’m coming with you too,” she said as she reached behind her, pulling her hair into a rough braid. The motion hurt like hell. Just about every part of her hurt like hell. 
“Bree, are you sure you…” 
“We’re wasting time. I know my limits, I won’t get in the way. But I know what these people look like too.”
“I've got Daniel for that.” 
“Yeah, well now you have both of us for that. Can we please just get going?”
Javier’s lips tightened in disapproval, but he gave the signal to move out.  
 
Hunter was lying awake in bed with Steve beside him. He hadn’t been able to sleep and had nagged Papa into lying down with him. Papa had told him one of his stories, then told Hunter to lie still and listen to his breathing. Papa had fallen asleep right after that, but Hunter hadn’t. He heard the phone ring out in the kitchen several times, but Papa was fast asleep and didn’t wake up.
When Daddy had left tonight, something was wrong. Hunter tried to tell Papa after Daddy had left, but Papa had just told him everything was fine, Daddy was just going to dinner with Bree and Daniel at Sophie and Bruce’s. Hunter had been mad at first, because he liked all those people and he wanted to go. Papa had told him it was grown up time.   
With Papa asleep, he felt restless and lonely. He felt for the amulet around his neck and held it in his hand. At first, it had bothered his neck, but he was used to it now, and he liked the idea that Daniel could find him if he ever got lost. That was because Daniel used to be a Keeper, which was like a policeman for powered people. He put the amulet down, then whispered the spell to himself. “By Wind, by Will, I call Daniel Thorvaldson.” Daniel had told him as long as he wasn’t touching the amulet when he said the spell, it wouldn’t call him. Hunter just liked saying it.  
He was still awake twenty minutes later when he heard the sound of the front door opening. He got carefully out of bed without waking Papa, and padded out into the hall. It was still dark, but Hunter saw the shape of his Daddy at the end.
“Good, you’re awake,” Daddy whispered. “I have a surprise for you. Get dressed as quick as you can, and don’t bother Papa.”
Hunter went back into his room, intrigued and excited. Daddy had never done something like this before. What was the surprise? Was he going to get to go somewhere special? Was it something just for powered people?  
He wanted the surprise to be special, just him and Daddy, so he was quiet as could be opening his drawer for some pants and a sweater. He was proud to have thought of the sweater, in case they were going somewhere outside. He hoped they were. He sat on his floor in the dark and put on his socks and shoes. Then he got up and bent over Papa, checking to see if he was still asleep. Papa turned over just as Hunter got there, and he waited to see if that meant he was waking up, but Papa's eyes were still closed.
He went back out into the hall, where Daddy still waited for him. As he came up, Daddy held out his hand, and Hunter took it. Daddy’s hand was all sweaty. 	
“Eeuw, Daddy, you’re wet.” 
Daddy’s hand squeezed his harder, then too hard. 
“Ow!” Hunter exclaimed, still trying to keep his voice quiet. He started to pull his hand out of Daddy’s, but Daddy didn’t let go. Hunter looked up at him, and there was something about the way Daddy looked back at him that made him go all cold inside. Daddy let his hand go, and Hunter said, “What’s wrong, Daddy? Am I in trouble?”
Daddy didn’t say anything at first, and that was weird too. Hunter took a cautious step forward and looked hard at Kevin. There was only the light from the porch lamp coming in from the window beside the front door. All he knew for sure was that Daddy wasn't smiling.
“No, you’re not in trouble,” Daddy whispered, and something about his voice sounded funny. It wasn’t just that he was whispering, either.  
“Are you sick, Daddy?” Hunter asked. Daddy had told him once about when he got sick and acted all funny because he had a high fever.  
“I’m not sick. I’m just a little tired. But not too tired to show you your surprise.” Daddy turned and opened the door, and waved his hand to tell Hunter to go outside.  
Hunter didn’t want to. “I’m tired too, Daddy. I think I’ll have my surprise in the morning.”
“The morning will be too late,” Daddy said. This time his voice was a little louder, and Hunter definitely knew something was wrong. It was Daddy's voice, but it didn’t sound like him. Daddy held out his hand again, and Hunter slowly put his hand in Daddy’s. He didn’t really want to go, but he couldn’t figure out how to tell Daddy that. Maybe Daddy was sick, and didn’t know it because his stomach hadn’t started hurting yet. 
Almost as soon as Hunter had that thought, he felt a pang in his own stomach, almost like he was going to throw up. Daddy led him outside and up the walk. It was cold out, but not rainy. They walked up the three stairs together to the gate, and Daddy let go of Hunter’s hand to open the gate. Hunter wanted to run back into the house while Daddy was busy with the gate, but he didn’t. He wasn’t sure what Daddy would do. He thought he would be mad.  
Daddy told him to go through the gate. There was more light out here on the street because there was a streetlight by his house. A lady leaned up against car, someone he didn't know. She was taller than Daddy, and had on fancy shoes.
Daddy held his hand again, and led him up to the lady. He said, “This pretty lady is Franchesca. We’re going to go with her.”
The lady laughed, and Hunter decided right then he didn’t like her. He wondered if it was because of being a Reader. He wondered that a lot, but Daddy said he wouldn’t know for a while yet what was being a Reader and what wasn’t.  
“There’s been a change of plan,” Franchesca, said. The car door on the other side opened, and a man got out and came around the front of the car to stand next to the lady. He was taller than Daddy too, almost as tall as the lady. The man was wearing blue jeans and a jeans jacket, and he smiled at Hunter. Hunter couldn’t decide if he liked the man or not.
“This is Jim Scanlon,” the lady said. “He is your birth father, Hunter. That means he’s your real father.”
Hunter looked uncertainly up at Daddy to see if this was a joke, but Daddy wasn’t even looking at him. He was looking at the lady, and his face was moving around like he was mad or he was going to cry. Hunter looked back at the man, then at the lady. “Nobody knows who my birth father is,” he said in a tiny voice.  
The man squatted down in front of Hunter and told him, "I really am your father. I just found out from your birth mom a little while ago. I’m glad to finally meet you.” 
Hunter regarded the man solemnly. He tried to read him to see if he was telling the truth, but he couldn’t tell. He looked up at Daddy again, but Daddy was still looking at the lady. His glasses were all fogged up and Hunter couldn’t see his eyes.
“This is all very touching, but we’re in a bit of a hurry here,” the lady said.
Jim held out his hand to him. “Come on Hunter, we’re going for a ride.”
Hunter looked again at Daddy, and this time Daddy was looking at him, his glasses all white. Hunter saw there was sweat on Daddy’s face. His forehead was shiny with it. “Go with them, Hunter,” he said.
Hunter couldn’t believe it. His Daddy wanted him to go with the man and the lady without him? Hunter shook his head no. It was dark, and Daddy was acting strange, and he decided he didn’t like any of it. Surely Daddy wouldn’t make him go if he knew Hunter was scared.
“Go with them, Hunter!” Daddy said again, and this time, he sounded like he was crying. Hunter looked at Daddy’s face and saw some tears coming out from under his glasses. He threw himself at Daddy, and held on to him. “No, Daddy, no!” he cried. At first Daddy didn’t move or say anything.  
The lady said, “Tirakku! Obey!” which Hunter didn’t understand at all. Then Daddy put his hands on Hunter’s arms and pulled him away. He leaned down and said, “Go with your real father. It’s just for a little trip. He’s taking you out for ice cream, as a special treat. I’ll stay up until you get back.”
“I don’t want ice cream!” Hunter yelled, and burst into tears. He didn’t want to go with his birth father. He kind of wanted to meet his birth mom, but he hadn’t thought about his real dad, and he didn’t want to go.  
“Enough of this, we haven’t got time,” the lady said in a mean voice. She came over and grabbed Hunter’s arm, and pulled him toward the car.
“Daddy!”  Hunter screamed. The lady put her hand over his mouth, and Jim opened the back door and helped the lady put him in the back seat, where there was another person who looked asleep. Jim buckled him in while Hunter shouted, “Daddy! Daddy, no!”
Jim smiled and said, “Don’t be afraid, Hunter, it’s going to be okay."
The lady pushed Jim away, and leaned into the car. She felt around his neck and she found his amulet. Her nails scratched his neck as she pulled it out of his shirt and sweater and over his head. She shut the door, and Hunter looked out of the car window. The lady was talking to Daddy. Her arms were out in front of her like she was holding something, but there was nothing there. Hunter stopped shouting then, but he kept crying. Jim got in behind the wheel, and the lady got in on the other side. The car pulled away, and Hunter saw his Daddy standing by the side of the road. Daddy didn’t wave goodbye.



Chapter 15
 
Javier pulled up to Kevin and Steve’s house. The second car with the rest of his team pulled in and parked behind him. Daniel got out of the front along with Javier, and Bree climbed painfully out of the back, shoving the remains of the granola bar Javier had given her into her mouth. Javier and Daniel were looking around, and Bree sent her Demonsense questing as well. She could feel the demon in the house. She looked at Javier, pointed to the gate, and Javier nodded. 
“I don’t think anyone else is here besides Kevin and Steve,” Daniel said quietly.
Javier nodded, pulled out his gun, and offered it to Bree. “Do you know how to use this?" he asked her. 
Bree shook her head. "I never learned. I'll admit I feel inspired to change that after what happened tonight."
"Well, stay in the car and lock the doors. I’ll have a Keeper nearby on the gate. Daniel, you’re with me.” He made a couple of hand signs that the rest of his team responded to by moving quietly toward the house.  
Bree fumed, but did as she was told. She was beside herself with anxiety for Hunter. The ride over in the car hadn’t done her mood any good either. Daniel was tainted from the demon possession, and it had rattled her overstretched nerves to be in the same car with him. She didn't think Javier had noticed Daniel's taint. Likely, he wasn't looking for it. Daniel had managed to spin a convincing story of events that left out his calling and being possessed by a demon.  
She scanned the street, and saw the gate ajar. One of the female Keepers, the one who looked Chinese-American, was standing next to it, scanning up and down the street.  
Faster than she had expected, Javier came back out. He unlocked the car door and opened it. “You can come in,” he said. “Hunter’s gone, and Kevin looks catatonic. Steve is apparently still asleep in Hunter's room.”
"He's always been a heavy sleeper," Bree answered as she hurried with him down the front walk and into the house. 
There was a lamp on in the living room, and one of the Keepers was pulling the blinds shut. Kevin sat on the couch, still in his coat. He stared sightlessly off into the distance, with no acknowledgement of Daniel, who crouched down in front of him. Bree’s Demonsense shrieked at her, but it was a tired shriek, almost as if she’d worn it out with overuse on this long night. “What’s happening?” she asked quietly.
Daniel looked over and answered her. “He’s still possessed. The demon is feeding right now. I think it must have taken a lot out of the demon to keep control of Kevin. It can’t do anything right now except feed.”  
It was on the tip of her tongue to tell Daniel to order the demon out when Javier moved beside her, and she remembered that Javier couldn’t know about Daniel's Demon Master talent.  
“This would be a good time to do the exorcism,” Javier said.
“I agree,” Bree replied. “But it’s going to make some noise. I better go wake up Steve and break the news.”
“He shouldn’t be here for it,” Javier cautioned. “I’ll send someone back to keep him warded just in case.”  
Bree nodded her agreement and left. She went into Hunter’s room and turned on the bedside lamp. Steve was lying on his side in Hunter’s bed, blond hair fallen over one eye, breathing peacefully. Bree felt a moment’s reluctance over waking him, knowing how terribly his life was about to change, but knew it couldn’t be delayed. “Steve,” she said loudly, shaking him by the shoulder, “wake up, it’s important.”
He opened his eyes and looked around in confusion for a minute, then said muzzily, “Bree? What are you doing here?” He sat up and swung his legs around to set his feet on the floor, then started as he got a good look at her. "My God, what happened to you? Are you okay? You look like you've been in a fight." 
“I'm okay for now. Steve, look, there is no easy way to tell you this. We were wrong. Someone was after Hunter, some Keltoi who thinks he’s Hunter’s biological father. He teamed up with a Keltoi woman and took Hunter.”
“What!” He leaped to his feet. “When did this happen? He was just right here beside me a minute ago!" 
“It gets worse,” Bree went on, trying to sound matter of fact, and failing miserably. “The woman, Franchesca, is a Demon Master. She had a demon possess Kevin, and had Kevin hand Hunter over. He must have gotten Hunter out of here quietly without waking you up.”
“Oh God!” Steve choked out, arms cradled around his waist. “This can’t be happening! He was just right here!”
Bree put her arm around his shoulders. “We have a team of Keepers here. They've searched the house and the yard already, and Hunter's definitely not here. It’s a long story, but the important thing is that they’re on it. Javier’s making calls now, putting out the alert and getting a plan put together to find him. Now, this is important. Did Hunter have on his locater amulet?’
Steve looked momentarily more hopeful. “Yes, he did. He put it back on after his bath. He didn’t like it at first, but now he won’t be parted from it.”
Bree breathed a sigh of relief. If Franchesca and the others didn’t find the amulet, then maybe Hunter would use it any minute now. Maybe this could be resolved quickly. “That’s good news. Now, another good thing is that keeping control of Kevin wore out the demon and it’s relatively inactive right now. If we move fast, we can perform an exorcism before it has a good hold on Kevin.”
“I want to see him,” Steve replied, sliding out from under her arm and moving towards the door.
“Steve, don’t!” Bree said, alarmed. She got in front of him and put her palms against his chest. His blue eyes sparked in anger, but she rushed on. “Trust me on this. You do not want to see him like that. And it’s not safe for you to be there during the exorcism. The demon will try to use his connection to you to interfere with the process.”
“But he needs me,” Steve protested. His face was rigid with his effort to control his emotions.
“Not right now, he doesn’t. But he will after. Now, please, I want you to stay here. Javier said to look through Hunter’s clothes and try to see what’s missing so we have an idea what he was wearing, so they have a good description of him. One of the Keepers is going to come back to stay with you.”  
“Will Kevin be all right?” Steve asked, voice breaking. 
“He’ll be exhausted, and probably distraught. He had no real way to fight the demon, Steve, I want you to know that. It was a powerful one controlled by a Demon Master. It wasn’t his fault they took Hunter, but he’s probably going to feel like it is. You have to make sure he understands that it’s not.”
Steve put his hands over his face. “This is a nightmare,” he whispered.
“It’s going to sound like one in a minute,” Bree responded grimly. “You’re likely to hear a lot of noise, and it will sound like Kevin is in pain. I can’t say for sure how long it will take, but since this has been a short possession and the demon's tired, I’m hoping not long. I promise that there's nothing that you can do to help Kevin while it’s happening, and that having you there to protect will only be a distraction to the exorcists. Do you believe me?”
“I guess I have to,” Steve replied desolately. He was out of his element and knew it. She reached up and gave him a hug. “Somebody will come and get you when it’s over, or the minute there’s any word on Hunter.”
Steve nodded, and she left him pulling open the drawers of Hunter’s dresser with shaking hands.
Javier was talking quietly on the phone in the kitchen when Bree came back into the living room. Daniel sat on a chair across from Kevin. His ankle was resting on the opposite knee, and he jiggled his foot with restless tension even though he looked exhausted. He looked up at her as she came in and said, “There’s been no change, but this can’t last. The exorcism needs to happen now.”  
“It can’t be you, Daniel,” she replied. She stopped near him and looked at Kevin, who was still staring out the window and seemed barely to be breathing. “A couple of granola bars can't be enough to replenish you after what you've been through. And besides, you picked up taint.”
Daniel dropped his restless foot to the floor, and leaned over to put his face in his hands. He was still for a moment, then rubbed his face briskly, dropped his hands between his knees and looked back up at her. “That’s not good,” he said dryly.
“No shit, Sherlock.” She felt weirdly amused. It had to be some kind of after reaction to such overwhelming stress. She bit her lip and shook her head, trying to ward off a building howl of hysterical hilarity, or outrage, or terror, she didn’t know which.
Daniel’s mouth crooked up on one side, an incipient smile, which wasn’t making it any easier for her to maintain her composure. “You know, I’m really trying to think of a way things could be worse, and it’s just not coming to me.”  
Bree tried telling herself that black humor was an appropriate response to stress. She had to put a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. Daniel’s eyes twinkled, and he compressed his lips, but a little snort came out of his nose.  
A weird half moan emerged from Kevin, and Bree's teetering emotions veered sharply toward distress. The hysterical giggling fit that was just getting started petered out in a last gasp as Kevin began to rock side to side. Her hands dropped boneless to her sides as the Demonsense that she had managed to shove off to the back of her brain somewhere rushed through her. She was surprised at the grip of Daniel’s hand in hers, and even more surprised that she welcomed it in spite of the taint. He squeezed her hand and said quietly, “Don’t worry, he’ll be free soon. It should be a simple exorcism. I’m sure Javier and his team can handle it.”
Javier approached just then and said, “I can take primary, but my team doesn’t include an another Exorcist. This shouldn’t be too bad, but I’ll need a second. Thorvaldson, perhaps you…”
“Not Daniel, Javier,” Bree interrupted. “He’s still recovering from the knife wound, and he’s totally tapped out from the battle at my office.” 
“Well, then, we’ll have to wait until I can get another Keeper in. I know you don’t do exorcisms anymore,” Javier responded as he slipped his cell phone out of a holster on his belt. "I doubt I'll be able to get one here before tomorrow, though." He wasn’t looking at her, and Bree had the feeling she was being dismissed. 
Through the whole ride over, when she’d been crazy with worry for Hunter, a part of her wondered if it would come to this. She would have to decide if she was going to do an exorcism on Kevin, should he still be at the house. She’d hoped a Keeper could do it, that she wouldn’t be put in this position. She’d just turned down one Father Steuban had called her about, sure that even if she eventually went back, she wasn’t ready yet. Not after her failure with that boy Jeremy. She wanted time to see if the demon research caused the trauma of Seth’s death to reactivate. So far it had gone better than expected, but she still felt fragile, was still constantly braced for flashbacks and nightmares, whether they came or not. 
Yet how could she hesitate when Kevin and Hunter’s safety was involved?  Franchesca had told the demon he could feed on Kevin until he died. She knew enough demon lore to know that wasn’t something likely to happen quickly, but she would far rather be on the safe side. And maybe Kevin would know something about where they took Hunter. Even if he didn’t, the sooner that demon was exorcised, the less damage he would take from it. So really, there was no choice. 
“I’ll do it,” she said firmly. “I haven’t done one for awhile, but this should be an easy one.” She watched with a grim amusement as a variety of emotions chased each other across Javier’s face. Now was the real test of whether he truly still blamed her for Seth’s death, whether his apology had meant anything.  
“Bree, this wouldn’t be easy for you,” he finally said, not quite meeting her eyes. “Kevin is your friend, and you’ve had a traumatic experience tonight. Can you honestly say you are up to being second on an exorcism in these circumstances?”
Self-doubt started its tired old way through her thoughts. What if she wasn’t strong enough? What if that was why Seth had died? What if her reluctance to use power made her a danger to others? But she found that it was only a quiet voice, a retreating minor chord inside her. She had been strong tonight, in more ways than one. She could be strong again, in spite of the fear and pain she was feeling, in spite of the shaking in her stomach as she internally committed to doing it. She raised her chin, and looked Javier in the eye. “I’m aware my base energy is probably depleted from being beaten and scared out of my mind, but there’s nothing wrong with my will energy, and that’s what I’d need most to do the exorcism. Go ahead and read me if you want to confirm.”
To her annoyance, he looked at Daniel.
 He nodded. “I think she can do it.”  
Hah, she thought, look to the other man in the room to decide.  
Javier put his phone away, walked over to her and put a hand on her neck. The stiff expression he always got when he focused on reading appeared. She opened to the reading, and after a moment, his face relaxed. “Actually, your base energy isn’t so bad, all things considered. And your will energy is strong.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “But will you truly let me lead? Will you do as I say if things don’t go easily?”
Bree tried to arrange her features in a non-uppity woman fashion. It hurt, but she thought she managed it. “Yes, I'll let you lead. I know you’re more experienced at exorcisms. I’d be a fool not to let you take primary.”
“All right then, let’s get moving on this,” he said decisively. He sent one of his Keepers out to the car to get his exorcism kit, and Daniel helped him move the chairs back against the wall to give them more room to move. Kevin was still rocking and he was breathing in little pants. Bree ran to the restroom for a pit stop. She caught sight of herself bathroom mirror. The left half of her face was throbbing and swollen, and she thought she was getting a black eye. She was tempted to lift up her dress and check out how bad the bruising might be on her torso, but decided it would only depress her to know.  
She went into the kitchen, got a drink of water, and sat out of sight of the others for a moment so she could meditate. With an effort, she gradually slowed her breathing and focused on calming her energy. Then she began to pray. 
When she came back out into the living room, Daniel pulled her aside. 
"I'm going outside to act as lookout. With the taint on board, I'd be a liability during the exorcism." 
 Bree had a pang of feeling abandoned, but quickly pushed it aside. "I know."
He raised a hand and gently touched her face with his fingertips. "I should be able to do a little healing on this once my taint is cleared and I have a chance to recharge."
There was an electric moment when his dark eyes caught on hers, and they both went still. He whispered, "You can do this."
Bree nodded and stepped back, breaking the moment. Daniel patted her shoulder, then turned and left the house with the other female Keeper, the short one wearing a black dress, probably called away by Javier from something a lot more fun.
Javier was kneeling on the floor across from Kevin, lips moving silently in prayer. One of his Keepers, the red-headed guy with the receding hairline and ponytail, was moving around the room, arms raised in a warding. He nodded at her as he went by. 	
Javier opened his eyes and stood up, brushing dust off the seat of his pants. “Daniel said you got the demon’s name. That will help greatly. I believe the demon's been replenished somewhat from this focused feeding, but I suspect it took a great deal of energy to overcome a Warder of Kevin’s skill, especially enough to make him give up his son. It’s likely still weak.”
“That’s what you think,” Kevin’s voice rang out. Bree jumped in surprise, then chastised herself for reacting. She couldn't let the demon see that it was getting to her. She turned deliberately to face him. There was a smile on Kevin’s round face, but it wasn’t Kevin’s smile. She found herself smiling back, a fierce, challenging smile, but she said nothing. It was up to Javier to choose when and how to engage with the demon. So much of exorcism was about that, about the interaction with the demon. Power imbued sacred objects helped, prayer helped, as did warding spells, and Demonsense that allowed the Exorcist to feel the shape of the demon’s energy and apply pressure to it. But it was the conversation with the demon, the Exorcist’s intuition about what to say, reading the ebbs and flows of the demon’s response through Demonsense that was at the heart of a successful exorcism.  
Javier came to stand beside her, and the second Keeper who had been in the room, a clean-cut younger guy with a lantern jaw, friendly blue eyes, and a thick body builder’s neck moved to stand beside Javier.  
“This is Caleb Lane. Caleb, this is Bree Jenkins,” Javier introduced them. “Lane is in charge of keeping Kevin under control physically during the exorcism.” 
Lane held up a coil of rope in illustration, and he and Javier proceeded to tie Kevin up. Kevin struggled initially, but the fight went out of him quickly. Clearly, the demon hadn't fully recharged in his feed from Kevin. 
A warm roll of energy moved across Bree's senses as the other Keeper finished warding the room. Lane positioned himself next to Kevin, who rocked slightly and smiled, but said nothing further. Javier knelt behind a black leather satchel from which he withdrew a crucifix, a rosary, a Bible, a small corked bottle of holy water, one of wine and some salt, which he arranged on the coffee table in front of the couch. 
Given both she and Javier were from a Catholic background, they'd made similar choices in equipment, but Bree tended to keep things a little simpler. Each Exorcist had to start with what was known as useful equipment and spells, then feel their way to what worked best for them. What mattered most was the emotional resonance and focus the equipment, and the exorcism ritual itself, brought to the Exorcist. Their ultimate purpose was to provide a framework for raising and manipulating magical energy to get a demon to safely leave its host.
As second, her responsibility was as support for the primary, and as a failsafe if Javier was incapacitated or killed. And while this looked to be a simpler than usual exorcism, there were never any guarantees of safety. Bree forced herself to look at Kevin and focus on slowing her breath. She gradually moved into that state of alert but calm readiness that she needed to do the working.
Javier straightened, crucifix around his neck, rosary wrapped around his wrist, and Bible in his hands. He regarded her seriously for a moment, and with a sudden stab of pain, she realized they were both thinking about Seth. Her eyes started to tear up, but with another good, deep breath, she brought her emotions back under control. He gave her a little nod of understanding, and turned to face Kevin.  
“Holy Father,” he prayed, holding the Bible aloft in front of him, “please bless this working. You are our rock and our guide, our comfort and our savior. Bless our brother Kevin, who is taken by a demon unwilling.”
A sputtering of laughter came from Kevin and built as Javier continued praying. Bree could perceive the warding all around her, providing a sense of safety at her back. Lane was sweating a little, but looked calm and ready. 
“Holy Father, help us to return this demon to Hell, to its natural home,” Javier continued a little more loudly as Kevin’s laughter grew.
“My natural home. My natural home is here, you fucking wet-back son of whore,” the demon snarled out in mid laugh. “Here in this human’s mind. This is my natural food!”
Javier didn’t modulate his volume further. He was speaking loud enough to sound confident and commanding, but trying to out-shout the demon at this point was a mistake. This was the part Bree had always found trickiest as primary, staying in control and knowing when to start the fight.
Bree began praying a quiet Hail Mary, and walked slowly in a circle around the couch where Kevin sat. She was helping consecrate the space with prayer while keeping a careful eye on both Javier and Kevin, and she tuned more closely into her Demonsense. It was running all along her nerves with wrongness, but it was clear as a bell and easy to read. They were fortunate they were already at the stage where the demon wasn’t trying to hide, and having its name made it much more likely they would succeed without incident.  
As she moved past Kevin, his hand suddenly snaked out and ran up her leg, up under her dress.  He couldn't grope very far up given the ropes confining his upper arms to his chest. Lane lunged for him and dragged him back, but rather than intimidating her, it made her laugh. “You’d have a lot more luck feeling up Javier if you wanted a reaction,” she couldn’t resist saying. Javier shot her a reproving look, but the demon growled, and she felt a certain satisfaction at scoring a point.
Javier took a turn moving around the circle with his Bible, then with the holy water. Lane had a good grip on Kevin now, who was watching the proceedings but didn't react much. Bree began to feel a little uneasy. The demon should be escalating by now. She could sense the magic building as Javier cast power into the prayer. 
Kevin’s eyes closed, and Bree felt a surge in her Demonsense. She heard Javier falter slightly in the midst of his prayer as he felt it too. She braced herself for howling, cursing, and for the terrible smell that was usually a part of the next phase.  
Kevin surged up, turned violently in Lane’s grip, and sank his teeth into Lane’s cheek. Lane roared in surprise and anger, and just as suddenly, Kevin released him. His body stiffened in Lane’s grasp, back arching, then started to convulse. Before Bree could do more than move toward Kevin, Lane dropped him onto the coffee table. The open bottle of sanctified wine spilled out onto the table as Kevin crashed into it. Lane’s hand went to his bleeding cheek. Why the hell had he dropped Kevin? Kevin was still shaking like the demon was leaving, or had left, but Bree could feel it clearly in the room. Javier had made it over to Kevin. He had one hand on Kevin’s head and said tersely, “Bree, the name!”
“Tirakku,” she replied breathlessly.
“Tirakku, I send you forth in the name of God the Father!” Javier shouted forcefully. “You have no right to our brother Kevin. His soul is his own!”
Something was wrong. She knew it. Demons were nothing if not predictable. She knew this was supposed to be an easier exorcism, but it was happening too quickly. She cast a look at the red-haired Keeper holding the wards, but he looked calm, and she could feel the wards were in place. She kept one eye on Javier and Kevin and approached Lane, who had an old-fashioned cloth handkerchief out and was pressing it to the side of his face. “Does something seem odd about this?” she whispered to him.  
“I’m not sure,” he whispered back, “but somehow I don’t like it.” He went around the back of the couch then moved to kneel behind Javier. He put his hand on Javier’s shoulder, then glanced back up at Bree.  
Her insides went cold. The demon was looking out at her through Lane’s eyes.
“Javier!” she shouted in warning, but it was too late. Lane reached into Javier’s shirt, got hold of the chain of his crucifix, and began strangling him with it. Javier was off balance and taken by surprise. Bree was across the room and almost on Lane when she remembered herself. This demon could move quickly and easily through touch. He must have bit Lane to get an emotional reaction started, as negative emotions made it easier to invade a host. But that meant…
Before she could complete the thought, Lane started convulsing. The demon had jumped to Javier! And apart from Daniel, Javier was the strongest powered Bree knew. He was tired, but not drained as Kevin had been. The demon should not have been able to enter an Exorcist as experienced and well prepared as Javier. Before she could even begin to think what to do next, Javier raised his arms, and a pressure built against her ears as Javier pushed against the wards.
“Hold the wards!” she shrieked in panic at the red-haired Warder. “Javier is possessed!”  
The pressure built, and her ears popped as the wards blew. The Warder flew through the air and slammed violently against the wall, then collapsed onto the floor. 
Bree dove for the Bible and bottle of holy water as Javier turned to face her. To her dismay, the top was off and the bottle was empty. All she had was the Bible, the salt and the remnants of magical energy built earlier in the ritual working. And no back up. The other Keeper was down from the wards blowing, Lane and Kevin were down. She scrambled to her feet as Javier stalked toward her. He was breathing in hard, loud huffs. 
She held up the Bible in front of her and tried to gather the rattled scraps of her Demonsense around her. “By this Holy Word, I command you! By the will of God, I command you!” she tried, but Javier slapped the Bible out of her hand. Where was Daniel? Where were the other two Keepers?  
She knew she was about to die. How fitting that it be Javier who did it. She doubted he’d ever truly forgiven her. And the demon could work with that. If only she had approached him before, sincerely tried to work it out with him. But he was so damned stiff-necked! She was going to die because of it.
“You want to kill me, don't you Javier?" she burst out. 
Javier stopped short with his hands hovering over her. Before she could stop and think too much about what she was doing, what she was risking, she continued. “You never did forgive me for Seth's death. But it was as much your fault as mine."
Javier’s face was working, and he was breathing even harder. But he was fighting now. Somehow, she’d opened an emotional pathway that gave him room to fight.   
“He just wasn’t good enough in your eyes if he wasn’t using his power,” she continued relentlessly. “You're the one who sent jobs his way. You wanted him to be part of the club, some kind of honorary Keeper. But that wasn’t what made him special, it never was! It was his heart! His heart, and his music!”
Slowly, Javier’s hands descended, but they were shaking now. She took a careful step back. “You pretended to forgive me, because you thought God wanted that of you. But you never did. And that’s the weakness the demon is using in you. You don’t forgive! You are not a forgiving man.”
Javier gave a wordless roar and clutched his head. Bree backed up against the coffee table, and with a quick motion, she turned, slammed her hands down into the blessed red wine pooled there, the slapped them down on Javier’s chest.
“By the holy blood of the Savior, I command you Tirakku! Leave this host! By the mercy of Mother Mary, leave him!” She threw every ounce of power she had into gathering the energy of the prayers in the space around her and flung her Demonsense into Javier, felt the energy signature of the demon, attuned, and shoved against it, shoving it out. She felt it surging out of Javier in an almost blinding, horribly hot rush. The back of her mind gibbered that she was going to burn up in it, but she kept her hands in demonic energy, dragged it to the floor, and with a final prayer, sent it into the earth. All that remained was the lingering, demonic stench of sulphur on the air.



Chapter 16
 
Bree looked at her hands as silence descended on the room. She expected them to be black and burnt to a crisp, but there they were, still wet with the wine, but otherwise fine. Her hair was hanging half out of the hasty braid she’d made. She regretfully wiped her hands on Kevin’s very nice, but already ruined rug, then pushed her hair behind her ears as she carefully straightened up. Javier was lying on his back with silent tears streaming out of his open eyes and down the sides of his face. Waves of trembling moved across his body, but the worst of the physical reaction seemed to be over. Lane seemed to be asleep, which was a fairly common after reaction to a possession. Kevin’s glasses had gotten knocked off somehow in the melee. His face looked pale and vulnerable. He stirred as she watched. 
She went over to the red-haired Keeper sprawled on the floor. She knelt beside him and gently shook his shoulder. He moved limply, his head lolling at an odd angle. Cold prickles went down her spine. He looked dead. Feeling sick, she felt for his pulse, then leaned close over his mouth, hoping to find he was breathing. He wasn’t. She didn't know if it was a broken neck from being slammed into the wall, or if it was the magical backlash of the wards being blown out so forcefully, but it didn't matter. The demon had killed the Keeper. Bree started to shake.
The front door opened, and one of the other Keepers came in, with Daniel following close behind, looking more frightened than she had ever seen him. He pulled up short as he saw her, closed his eyes briefly, then moved toward her more slowly. She put a hand up as he approached, saying, “taint,” and he stopped again. He looked down at the Keeper, then up at her, brows raised in question.
"He was killed when the wards blew," she told him.
"Jesus fucking Christ." He glanced around the room, then went over to Kevin, who was trying to sit up. Daniel righted him, and started untying him.
“What in God’s green earth happened in here!” the other Keeper exclaimed as she knelt beside Javier. “We felt the wards break, and there was so much backlash, we had one hell of a job getting new ones set up outside. ”
“The demon jumped to Lane, and then to Javier, I don’t know how. It got Javier to break the wards, but I managed to complete the exorcism before it could do much more.”
The Keeper shot her a look of respect, then closed her eyes, probably doing a sweep with her Demonsense. Bree was relieved she didn’t have to be the one to do it. She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to stand up much longer, let alone use any more power tonight. 
Kevin was sitting up now, and he sobbed into Daniel’s arms. “I tried, I tried so hard, Daniel,” he moaned out between sobs. Bree realized that the sooner Steve got out here, the better this would go for Kevin, so she went and fetched him. Steve’s face was streaked with tear tracks, but he had himself under control. He looked more determined than scared as she led him out into the living room. She was proud of him as he took Daniel’s place and told Kevin over and over that it wasn’t his fault.  
Daniel approached her with a cautious look and stopped a careful two feet away. “You need to eat. Food first, and then sleep.” 
Bree nodded and followed him into the kitchen, washed her hands, and sat at the breakfast bar. Daniel pulled sandwich fixings out of the fridge and he was halfway into making a roast beef sandwich when Bree registered what he was doing. “Sorry, I’m a vegetarian. Just give me the bread,” Bree told him, but he shook his head. 
“I’m sure we can do better than that.” He rustled around in the fridge until he came up with some leftover Pad Thai. He picked the chicken out of it and heated it up in the microwave for her. Bree slowly ate it, as well as two slices of buttered bread he put in front of her. He was silent as he munched through the sandwich he’d started to make her, then irritated her by slamming things around the kitchen as he cleaned up. He knocked over a glass of water and dropped a knife onto the floor with a clatter as he went. By rights he should be dragging, but it was clear he was wound up, even angry. And right now, she couldn’t bring herself to care.
Javier came in about ten minutes later. His hair was carefully combed into place, and his face had been washed, but there was no hiding the strain in his expression. She was surprised he could stand up. 
“No demon sign,” he said. “The exorcism was successful.” He was carefully looking somewhere between Bree and Daniel. 
Bree knew she should clear the air with him somehow, maybe apologize for what she’d said during the exorcism, but her brain just wouldn’t bring the words to mind. 
“I called in the description of Hunter. Keepers are already monitoring some of the known Keltoi locations. I’ll take some of Hunter’s things, and we'll do what we can with a finder spell.”
“Steve said he had on the locater amulet Daniel gave him,” Bree finally responded, but Daniel shook his head.  
“He knew the spell, and I would have felt something by now if he'd used it. It’s most likely they found it and took it off him.”  
Bree’s heart sank. She hadn’t realized how much she was counting on the amulet. She was missing hers. Franchesca probably still had it. 
“A finder spell is far more likely to work if it’s done by someone with a connection to Hunter,” Daniel argued. “It should be me.”
“It would be safest if you did no further working until your taint is cleared. I assume you picked it up in having contact with Kevin after he was possessed. And I won’t have anyone to spare to do it until at least tomorrow. Besides, as you well know, a finder spell has only a very outside chance of working given that it was apparently high powered Keltoi who took him. I’m sure they'll have adequate defenses against such spells.”
“It can’t hurt,” Daniel replied impatiently. “If I can just get some of my things at my place…”
“Out of the question,” Javier replied, looking directly at Daniel for the first time. “It’s clear the Keltoi still want you, and I don’t have people to spare to go with you and protect you. Our resources are better spent elsewhere right now.” 
“I don’t recall asking for your protection,” Daniel returned. He took a step closer to Javier as he spoke. Bree felt a male dominance battle winding up between the two men.
“Whether you asked for it or not, you hardly serve our cause if you’re taken by the Keltoi,” Javier returned. “We have information that a major action is going down soon, and between preparing for that and the recent increase in possessions, my people are spread thin and hurting. I don't need you making their job more difficult.”
“What I’m planning would make it easier! For God’s sake, Ortiz, I’m hardly a civilian. Let me help!”
“Perhaps tomorrow, when your taint is clear, and your base energy is recovered, if I have personnel to spare.”
“Do you really want to leave Hunter with these people one second longer than necessary?” Daniel's face reddened in anger. Bree had seen him in a number of stressful situations, and she’d never seen him like this. Granted, she didn’t know him well, but her sense of him was that he didn’t lose control easily. He moved closer to Javier, and he was radiating readiness for a physical confrontation. She wondered if it was the taint pushing him over the edge, or the stress of his confrontation with Franchesca. She found herself agreeing with Javier that Daniel wasn’t in good shape to do a working.
“No one wants that, Daniel,” she interrupted. “I know you’re a good Caster, and of course you should try the spell. But Javier’s right that you need the taint cleared first. I could probably do the taint myself tomorrow. With any luck, Hunter will be found before then anyway.”
Javier shot her a grateful look, then continued before Daniel could respond. “We have a safe house that you and Bree can stay at tonight, and for the next couple days if need be. There’s only a couple of hours until morning in any case.”
"The next couple of days?" Now it was Bree's turn to get upset. "I'm not staying in some safe house for the next couple of days, not with Hunter missing. There has to be some way I can help in the search for him!" 
Daniel crossed his arms. "I'm with her."
Javier frowned and regarded each of them closely, clearly reading them. "You do realize both of you are dangerously low on base energy? You won't be in the position to help Hunter if you die."
"Oh come on," Bree started to protest, but Javier interrupted her.
"Go ahead and read each other if you don't believe me." 
Bree had a stubborn impulse to refuse, but she knew Javier was good at energy reading, so he was probably right. She tried to call up her Reader sense to double check, then winced at the lance of pain that went straight into her forehead at the effort. She swayed, and Daniel put a hand under her elbow to steady her.
"I've seen Keepers up and talking one moment, only to drop dead the next when they've overused their power," Javier pressed. "Thorvaldson, I'm sure you've seen it as well. And you're in even worse shape than Bree right now. Now both of you, just please do as I say for tonight. I promise you'll be kept updated on events, and I will personally check in with you tomorrow."
It was hard to swallow, but Bree could see the sense in Javier's request, and apparently Daniel did as well, because the aggression went out of him. They both agreed to go to the safe house for the night. 
The Keeper who had been outside with Daniel, introduced simply as ‘Chen’, was assigned to drive them there. Chen had been questioning Kevin, who reported he had no information at all about where they might have taken Hunter. He simply didn't have enough time with the demon to get any feel for that at all. Both he and Steve looked absolutely ravaged, and Bree gave them each a long, hard hug goodbye.  
She fell asleep in the car and awoke only when they arrived at the safe house and Chen shook her awake. It was an older contemporary style house, probably from the seventies, wood and big expanses of glass, surrounded by tall Douglas fir trees that were swaying and rustling in a brisk off shore breeze. Bree could just make out a glimmer of light from another house through the trees, but otherwise, the setting was very private. Chen told her the house backed onto Carkeek Park, and being fairly close to home struck her as a comfort. 
The man who let them in was an older black man with salt and pepper hair and a moustache. He was wearing a plaid bathrobe and old blue slippers. Chen introduced him as Joe Blanchard, and told them he was a retired Keeper. Joe said little as he led them each to a bedroom in the upstairs of the house. Daniel stumbled on the stairs, twice, and Joe managed to steady him both times. Whatever had kept Daniel upright so far seemed to have left him, and it was even clearer now that Javier was right. Daniel was dangerously depleted. 
Bree dragged herself up the stairs by pulling on the handrail, and every step hurt like hell. Just as she reached the top, Joe came out of the bathroom with a bottle of Ibuprofen and a cup of water, which he handed to Bree without comment. Daniel practically fell into the room Joe indicated was his, and he shut the door without saying a word. Joe bid Bree good night, and shuffled off back downstairs, where presumably there was another bedroom where he slept.  
The sun was well up by the time she awoke, sneaking in past closed blinds to stripe the light blue walls of the room in which she had slept. The first thing that occurred to her was that hours had gone by, and there was at least some chance the Keepers had already found Hunter. She wanted to believe it, was almost afraid to wake all the way up and find out it wasn't true. 
Her second thought was that she hadn’t had any nightmares. That was unexpected. She'd been so sure that another exorcism would start the whole cycle again. Not to mention the lingering horror over that poor Keeper's death. Her body jerked as the memory of the dead Keeper flashed through her consciousness. She shook her head, trying to banish the image. She couldn't think about that right now.
She sat up, stretched carefully, and began to register her surroundings more fully than she had last night. She was in a twin bed in what appeared to have last seen service as a teenaged boy’s room. There were a couple of baseball trophies on a shelf next to an autographed baseball under a dusty half dome of glass, as well as some little league and high school team photographs. If the kid had been Joe’s, he was long gone by now, given her impression that Joe was at least in his late sixties. She was just about to stand up when the door opened and Daniel slipped into the room. His hair was sticking up, and beard stubble darkened his cheeks. "Joe's fixing breakfast. Come on, we both need to eat if we're to get our power back up."
"Any news on Hunter?" she asked.
Daniel shook his head, and the hope Bree had woken up with collapsed. "I'm just going to take a quick shower first," she told him. Daniel just stood there, and for a minute, she thought he was going to argue with her, but then he nodded and left. Bree understood why Daniel was in such a hurry. Like her, he likely wanted to be up and involved somehow in the search for Hunter.
After her shower, she ruefully inspected her black eye, puffy split lip, and the shallow cut and bruise on her swollen cheek. Though she was longing to don her oldest, softest sweats, she had no choice but to get stiffly back into her dress from last night. She found she was sore in surprising places, not just where she’d been hit. She had likely strained her muscles in her efforts to get out of her bonds last night.  
She made her way downstairs, where she found Joe and Daniel sitting over cups of coffee in the kitchen. They were at an octagonal wood table with a smoked glass top that was probably as old as the house. The brief sunshine had gone behind the clouds again, and the close cover of nearby trees leant a greenish tone to what natural light was coming in the windows.  
Joe set a plate of scrambled eggs in front of her, poured her some coffee and put two slices of bread in the toaster for her. Daniel was silent but fidgety, jiggling his foot and turning his coffee cup around and around. 
Joe left the room for a moment, then came back with the bottle of Ibuprofen, which he set down in front of Bree. "I'm going to go out and do a sweep of the property, make sure no Keltoi picked up your location." He retreated from the room, seeming to sense that she and Daniel needed to talk. She tentatively opened up her Demonsense to check on the taint, and to her surprise, it was gone. 
Daniel had been watching her as she sat across from him, and he must have seen some sign of surprise on her face because he said, “Joe cleared the taint for me this morning before you woke up. Apparently that was one of his specialties as Keeper, and he said he didn’t want it stinking up his house all day.”
It was a line Daniel would usually have delivered with a smile, and its absence was telling. Bree looked at him more closely, and saw that he looked far from rested. Of course, having taint cleared tended to be draining, not to mention the possession from last night, but she suspected she was right and he hadn’t slept well. She could see tiredness, worry, and the remains of anger, and there was a cant to his shoulders that read as guilt. She experienced a jolt of discomfort as she remembered how his face looked last night when he was possessed. But she was worried enough about the aftereffects of the possession that she opened up her Reader sense further.
“Can you not do that right now?” Daniel said irritably while avoiding her gaze. “I just woke up from what little sleep I got, and I’m not in the mood to be under the microscope right this minute.”
Her Reader sense shut down with an uncomfortable snap. She was annoyed that her unconscious mind had moved to obey him before her conscious mind had decided how to respond.  
“You look terrible, and I’m worried about you,” she responded more sharply than she meant to.
“You look terrible yourself.”
“Such chivalry, and first thing in the morning too.”
Daniel sighed and put his coffee cup down. He ran one hand through his hair in his habitual nervous gesture, then looked at her apologetically, the fire out of his eyes. “Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry I bit your head off. And frankly, I’m afraid to look too closely at you, because it’ll make me want to go kill the guy that hurt you. And I’m a little too close to that state of mind already.”
“Any news about Hunter?”
“No good news. They’re gradually ruling out some known Keltoi locations, but it all takes time.”	
“Daniel, last night…” Bree began, then paused, not sure how to start on all the questions she had.
Daniel quickly passed his hands over his ears, and Bree felt a small surge of power as he set a sound stop spell around them. “Last night, I had to make a call,” he said leaning forward over his cup, face serious. “I knew you wouldn’t approve of my letting Gelsenim in, and I knew it was dangerous. I know Franchesca, and I don’t think she would kill me, but I’m afraid I was quite certain she was going to kill you. She’s been Keltoi and a Demon Master a long time now, so she's probably demon burned, and she always had a ruthless streak.”
“She said she was going to show Gelsenim how to keep control of your body. I’d certainly call that ruthless.” 
“I doubt she was telling the truth on that,” he replied, leaning back in his chair again.  
“You don’t think she knows how to do it, or you don’t think she would do it?”
Daniel hesitated, then said, “Both, I think. She and I have a history. It’s complicated, but I guess I just can’t believe she would really want to see me obliterated like that.”
“Yeah, well, I gathered the bit about having history,” Bree replied. “But I’m not sure I agree that she wouldn’t hurt you like that. She seemed pretty pissed off at you.”
“And I’m beyond furious at her. But I think she was telling the truth when she said she wanted out of the Keltoi.”
A denial sprang to Bree’s lips, but died there. If she was completely honest with herself, she had to admit her read had been that there was at least some small truth to Franchesca wanting out. She wanted to deny it, wanted to see Franchesca as wholly bad. 
“Maybe some part of her does, Daniel,” she finally replied carefully. “But I don’t think it’s the greater part. She’s up to something, something involving a need for your hiding spell. I just don’t see how she would have said what she did in front of those other two if she really was trying to get out.”
He looked away at that, and she got the sense that he didn’t believe her. He wanted it to be true that Franchesca had some good left, and that he could help to save her by getting her out of the Keltoi. Surely he should know better, but this was probably an area where he couldn’t think clearly. 
One thing she had gathered from last night’s encounter was the fact that Franchesca wasn’t only his best friend from childhood. Clearly they had been lovers. She felt sick to her stomach as the image of Daniel kissing Franchesca intruded into her thoughts. It may have been Gelsenim in control, but she’d still had to watch. She shook her head and made the decision to let it drop for now. She doubted she could persuade him of anything on that score anyway.  “Do you really think that man is Hunter’s biological father?” she asked.
“It’s certainly possible.” He sat back again and finished the last of his coffee. “My biggest fear is that he’ll take Hunter out of town, go underground with him. That could make him very hard to find. But somehow, I don’t think Franchesca will allow it.”
“Because of her secret heart of gold?” Bree asked caustically, in spite of herself.
“No, because she won’t want to let go of the advantage over me that Hunter gives her.” Irritability was creeping back into his voice.
“If that’s the case,” Bree replied, hope rising, “then maybe they’ll try to exchange Hunter for you. And if we’re prepared for it, surely we can find a way to get Hunter back without giving you up.”
“It's possible that it would endanger Hunter to do anything but what they say. If they want to make the exchange, I may just have to go with them and see what I can do to get away later.”
Bree felt the impulse to argue with that, but she couldn’t, not really. She glanced across at him, to try to see how he was feeling about the prospect, and his grim, angry expression gave her stomach another twist. She couldn’t stop seeing the demon in his face. This was what she’d warned Steve against last night, why she didn’t want him to see Kevin possessed. She wondered how long it would go on like this, flashbacks to Daniel being possessed. She assumed that over time it would happen less, but for now, it was damned disturbing. It added another complicated layer to her already complex feelings about Daniel. 
She thought about how frightened he’d looked last night when he came in after the exorcism, likely wondering if she’d survived, and how relieved he’d been when he caught sight of her. It had been the reaction of someone who cared, a lot. Not to mention that he’d risked himself in asking Gelsenim to possess him in order to save her. As all this flashed though her mind, she had to admit to herself that it mattered to her that he cared. She wasn’t convinced it was love, as Franchesca had said, but she was drawn to him, powerfully.
He got up to pour more coffee, doubtless in part to avoid her reading him. And just as quickly as her feelings had warmed to him, they cooled. She understood he was tired and unnerved, but was there some other reason he didn’t want her to read him? She sighed. She’d woken up at least a little refreshed, but that had melted away. Her own emotions were tiring her out already, and she’d been awake less than an hour.  
Daniel sat down again and said abruptly, “I think I should call up Gelsenim and see if he knows something about where they took Hunter.”	
“Oh, no way,” Bree responded instantly. “You are not risking another possession, do you hear me? My God, you just had taint cleared! You know that puts you at higher risk than usual for attracting a demon for at least another couple of days! Besides, what am I supposed to do if it does take you? I don’t have a second, I don’t have my exorcism kit…” 
“Joe probably still has a kit. Besides, it wouldn’t take much to assemble one. And anyway, I really don’t think there’s that much risk you would have to use it. I was able to master him last night when I was under a lot more stress.”
“It’s not worth the risk!” Bree exclaimed in frustration. I almost lost you once already leaped out of her unconscious and nearly came out of her mouth, but she bit it back.  
Daniel slammed his cup down, spilling some coffee onto the table. “Damn it, Bree, don’t you want to find Hunter?”
“Of course I want to find Hunter! I can’t even bear to think about how terrified he must be! But this is just crazy, after all the effort we went to last night to keep everyone safe, after you agreed to let me monitor you, how can you just…”
“If you would let me finish,” Daniel interrupted, voice tight with reined in anger, “I have the ability to make Gelsenim look for Hunter. There really is a chance it could help.”
“But at what cost?” Bree cried. “If you’re taken by Gelsenim, if another possession puts you over the edge, you won’t be in any condition to make the exchange if they are willing to trade you for Hunter!”
Daniel leaned back in his seat and said, “You’re just scared, aren’t you? You don’t want to have to face Gelsenim again.”
That brought Bree up short. She felt herself flushing, and not with anger. Dear Lord, there was some truth to it. She didn’t want to see Gelsenim, or feel his presence. She didn’t ever want to see Gelsenim looking out of Daniel’s eyes again. Her anger dropped right out of her, replaced by shame. So much had happened in such a short period of time that her usual defenses crumbled and the truth came pouring out, more truth than she liked to tell anyone. 
“I’m always afraid,” she told Daniel, voice shaky with repressed, embarrassed tears. “I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t
afraid. Some of my earliest memories are of sensing demons and being scared out of my mind, and everyone around me acting like I was crazy. I hate having Demonsense. And I never wanted to be an Exorcist. After Seth died, I finally had an excuse to stop, one everyone would understand, instead of knowing me for the coward I am. But it didn’t work. Not using my power didn’t work either. I felt half dead, and I tried to convince myself it was all just the grief. But it wasn’t." She drew in a shuddering breath. "And last night, doing the exorcism, I really thought I was going to get burned, just like Seth. In fact, I still don’t know why I didn’t. That was the biggest demon I ever took on, and the exorcism spells were only half cast at that point, and not by me.” As she spoke, she found her shame receding as her confusion about last night stirred.
“I think you have more power than you know, or frankly, than you want,” Daniel replied. He was less angry now, but he wasn’t soft either. “And you’re hardly a coward, I think you proved that last night, multiple times. As for the exorcism, I wasn’t there, so I can’t be sure what happened. But I do know that the best Exorcists have a power akin to that of a Demon Master. They may not be able to call a demon, or have full command of one, but they have such a fine ability to sense demonic energy and direct it that they can control demons to some degree. There’s such a taboo about being a Demon Master that Exorcists don’t like to think of it in those terms, but it’s true.”
Even as Bree acknowledged that Daniel was likely right, she felt queasy at the thought that some ability of hers might run so close to the line of Demon Master talent. Maybe it ought to increase her sense of safety, but instead, it made her feel contaminated. “We’re getting off the subject,” she finally responded, battling to put her unease aside, and trying to be less reactive, think more clearly about what Daniel had said. “You want to call Gelsenim and get him to look for Hunter. And yeah, you’re right, that scares me. I’m feeling like I’ve had enough of demons. But I guess I'm desperate enough to find Hunter that I'm willing to hear you out. Go ahead and tell me how that would work. Don’t demons have all kinds of limitations when they’re disembodied?”
Daniel spoke quickly in response. “Most do, but the stronger, higher level demons have some way of traveling in whatever realm they normally inhabit and listening in to our space at specific locations. So Gelsenim’s abilities make him a good spy. The trick is to command him with the right restrictions that I don’t leave loopholes for him to twist it in some evil way.”
"Why have I never heard about this? It seems incredibly risky, trying to get a demon that strong to do something that specific."
"It's a Keltoi technique, used by Demon Masters. So I'm not surprised you've never heard of it. I came across it a number of times in my work as Keeper, and I can assure you, it works. It may not always net you exactly the information you're looking for, though. Demons have a tendency to either not really understand what you want, or else they twist the command in some way and bring you information you don't need just as a way to mess with you."
"Have you done it before?"
"No. I was tempted a couple of times, but no. Though you may have a hard time believing it, I really do try not to use my Demon Master talent."
Now that her initial defensive resistance was waning, Bree had to admit the technique sounded somewhat promising. “Is this more likely to be of help than a finder spell?” 
He sat back a little in his chair. “A really good finder spell, one with enough complexity to work around some of the ways the Keltoi might be able to block it may have a better chance. But it would take a long time to prepare and cast, at least a day, and probably two. And to do the best possible job, I’d need to get to my house for supplies. Calling Gelsenim is something I can do now.”
Damn the man, why did he always have to be so logical? Bree drank some coffee, which had gone cool during their argument, buttered her toast and took a bite as she gave herself time to take in what Daniel had said. 
He got up for what had to be at least his third cup of coffee, which Bree couldn’t help feeling was a mistake in his ragged, jumpy condition. He gave her cup a warm up shot while he had the coffee pot in hand, then started cleaning up his breakfast dishes. She couldn’t help but appreciate a man who did dishes when he was stressed, although she was half braced for him to break something, given how clumsy he tended to be. She was also grateful that he was giving her time to calm down and think. She barely tasted her cold toast as she did just that. She made herself take some more Ibuprofen now that she had some food in her. He had just sat back down again when she said, “Okay, if we do this, there are some problems. First off, how could we hide what we’re doing from Joe? If he can clear taint, he’s got Demonsense.”
“I can hide Gelsenim’s presence for a short time if I have to. It’s rather like the hiding spell I use on myself. It’s what I used when I would call demons on my own, when I first started researching all this.”
“You’re really kind of scary, you know that?” Bree responded, eyes wide. 
She’d been going for humor, partly to draw attention away from the bout of vulnerability she’d just displayed, but Daniel seemed to be fresh out, because he didn’t crack a smile. “It’s a logical extension of the hiding spell.”
“We won’t have an outside Warder if it’s just you and I,” Bree continued on, subdued. “If you have to concentrate on maintaining wards and on mastering the demon, it’ll likely be a strain.”
“I’ve done it before,” Daniel responded shortly.
“Yes, and having done it before, you decided you needed monitoring, and I’m it. So let me monitor. I need to read you before I’ll agree to this.”
Daniel’s expression closed down even further. His whole posture said “No” but he took a careful breath and said, “All right, but can we avoid a deep read? There’s been a lot, I mean with what happened last night, I…” he stumbled to a stop, then started over. “A lot that touches on my personal life is up for me right now. I know reading isn’t mind reading, but a deep read comes pretty close. I need a little privacy right now. It’s not my usual way to open up on that level with someone I don’t know well. It’s not that I don’t…”
“I understand,” Bree interjected. He didn't want her to know his feelings about Franchesca. The thought gave her pain, but she pushed her reaction aside. “I mostly just need to see what effects the possession and the taint from last night had on your base energy. I wish I had more clarity about what I’m looking for, but the way I’ve conceptualized the monitoring, I’m looking to see if you still feel like you. I’ve got to figure that if your mind is breaking down the way they say happens for Demon Masters, I’d feel the difference in your base energy. I can try to make it fast, and I’ll do my best to target just the read of your base.”  
Daniel nodded, but couldn’t seem to meet her eyes. 
“Okay then, why don’t we both go meditate, then I'll do the reading. If that checks out, I suppose we look for a moment when Joe is either out of the house again or occupied with something.”
	“Agreed,” Daniel replied, then banished the sound stop spell with a gesture, and left the table to go back upstairs to the room where he’d slept. Bree watched him go with feelings so mixed she hardly had names for all of them. 



Chapter 17
 
After finishing breakfast, Bree did some meditation, then checked in again with Joe, who was in charge of getting updates about Hunter. 
"Sorry to say, they haven't found hide nor hair of him yet," Joe told her. He had sad eyes, and he looked tired. Bree wondered how all this might be affecting him. Based on the room she'd slept in, he had a son himself. And she imagined it wasn’t easy to retire as a Keeper, especially in the same city where you had served. There were never enough Keepers or Exorcists, it seemed, so there was always pressure to pitch in. 
"Keepers aren't sending anyone here to guard you two, since it looks like the Keltoi don't know you're here," he continued. "I've done a sweep twice, and there's no one around, not even normals. It's a risk, but Ortiz thinks it best to keep all available Keepers out looking for the boy, at least this morning."
"No argument from me," Bree replied.
"Well, all you got is me, so I'll keep patrolling. You two ought to try to get some more sleep. You won't be much help with all this until your power is back up. And I doubt it is. You both still look done in, and you feel done in."
"I know, you're right. But you will wake us if there's any news?"
"You can count on it."
 Bree looked at the ground as she continued. She hated lying. "I had nightmares last night about the demon we encountered. Is there any chance you have a crucifix and some holy water, or any other exorcism supplies that I can have nearby? It would just make me feel more secure."
"Yeah, I can arrange that." He came back in a moment with a powder blue make-up case and handed it over to her, saying gruffly, “It was my wife’s exorcist kit. She passed last year.” 
"My husband passed as well, year before last," Bree told him. She felt that rush of relief she’d felt since Seth’s death whenever she encountered someone else who’d lost their partner. It felt soothing in some strange way to know someone else really understood what it was like. 
Joe nodded and patted her shoulder. "You try to get some rest."
Bree thanked him and headed back upstairs. She found Daniel waiting for her in her room. He was sitting on the bed, and he regarded her gravely as she came in. Like her, he seemed to have benefited from meditation. She could read right away that he was more composed. And in turn, Bree found she could look at him without imagining his features shifting to those of the demon’s. He just looked like Daniel, worn around the edges, but strong, capable, and defended in some indefinable way.  
Bree put down the kit and sat down next to him on the bed, one knee pulled up so she could face him, and he moved to do the same. “Joe’s outside, patrolling,” she said. “I don’t know for how long. He knows we need more sleep, so unless there’s some big breaking news, he probably won’t come up and bother us for awhile.”  
Daniel merely nodded, then got up to do a quick warding and a sound stop spell. As he sat back down next to her, she took a deep breath, and continued, “Look, just so we’re clear, I want your agreement that if, after I read you, I don’t think you’re in shape to do a big working, you won’t run off and try to call Gelsenim on your own. You’ll wait, get some rest, then let me read you again.”
After a telling hesitation, he replied, “Okay, I can agree to that. But Bree, just remember that as long as my base energy and will energy are in reasonable shape, I can do this thing. I’ve mastered demons under battle conditions, on my own, with no help. A short working is not going to be that dangerous.”
“It’d better be a short working. I don’t think my nerves could take a long one.” She leaned forward a bit and reached for the buttons of his shirt without thinking, then pulled up short in embarrassment. A tiny smile ghosted across Daniel’s lips, and he reached for the buttons himself. The soft, chamois cloth shirt was rumpled and gave off a mild odor of sweat. Bree imagined he was probably longing for clean clothes as much as she was. 
As Daniel bared his chest for her read, and she placed her hand against him, she felt an inconvenient flash of desire. For God’s sake, she thought to herself, what does it take to beat this attraction out of you? She took refuge in closing her eyes and focusing on the read. She was careful to be true to her word, and went only for an energy read. Neither his base or will energies were as high as they’d been last night before they called Gelsenim at Bruce and Sophie's, but they weren’t bad. In fact, Daniel with relatively low energy read as strong as most people who were the picture of health. She put out her Demonsense, and while he read as someone recently tainted or possessed, he clearly wasn’t either at present. With a certain disappointment, she opened her eyes and ended the read, returning her hand to her lap. “You read relatively strong,” she admitted. She pulled her other leg up onto the bed, then crossed both of them, fluffing her dress out to fully cover herself, and faced him as he buttoned up his shirt. “I didn’t read any more than I said I would. But Daniel, there was something amiss on the deep read last night.”
He stopped in mid-button, and looked up at her, eyebrows raised in surprise.
She tucked her hair behind her ears and said, “I know, I let you go ahead. Your energy seemed strong enough, although you did seem to go through it pretty fast. But there was just a kind of darkness in your base energy, something growing…” she trailed off uncertainly.
“But not taint?” he prompted.
She shook her head. “No, not taint. I’m having trouble describing it in words. There are always dark areas on a read. I think they’re basically a person’s issues, unresolved grief or guilt, what have you. This was like that, but also different. Or maybe because you’re so high powered, even your issues read stronger. I’m not sure. But I do know it was worse after you’d called Gelsenim. I would be very surprised if it wasn’t worse still today. The real weakness in this whole monitoring idea is how inexperienced I am. It’s not like I’ve ever read a Demon Master who was getting demon burned and losing his mind. All I can do is look for changes. And have you stop if you’re changing too much. I’d like to do a deep read and see if that’s the case.”
“Do I seem to you like I’m starting to lose my mind?’ Daniel asked mildly.
“Well you aren’t yourself, that’s for sure.”
“Neither are you,” he returned with a small smile, which took some of the sting out of his words. “Look, I think at this point, Hunter comes first. Even if you did the read and found this darkness streak is worse, unless I’ve actually started to seem erratic to you, I would want to move forward on this. If that's not the case, let’s just do this thing and get it over with.”
There was something in his tone that told her he wasn’t looking forward to calling the demon any more than she was, and that settled her. She knew Demon Masters became addicted to calling the demons, and there was no eagerness to be read in any of his tells. 
Realizing she was out of excuses to delay further, and reminding herself sternly that at least this was something she could do to help Hunter, she said “Fair enough. Let's get started.” She got off the bed, grabbed up the exorcist kit and backed as far away from Daniel as she could get in the moderate sized bedroom. She opened up the kit and found familiar items: A fine silver crucifix on a delicate chain, holy water in an old Tresor perfume bottle, a small blue leather Bible, and a few dried wands of lavender. She riffled through the Bible until she found one of her favorite passages for use in exorcisms, then loosened the top on the holy water bottle. She still had her own crucifix on from last night, so she left the one in the kit alone. Daniel raised the ward, and she stayed inside it so she could perform an exorcism if she had to. Then he spent several minutes casting the masking spell for demonic energy he'd mentioned earlier. Finally, he stood quietly, then without any of the ritual of last night, he shouted, “Gelsenim, I call you! Gelsenim, I command you!”
Faster than Bree believed possible, the air heated and the demon emerged into existence in his human shaped form. He looked fresh as a daisy, in a spotless white shirt, a tweed jacket, and brown wool pants. His blond hair waved crisply back from his forehead, the handsome country gentleman façade marred only by the orange gleam in his eyes. “Well, here we are, all together again,” the demon drawled. “Miss me that much, did you? Ready to let me go for another ride?”
Bree was deeply relieved that Gelsenim had taken his human form, but at the same time, she felt like slapping that smug face. If Daniel felt annoyed, he didn’t show it. “No time to talk today, Gelsenim. I have some work for you.” 
“And what’s in it for me?” the demon replied as he examined his red painted fingernails. It struck Bree as odd that the demon wasn’t trying to gain some kind of mastery of the situation. He’d fought hard enough last night, both the first time Daniel called him, then later to keep control of Daniel. If he were human, she would have read him as embarrassed and trying to hide it, like someone who’d done something foolish while drunk and was hoping you wouldn’t mention it the next morning.
“Perhaps a little something to assuage your boredom,” Daniel replied in an almost friendly voice. “I know you’ve mentioned before that it gets dull having to scrounge for food all the time. I want you to look for someone for me.”
The demon’s form wavered, started to take on that of Hunter, as it had last night when the demon had been taunting Kevin, but it quickly reversed itself.
“Yes, the boy, Hunter. Kevin’s son. Are you familiar with Keltoi locations in this city?”
“You want me to work for you?” the demon asked, a peculiar intensity in its tone.
There was a fractional pause before Daniel answered, “In this, yes. A Keltoi named Franchesca Gambrini has him as well as another called Scanlon who may be the boy’s biological father. I want you to check in this city and the immediate surroundings, in a 50 mile radius, any Keltoi location known to you. You will ask any of your fellow demon kind you encounter if they have seen the boy. You will not tell any being in this or any other dimension, demon, human, or other, that I have set you to this task. You will not reveal my location, or the location of this woman here with me. You will not hint it or convey it by any non-verbal means. You will use none of the powers of your kind to do so either. You will do no harm of any kind, in any dimension, to the boy. You will attempt to enter my presence when you have completed this task. You will not take physical form at that time. You will touch this stone without causing me pain.” He paused, and pushed up the sleeve of his shirt to reveal the green stone and leather bracelet on his right wrist. “When I feel the touch, I will call you fully to my presence as soon as I am able to hear your report.”
The demon was strangely quiescent throughout Daniel’s instructions. He had stopped mimicking human movements and there was a hungry look on his face, like a man listening to the stock tip that was going to make him a rich man.  
“You cannot compel me for long,” the demon replied softly.
Daniel raised both his hands and made fists of them. “Long enough for this, I can.”	
The demon gasped and threw its head back, mouth open in a kind of pain/pleasure, then his form disintegrated until it was gone completely. There was moisture in the room from its passing, and a bit of unpleasant mineral smell, but that was all. Bree pushed out her Demonsense, which had been at a high pitch, and could find no demon sign in the vicinity or in Daniel. She nodded to him, and he dropped the wards and his masking spell, then sat tiredly on the bed. Bree carefully put the exorcist kit back together, then joined him again on the bed and sat in silence trying to think of something to say.  
“Okay, that was weird,” she finally got out.
“No shit,” Daniel replied faintly.
“It wasn’t even really that scary. I’m relieved, don’t get me wrong, but does anything you know explain that? Where were the flames? Where was the offensive sexual talk? And why didn’t he try to possess you? Why didn’t he even try to fight you?”
“It kind of fits something I’ve wondered about. Demon Masters typically call demons and have them do work for them. Like I did when I was experimenting as a kid, only bigger things, worse things. I have thought that if the demons fight other Demon Masters as much as Gelsenim fights me, it might not be worth having their help. But from what I’ve read, they don’t always fight like that." He absentmindedly rubbed at his healing knife wound. "I assumed that since Demon Masters typically want demons to possess someone or do something bad, they're happy to comply, since it feeds them, even if they resent being controlled. I’ve been careful to do no more than try to get to know Gelsenim before. I haven’t asked him to do anything. I haven’t wanted to have that kind of relationship with him. You might say I’ve tried to befriend him.”
“Befriend a demon?” Bree asked incredulously.
He shot her an amused glance. “What were we just saying about signs I’m losing my mind? Seriously, I was just trying ways to find out as much as I could. But maybe demons obey Demon Masters not just because they get fed. Maybe they want to obey for some reason.”
“Like when Gelsenim said last night that he was taking on the form you preferred, because you preferred it. I got the sense then that in a weird sort of way, he wanted to please you.”
“Maybe. Or maybe it gives him something to do. Maybe he does get bored, like he once told me. He’s obviously not without intelligence. How else would he come up with such detailed form? How would he be able to play the part that he does?”
“Or maybe he craves the structure in some way,” Bree said, speaking quickly as the ideas started to unroll. “Maybe he's fairly formless on his own and needs you in some way to take a form, to know what to do with himself.”
“Yes! That’s along the lines of what I’ve always thought. Why do they take the forms of demons as we conceptualize them in our art and books? They can obviously take other forms, but they take the form we expect. The only exception to that that I’ve heard of is when you get a lot of disembodied demons in the same space. Then, they tend to take a variety of forms, as if they’re trying to assert some kind of individuality. With regards to Gelsenim, I’m starting to expect that at least part of the time, he’ll take the human form we just saw. Maybe he’s doing it because I expect it, but maybe it’s a way to be an individual.”
“But I think we expect the demon shaped forms for a reason. You know how wrong demonic energy feels to our Demonsense. It feels sickening, and dark, and scary. Even normals can feel it a bit if they come in contact with the possessed.”
“Yes, but what if that has something to do with our perceptive senses, the way we’re wired? What if there’s some sort of clash between their energy and our energy that makes us perceive them that way?” 
“Oh, come on now Daniel, you’re starting to stretch it. We’re talking beings who feed on violence, on rape and war. I’m sorry, but in my book, that’s innately evil. I don’t think my senses are misperceiving them at all. I think they’re right on.” Bree was enjoying the debate, enjoying the mad flow of ideas they could get into together, so she was unprepared when Daniel leapt to his feet and stalked for the door, anger apparent in his posture. He stopped short with his hand on the doorknob, took an obvious breath for control, and turned to face her.
“I need you, I need someone to think out of the box with me,” he said with a hard look at her. “I don’t love the demons, Bree. I want them out of our lives as much as you do. But just categorizing them as evil and fighting them where we find them hasn’t gotten us anywhere. I thought you were with me on that.”
Bree felt like she’d been slapped, and while she was hurt by his tone, another part of her wondered if there might not be some truth to what he was saying. It was important to consider novel ideas if they were to find some new way to address the demon problem. But she felt an instinctive desire to challenge him whenever she thought he was warming to demons in any way, because that could be a sign he was moving toward becoming demon burned. She slowly unfolded her legs and moved to sit facing him as she tried to explain. “Daniel, I am with you on that. I get what you’re saying. But maybe I’m just not good at thinking out of the box about demons. Maybe it's too personal for me.”
“But you already have!” Daniel exclaimed, taking a step toward her, hand raised in a beseeching gesture. “You’ve already helped me think differently about all of it! And I haven’t had anyone to talk to about this, not in years…”  
Bree was on her feet and moving toward him before she realized what she was doing. She took his outstretched hand in both of hers. “I’ll try, Daniel, I’ll try to stay with you on this,” she said, looking up at him, wanting, needing to do something to soothe the loneliness that had come so clearly to the surface at his last statement. 
He froze in place, his dark eyes the only alive thing about him, and he was searching her face with a desperate sort of intensity. Her heart stuttered, and she felt herself falling into his gaze. Without conscious volition, her Reader sense dove into him, seeking to know, to connect further. She felt the intense, delicious flare of his power first, as always, and the emotions she connected with were a mix of longing, desire, anguish and more than last night, far more, was the darkness. It had grown so much that it throbbed with life. He was so blinding with both light and dark energy to her senses that she gasped and released his hand, stumbling backwards in her haste.  
Despair flashed across his face, followed quickly by a mask of control.  
“Oh Daniel, I’m sorry,” Bree began.
“Sorry for what?” he replied woodenly.
“Sorry for reading you like that, I didn’t mean to, it just sort of happened,” she replied, face flushed with embarrassment. He regarded her silently, and she floundered on. “But I’m afraid it didn’t look good.”
Daniel barked out a laugh tinged with an edge of hysteria. “It didn’t look good. It didn’t look good!” he repeated, still laughing. His eyes were wild now, and both hands clutched at his hair as he paced briefly back and forth in front of the door. There was no humor in the laughter, and when he stopped abruptly and dropped his hands to his side, she flinched. He stepped closer to her, and he suddenly seemed very tall, very male and frightening as he said, “I have been beaten, tainted, and possessed. I’ve watched people near and dear to me hurt when I couldn’t protect them, and I’m responsible for the kidnapping of a six year old child. I would hope that it ‘didn’t look good’ inside my head right now. Otherwise, I would already be the monster everyone takes me for.”
“I don’t take you for a monster,” Bree whispered though lips suddenly gone dry.  
“Well, maybe you should,” he whispered back, taking another step toward her.
Before she could decide what to do, there was a knock on the door. Daniel stilled, eyes narrowed, then he waved his hands by his head, nulling the sound stop spell. He turned and opened the door. Joe was on the other side. “Daniel, Javier wants to speak with you," he said with an assessing look at both of them. Bree flushed again, wondering just what it was Joe thought he was seeing. Daniel shot her an unreadable look over his shoulder, then went out after Joe. 
Bree backed up and sat down hard on the bed, then winced as the motion sent a stab of pain across her ribs. She wanted to know what Javier had to say to Daniel, was upset that she was being excluded, since it had to be about Hunter. But she couldn't see pushing it right now, not with how tense things were with Daniel. And he would likely tell her about it when he was done talking to Javier anyway. She hoped. She wasn't sure how fighting it out with Daniel to be included would go, if it came to that. Probably not well.
She sighed, and lay down on the bed, curled up on her side. The emotional roller coaster with Daniel was too much for her, she couldn’t keep up. And what did it mean, that his mood could change so quickly? He hadn't seemed that bad before Gelsenim possessed him. 
Still, whether he was just stressed, or showing the initial signs of Demon Master instability, right now it didn't matter. Hunter had to come first. The way she understood it, Demon Master instability came on slowly, over time. She was probably over reacting and anyway, the puzzle of Daniel could wait.
Unless it's different for him. Unless being so high power made it different, her fear whispered in a counterpoint to reason. And she didn't know if it really was just fear or her intuition talking. Still, being a Reader, and, she had to finally admit to herself, a high power Reader, her intuition was better than most people's. 
	It can wait, she reminded herself. It would have to wait.



Chapter 18
 
Scanlon was so tired he felt drugged. Franchesca had him drive around in circles the rest of the night until she was sure they weren’t being followed, then directed him back to Carson’s office, and they’d been waiting for Carson there ever since. He wanted to take Hunter to his house, but Franchesca vetoed that. She’d said Thorvaldson knew his name now and could probably trace him through Keeper sources. And that really pissed him off because she was the one who used his name in front of Thorvaldson. Somehow he didn’t think it was because she was stupid. She'd meant to do it to keep control of him and the kid.
He couldn’t believe she'd blown it. Thorvaldson was down, and if she hadn’t been playing her sick little game with him, they could have just snatched him and run. He’d tell Carson that, but not in front of Franchesca. 
Franchesca sat on the couch across from him, restlessly adjusting the edge of her skirt, pushing at her hair, and generally primping as they waited for Carson to show up. Justice had come to just enough that Scanlon could haul him up the stairs and dump him in a chair, then he’d passed out again, or maybe he’d just fallen asleep. 
Scanlon looked down at Hunter. He'd finally stopped asking to go home and had fallen asleep. He studied the boy, looking for signs of himself. They had the same color of hair, that was for sure. And, he thought, pretty much the same eyes and the same general build. But his mouth, his chin, even some of his expressions were his mother's.
He shifted uneasily. He didn't want to think about Carlie. She'd overdosed on heroin after an ugly scene where she'd told him she'd had his kid and gave it up for adoption because he wouldn't marry her. As if he'd ever marry a low power prostitute. While a part of him had been curious about the kid, he figured he could have more kids later, hopefully with a high power wife so they'd have more chance of a powered kid. 
That was before his older sisters had had their kids. Two each, in rapid succession. And none of them had turned up powered. Both of his sisters had more high power talent than him. They liked to rub his face in it, so he wasn't exactly disappointed when their kids weren't powered. But it made him realize it might not be that easy to have a powered child. After his last nephew was born, he decided to see if he could find out about the kid Carlie put up for adoption. It was quite a bit of work to get the information, and he had to pay a Reader to follow Hunter and assess him.
But it was all worth it. Hunter was his kid, he was sure of it. The resemblance was definitely there. He couldn't wait to introduce the boy to his father and his sisters, couldn't wait to see their faces when they realized he'd thrown a powered child. 
Hunter stirred and woke. He sat up, hair and clothes rumpled.
"You hungry or anything?" Scanlon asked. "I'm sure I could scare up something around here. Um, some pretzels maybe?"
"I want to go home," Hunter said in a small voice. Scanlon felt a flash of irritation. God, the kid was a whiner, he just wouldn't let up. He knew it would take time for Hunter to forget the fags who’d adopted him, but he would in time. What adopted kid didn’t secretly long for his real parents? Isn’t that what he’d always heard? 
He glanced again at Franchesca and found her staring at Hunter, a little frown between her brows. It almost looked like she was concerned about Hunter, but he knew not to depend on Franchesca's gentler feelings. He wasn't naive, he knew why Franchesca had grabbed Hunter. It sure as hell wasn't to please a lower echelon Keltoi like him. She'd taken Hunter as leverage against Thorvaldson. But it had been a big risk. The Keepers would be swarming known Keltoi locations, hauling in any Keltoi they could overpower and questioning them within an inch of their lives. He was pretty sure that wouldn't please Carson, and he wondered how Franchesca would try to spin it.
He didn’t have long to wonder, because Carson came in ten minutes later with Destry and Mosel, the two bodyguards from the last time he was here. Franchesca pasted a smile on her face and said, “Jeff, good to see you. You certainly are the early bird."
Carson’s gaze made a quick sweep of the room, and apparently he decided he was willing to talk in front of Scanlon, a strange kid, and the sleeping Justice, because he went straight to the point. “I hope you’re going to tell me you have Thorvaldson locked up somewhere and have gotten the information out of him.”
Franchesca wet her lips nervously, but her voice was confident. “I did have a chance at him, but he got away. I didn’t have enough manpower to get control of him, but I have a lead on how to find him. I also managed to possess one of his close associates, and may be able to get more information that way.”
Carson frowned. “We’re running out of time here, Ms. Gambrini. The shipment from Afghanistan will get here next week. You said you could get me that spell."  
"I can still get it, it will just take a little more time. I never said I was certain I could get the hiding spell out of Daniel before the shipment. It’s a bigger risk without his spell, but risk is part of the business." She smiled and crossed her legs, and her already short skirt climbed up her thighs. Scanlon saw with some amusement that Carson's eyes went straight to her legs. Franchesca did have stellar legs, you had to give her that. And she was using them for all their worth.
"We can certainly use the distribution plan you and I discussed without it," Franchesca continued. "Keep in mind that it’s my contacts with the East Coast markets that make this joint endeavor so lucrative.” 
"And why is it you didn't have enough personnel to bring Thorvaldson in? I told you all you had to do was call Destry, and she'd make sure you had enough people to take him down." Carson didn't raise his voice. He almost never did. But his flat gaze radiated displeasure. 
"I wasn't expecting to see Daniel last night. I'd located the woman he's been running with, and planned to question her, find out where he is. He hasn't been home since Scanlon and Justice prematurely tipped him off that we wanted him." 
So the bitch was trying to put the blame of her failure on him. Scanlon opened his mouth to defend himself, then thought better of it. That'd just draw Carson's attention to him. Best to let Franchesca keep talking for now. 
"I discovered the woman had on one of Daniel's locator amulets, and I saw a chance to retrieve Daniel quickly. I know him, and I knew the woman's presence would distract him." Franchesca was speaking a little too quickly. It was clear she was nervous. She must have realized the same thing when Scanlon did, because she slowed down as she went on. "It nearly worked, and while I didn't succeed in getting Daniel, I have some leverage over him now, and it’s quite likely he will come to me.”
“What leverage?” Carson asked.
Franchesca gestured toward Hunter, and Scanlon stiffened. “This child here is the adopted son of Thorvaldson’s oldest, closest friend.”
“And he’s my son,” Scanlon erupted hotly. “You’re not doing anything with him without my permission!”
Destry and Mosel gave each other an amused look, which pissed Scanlon off even more. Carson just said coolly to Scanlon, “Your son?”
“I’m his biological father. I only found out about his existence recently. He’s powered.”
Carson regarded Hunter with something like interest, and the boy squirmed in his seat next to Scanlon. Scanlon was afraid he’d start whining to go home again, but thankfully, he kept quiet. 
“So that's why the Keepers are stirred up. Do we have to worry about the adoptive parents coming after him?” Carson inquired.
“One of the parents is high power, but only on Warding, and the other is normal," Franchesca replied. "Neither have connections with the Ecclesias. They can try to go through channels to locate him, and the Keepers may be in a fuss for a short while, but that’s all to the good. It will keep them occupied, and in the meantime, the boy’s adoptive parents have no power to do anything about the situation. In fact, Thorvaldson is the only real danger on that score, but he can be controlled by his desire to get the boy back. I will propose a trade: Thorvaldson for the boy.”
“Now wait just a goddamned minute,” Scanlon said, half rising from his seat, but an annoyed look from Carson stopped him.  
“She said she would propose a trade, Scanlon, not that she would go through with it.” Carson focused back on Franchesca. “Does he know that Scanlon is the boy's father?"
Scanlon's shoulders tightened with nerves at the question. 
"He knows. Scanlon mentioned it in front of Daniel."
Carson shot Scanlon a disgusted look, then focused back on Franchesca. "Then I doubt Thorvaldson will be in a hurry to trade himself for the boy. I'm sure he imagines Scanlon doesn't want to hurt his own son. No, I don't think it's enough leverage. You'll have to do better than that. Much better." Carson's quiet voice held an unmistakable threat. "I want that hiding spell before the shipment gets here. This is the biggest deal my clan has ever run, and your clan is heavily invested as well. You were sent here for this specific purpose."
Color rose in Franchesca's cheeks at some emotion, and she looked again at Hunter. Then her lips compressed, and she stood up. "Then we'll just have to make sure Daniel is properly motivated." In two quick strides, she was in front of Hunter. She grabbed his arm, hauling him to his feet.
"Hey, what're you doing with my kid," Scanlon protested, rising to his feet and reaching for Hunter's other arm. He'd just gotten a decent grip when Carson snapped, "Mosel, Destry, hold him." Mosel stalked toward him with a nasty grin on his face, Destry with no expression at all. 
"Ow, it hurts!" Hunter cried. Jim almost released his hold on the boy. He didn't want to hurt the kid, and Mosel and Destry were just going to take him down anyway, that was clear. Scanlon's heart hammered in a mixture of rage and shame. There was no way he was going to be able to prevent whatever Franchesca had planned for the kid. He could probably take either Mosel or Destry, but not both at once, and that wasn't even factoring in Carson's casting ability. Destry maneuvered past the couch to his left side, and her hand shot out and grabbed his wrist. "Release," she murmured, and just like that, all the strength left Scanlon's body. His legs gave out just as Hunter was torn away from him. Mosel looked down at Scanlon, frowning. No doubt the sadistic creep was disappointed he didn't get to beat the shit out of Scanlon. Scanlon wanted to close his eyes and ears. He didn't want to know what was going to happen next. 
"Get me a camera or phone capable of shooting video," Franchesca said, voice cold.
"Let go, let go! I want my Dads!" Hunter started screaming.
Scanlon had thought he didn't want to look, but now that it came to it, he felt like not seeing what happened was worse. Grunting with effort, he forced himself up into a sitting position. He was able to get an elbow over the seat of the couch to prop himself up. The spell Destry cast had barely loosened. He was breathing hard with the effort of doing even that much. 
Hunter writhed in Franchesca's grip, and Franchesca jerked on his arm. "Stop pulling away, and it'll stop hurting," she said, voice rising in frustration. 
"Let me go!" Hunter shrieked, tears pouring down his face.
"Whatever you plan to do, please do it quickly," Carson commanded. His face was as expressionless as usual, but his eyes held an avid look, as if he were fascinated to see what Franchesca was planning to do.
"It will help that he's crying," Franchesca said a little breathlessly. Hunter kicked out at her and connected. Franchesca slapped him, and Scanlon's whole body tensed. He tried to push off against the couch, get to his feet somehow, even though he knew it wouldn't do him any good. Hunter froze at the blow. He looked up at Franchesca in what looked like total shock. Jesus, hadn't the kid ever been hit before?
Mosel strolled up holding a camera, fiddling with the buttons and looking at the screen. "There we go, movie mode," he said. He extended the camera out in front of him, pointing it at Franchesca and Hunter. "We're good to go. Just move a little to your left. Yeah, right there."
Franchesca looked into the camera. "As you can see, Daniel, I have Kevin's son. Say hello to Daniel," she said with false cheerfulness. Hunter remained silent, looking down at his feet, tears still falling unchecked, even when Franchesca shook his arm roughly. 
Franchesca frowned, then looked back at the camera. "As you can see, he's not too happy here at the moment. And you can change that. I'm sure you're not surprised that I would ask you to trade yourself for the boy. Aren't you glad that you have some control over what happens to him?" She looked back down at Hunter, and she seemed to hesitate. Slowly, she looked back at the camera. "I'm in a bit of a hurry, so I want to be sure you have the proper incentive to move quickly on this." She raised the hand not holding onto Hunter in front of herself, fist clenched, and she threw her head back. "Habakku, I call you! Habakku, I command you!" 
Scanlon's skin went cold all over. Dear God, she was going to have a demon possess Hunter. He opened his mouth to protest, but Destry was already beside him. She touched the top of his head, and a freeze spell descended on him instantly. His mouth stayed open, but no sound came out. He had never felt more helpless in his life. He couldn't believe even someone as demon burned as Franchesca would deliberately cause the possession of a child. Children tolerated demon contact less than adults, were often permanently harmed or killed by the experience. Orange smoke rolled into the room in front of Franchesca. She didn't wait for the demon to manifest fully before commanding, "Possess this child!" 
Hunter pulled with all his might against Franchesca's hold, then leaned down and bit her hand. She grabbed up a fistful of Hunter's hair, and pulled his head back. His teeth let go of her hand. He drew breath to protest the pain, and as his mouth opened, the demon shot into him. Hunter's eyes widened, looking first utterly terrified, then widened further in what looked like surprise. 
Franchesca released Hunter's hair, and rubbed at her hand where the kid had bitten her. Any reluctance she may have had in taking this course of action was nowhere visible. She looked down at Hunter clinically. Hunter's face gradually relaxed, then he cast his eyes around the room. His gaze stopped for a moment on Scanlon, and Scanlon felt sick to his stomach at the orange spark visible in Hunter's eyes. Hunter smiled a delighted smile that failed utterly to be child-like. The demon could feel his suffering from across the room. It wanted to feed. Scanlon forced himself to breathe slower, to think of something else. Anything else.
Hunter's eyes ghosted past him and settled first on Destry. Destry avoided the boy's gaze, and her face gave away how uncomfortable she was. Hunter moved on to Franchesca. "You have summoned me to a good place, Master. I see good feeding. Including you. You suffer. You suffer even now. Let me feed." 
Franchesca retreated a step as Hunter advanced, then raised her fists before her and squeezed. "I am indeed a Master. And you will not feed on me. But I invite you to feed on your host."
Scanlon tried to force his eyes away. But he couldn't do it, the freeze spell was still firmly in place.
Hunter's head cocked far to one side as the demon took stock of its host. His eyes closed briefly, then snapped open. Hunter's voice took on even more of that creepy buzzing tone possessed got when a demon was in full control. "This host suffers greatly, but it is small, and won't make much of a meal. If the suffering were more..."
Hunter raised his arm to his mouth and bit the skin, hard. Blood immediately flowed from the wound, reddening Hunter's teeth. 
"You will stop!" Franchesca demanded. Scanlon would swear she sounded nervous, like maybe she wasn't in full control of the demon. Scanlon's Demonsense wasn't all that great, so he couldn't really tell how powerful a demon she'd called, but he guessed if it scared her, it was probably big.
Hunter glared up at her, and bit down harder. 
"You will stop biting your host, and you will not harm your host again until I give you leave!" Franchesca stepped toward Hunter and put her two fisted hands together.
Hunter's eyes rolled back in his head and he released his arm. He growled, and his face turned red with the demon's rage. Blood trailed out of his mouth and down his chin.
Franchesca kept one hand fisted and raised while she turned back to the camera. "As you see, it will be difficult to keep the child intact if he has to endure possession. Even if I prevent the demon from deliberately hurting his host, you know there are only so many possessions a child can have before he dies. In fact, even one sometimes does it. Let's find out, shall we? Habbaku, depart! I will call you again soon." 
"I have not yet fed! I'm hungry!" Hunter cried.
"You will be fed soon, but I command you to leave the child now!"
Hunter's mouth flew open, and orange smoke shot out, at Franchesca. She made a sweeping gesture with her hands, and the smoke curved and went by her. A dark opening appeared in the air next to her, and the demon was sucked into it. The opening closed, and Hunter dropped to the floor. Scanlon winced as the kid's head bounced at the impact. He realized he was starting to be able to move, just a bit. Hunter began convulsing, and Scanlon tried to push off the couch to get to his feet, but he still couldn't do more than twitch.
Franchesca looked down at Hunter, dark eyes expressionless. She waited until he stopped seizing, then bent over him and slapped him sharply on the cheek. Hunter's head moved limply in response, and Scanlon's rage flared up again. If his son was dead, he would kill the bitch.
No you won't, a tiny voice in the back of his head told him. Carson would take you out in a heartbeat if you tried. 
Scanlon nearly choked on his shame and anger. It was clear now how little Carson valued him. He hadn't lifted a finger to protect Hunter, he'd just gone right along with Franchesca. Scanlon imagined telling his father about all this, but the impulse quickly died away. Doing that would mean admitting to his father he hadn't done anything to protect Hunter. That he was incapable of doing a damned thing.
Franchesca slapped Hunter three more times, and the third time, his eyes half-opened. He lifted his head a little, looked around, then closed his eyes again and his head sank back down.
Franchesca stood up and addressed the camera again. "It looks like you can tell Kevin his son is alive for now. But that can so easily change. If you don't present yourself where and when I instruct, I will call the demon again and have him possess Hunter. And if you don't do exactly as I say, I will see the boy is possessed again. Each day you delay will mean another possession for the boy. How many more do you imagine he can endure? This was a short one, just to demonstrate what I can do. A longer one could well be fatal." 
Franchesca tossed a long lock of hair back over her shoulder and moved toward the camera. "I don't want to hurt the child, Daniel. I didn't want it to come to this. You must stop resisting me. Not just for the child, but for me as well. The stakes are high, Daniel, the highest. I need you with me."
Scanlon sneered at the obvious manipulation, and doing so made him realize he could move again. He got slowly to his feet as Franchesca finished. "You will receive your instructions two hours after you get this video. Follow them to the letter." She nodded at Mosel to stop the recording. 
Scanlon managed to move toward Hunter. As long as he took short steps, his muscles obeyed him. Franchesca saw him coming, and looked right past him at Carson. "I think that should be sufficient motivation, don't you?"
"You had better hope it is. If what you say about Thorvaldson's casting abilities is true, the sooner we make the exchange, the less time he has to mount a finder spell," Carson replied evenly. "This place is well warded against such spells, but I have no illusions that any masking spell is perfect."
"Then it should be tonight."
"You're not taking Hunter," Scanlon rasped. He'd made it to Hunter's side, and he knelt down next to him. Hunter was breathing, but it looked like he was unconscious. Scanlon wasn't sure what to do. Should he pick the kid up? Let him lie?
“I have every intention of taking the boy with me to the meet, but that doesn't necessarily mean I have to let Daniel or the Keepers have him,” Franchesca replied. She sat down in one of the chairs, and crossed her legs. 
"Then I want to come with him," Scanlon replied. He knew he had no real chance to prevent it, so that was the best he could do.
“With any luck, I'll be able to drug Daniel at the moment of the exchange," Franchesca said. "He'll be concerned about avoiding any harm coming to the child, so I don't believe he'll start a fight before that. I want enough people with me to have a real chance at getting Daniel if I'm not successful in drugging him.”
“You'll have them. You do realize he'll bring people too,” Carson stood up and gestured to Destry. Destry nodded and pulled a cell phone out of her pocket, and walked out of earshot as she began making calls.
“Or course he will. So we'll have to come up with a location for the meet that grants us some advantage, in case the Keepers manage to equal our numbers."
“Keepers are always paranoid about normals getting hurt,” Mosel put in. “Perhaps a public location would be an advantage for our side?”
“It’s a thought,” Carson covered a yawn with his hand, then replied. “Of course, normals being present will limit our options as well.”
 “But it will limit them more.” Franchesca put in. “And I think I have the perfect setting in mind. Tonight is Halloween night. Surely there is some public event or celebration where we could stage the meet?”
“Trolloween,” Destry said crisply, striding back towards the group.
Franchesca glanced at Destry, brows raised.
“It’s an outdoor costume party," Destry replied. "They have it every year on Halloween night, at the big Troll statue that’s under the Aurora Bridge. There’s usually about three or four hundred people there. They sort of mill around, checking out each other’s costumes, then they have drumming and dancing, then a parade through town. It has the advantage of easy access because it’s outside. And if you want a public venue where the demon ridden might fit in…”
“The irony is rather delicious, isn’t it?” Franchesca purred. “And how lovely to have a chance to dress up! I’m liking this plan more and more.”
“A bit of a scuffle might go unnoticed in that kind of setting,” Carson mused, settling down on the arm of one of the chairs. “And if you get a chance at Thorvaldson and can take him quickly, you should be able to pass it off as taking a drunk friend home.”
Mosel joined the conversation. “Worst case scenario, we have to bash a few heads. If we get out of there fast and don’t leave any bodies, it’ll just get chalked up to drunks or gang violence.” 
Scanlon figured Mosel wanted a chance at Thorvaldson. It would look good to take down that kind of high power Keeper, and Mosel probably wanted the challenge. Scanlon wasn’t so sure he wanted in. Yeah, they’d nearly got the better of Thorvaldson, but if Scanlon had read it right, that was because Thorvaldson had been surprised by Franchesca's presence, and Franchesca has done well at manipulating him. Clearly, those two had some seriously twisted shit going on between them. This time, Thorvaldson would be more prepared. He wasn't at all sure Franchesca would succeed in drugging Thorvaldson.
Of course, if Thorvaldson hadn’t been Demon Master enough to order the demon he'd called back out of him, he wouldn’t care about getting Hunter back at this point. Carson didn’t know that they’d left Thorvaldson possessed. He thought about trying to get Carson’s attention, remind him that Scanlon might have more to report, but just as quickly, decided against it. He was royally pissed at Carson. 
	He did want Franchesca to get Thorvaldson tonight, because that was his best chance at being able to keep control of his son. If Franchesca wasn't successful, he had no doubt she'd follow through on her threat to have Hunter possessed again. 
	Scanlon's mind went in circles, trying to figure some way to get Hunter out of all this without getting permanently on Carson's bad side. But nothing, absolutely nothing came to him.



Chapter 19
 
Bree felt positively absurd as she looked at herself in the mirror. Apparently the best the Keeper team could do for her costume was a set of white and pink playboy bunny ears and a half mask with a bunny nose and whiskers. She refused to wear the leotard with the powder puff tail that was supposed to go along with the costume. The party was outside, and it was October, for crissakes! She opted for the cream colored sweater that was in the bag of clothes Keeper Chen brought over for her and Daniel, along with the new pair of jeans that fit surprisingly well.  
Daniel had been distant and preoccupied with his involvement in the planning for the meet proposed by Franchesca. He approached her just before the Keepers showed up to do a spot of healing on her. While he’d told her it was far from his best talent, her bruises were all far lighter and less painful already, and the swelling on her face was gone. Neither of them spoke of the scene in her room that morning.
Daniel came in as she was regarding herself. He dangled his fox mask in one hand, and had on jeans and a dark orange sweater. 
Bree pulled off her mask, and asked, “There was an orange sweater in your bag?"
“Yeah, kind of a coincidence, isn’t it, the fox color? I’m taking that as a good omen." He took a step forward. "Listen, it’s time to go.” 
"You don't seem that nervous," Bree said, looking up at him.
"A Keeper action is familiar territory for me," he reminded her. He really did look calm. Calm and distant. 
"Well, it's not for me," Bree replied. "I'm not exactly thrilled about a second go round with people who beat me and threatened to kill me."  
"I still think you should stay here. I don't like that Franchesca instructed you be at the meet."
"Dressed as a rabbit, no less. With you the fox, and her the eagle. Not exactly being subtle, is she? She wants me to know I'm not in your league, or hers. Not that she's wrong." She rolled her shoulders, trying to work out the tension. "None of that matters, though. Someone should be there that Hunter recognizes. Someone who can help him if he's possessed." She hated even saying the word possessed. It brought up images from that horrible video of Hunter Franchesca had sent via Javier.  
Daniel crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. "I'll be there. He knows me."
Bree shook her head. "Someone else in case you..." She couldn't bring herself to finish the sentence, and couldn't push away the knowledge that Daniel might be giving himself up to be killed.
"You know this is the right thing for me to do," Daniel said quietly. 
"I know! God damn it, this whole thing is insane, and it scares me, but that doesn't matter either. I'm going." Bree pushed past him and started down the stairs. She hoped he didn't see how her hands shook.
Someone had fetched her car from her office, and Daniel insisted on riding along with Bree rather than with one of the Keeper teams. They arrived early, but it was still a challenge to get parking anywhere near the event. They ended up walking a good way, down one of Seattle’s many hills, through the Fremont neighborhood. It had rained most of the day, but had blessedly stopped about an hour before. There was a fitful breeze, and it felt like another storm front was moving in. Jack-o-lanterns glowed on many front porches, and there was a smattering of trick or treaters ushered by their parents.
The distant sound of drums gradually grew louder as they neared the festivities, and as they made their final turn, the Troll was in sight.
The Troll was decorated with glimmering jack-o-lanterns of every size, placed all around and on top of the giant statue, which was tucked under the north end of the Aurora Bridge. Its torso emerged from rock and earth, with a huge nose, scraggly long hair, and one reflective silver eye. One of its hands clutched an actual Volkswagen Beetle. They could see the drummers sitting in a circle, pounding away on a variety of African drums. About a hundred people in costumes had already gathered, some dancing, most just wandering around and chatting. Burning tiki torches were set at intervals in the wide area in front of the statue. While streetlights were on down the street, it was relatively dark under the bridge where the Troll lurked. 
Daniel stopped short of the crowd and faced Bree so that he would look like he was talking to her as he scanned the crowd for Keepers and Keltoi. His dark eyes were visible in the holes of his mask, glinting in the dancing light of the torches, lending him a strangely authentic animal look. 
Bree looked around as well, and soon recognized several of the Keepers in costumes they'd discussed earlier in the day. There was Chen, dressed as a Ninja, chatting with another female Keeper in an elaborate, feathered Mardi Gras mask. She was happy to see Caleb Lane on his feet after his brief possession last night. He was decked out as a cowboy, and he had his arm around another Keeper in a cute wood elf costume, complete with pointed ears. They swayed in time to the drums. 
Javier, she was shocked to see, was dancing, if you could call jumping up and down like a pogo stick dancing. Well, that was certainly a good disguise for him. In all the years she’d known him, she’d never seen him dance. He was done up as a punk rocker, with a black leather vest leaving nicely muscled arms bare to the cold, torn jeans adorned with large safety pins, heavy black eye make-up, and spiked hair dyed scarlet. She had to admit he looked kind of sexy, and nearly unrecognizable as himself, which was likely the point. 
Bree was starting to feel underdressed, although there were others present in street clothes with masks the only concession to costuming. As more people gathered, there was a profusion of fairy wings, glitter and feathers, and some belly dancers who had to be freezing. There were quite a few men in some variation of the Green Man look, with horns and leaves, as well as numerous guys dressed as some kind of animal. Given the event was put on by artists, some of the masks and costumes were stunning. There was a splendid rendition of the elephant headed god Ganesha, and a gorgeous fairy queen in a full length opalescent white and green gown with intricate silver wings, and a sparkling, beribboned headdress.
She and Daniel milled around for a while, scrutinizing the revelers. They settled finally at the outer edge of the crowd as the meet time approached. Daniel draped an arm across her shoulders, pulling her a little closer. She put an arm around his waist automatically, and was acutely aware of where their bodies pressed together. 
They swayed together a little in time to the drumming, putting on a show of being a couple. She was surprised that Daniel’s body felt relaxed. It'd seemed to her that he'd tensed up in the car and on the walk down. Bree was about as tightly strung as she thought it was possible for her to be. After a moment, he leaned over and said in her ear, “I’m still not seeing or sensing any of them. You?” 
Bree shivered at the intimacy of his warm breath on her ear. “Nothing so far. Not that I can be sure I’d sense any Keltoi that weren’t possessed.”	
“Maybe not at a distance, but I’m betting if they got close, you’d know. Dark magic use makes for a dark feel to their energy.”
Almost on cue, Bree’s Demonsense started its unpleasant initial tingling, like tiny spiders crawling under her skin. She stiffened, and Daniel leaned in further. “Did you feel that?” he asked.
Bree shifted closer to him, seeking comfort, and his hand tightened on her shoulder. “Yeah, they’re coming.”  
She cast out more carefully, trying to locate numbers, individuals. She caught  movement out of the corner of her eye and saw a man with a shaved head in red and orange face paint, black around his eyes, black lips, and horns glued high on his forehead. He sported a devil costume consisting of a red body suit painted in swirls of orange and glittering gold, and a red devil tail. He was about twenty feet away now, and moving toward them. Definitely possessed, that one. It just roiled off of him. Then another, further left, dressed almost identically, though with short blond hair. And there, a third, a shorter Asian man, again in the devil suit, farther out, standing up under the bridge near the level of the Troll’s head. Daniel turned her around to face him, both arms around her waist, as if pulling her close to dance. They moved together, his mouth again by her ear. “Kind of obvious, don’t you think?”
“Why would they do that, dress in such a way that they’re easy to pick out?” she said back, voice as low as she could make it and still be heard.
“I’d say they’re trying to psych us out in some way, putting on a show of force to convince us they have the upper hand. They likely want us to believe it's futile to fight them.”
Over Daniel’s shoulder, she saw two other men and a woman, these three arriving together, each attired as a ghost, their faces painted white. The tattered edges of their costumes fluttered as the breeze picked up. They looked her and Daniel’s way, and Daniel was right: If she felt for their energy, she felt something off, something dark, even though none of those three were possessed. She gradually moved Daniel to face them, then pointed them out. Now that she was facing the opposite direction, she saw three more devils creeping out from behind the Troll, two lower down, one higher up the hill. They moved through the crowd, capering and mugging at people, and Bree heard some nervous sounding squeals and laughter. They were all possessed. 
Panic wormed its way into her gut and up her throat. She had never been around that many demon possessed people in her life. Her Demonsense vibrated through her, nearly shaking her bones from her body. None of the demons felt particularly strong, but there were so many! She had to force herself to breathe, and tamped her Demonsense down as far as she could. 
Glancing around, it seemed to her there were still slightly more Keepers than Keltoi on hand, but she wasn’t sure it would stay that way. Daniel danced her slowly around in a circle, and she saw the Keepers in the crowd begin to move toward the devils and ghosts. They seemed to be doing a sort of dance as well, the Keepers trying to move naturally toward the Keltoi, and the Keltoi sliding away, trying always to move closer to her and Daniel. At this point, it didn't look like anyone was casting spells.
The tenor of the music started to change, becoming louder, quicker, more driven. The pace of the dancing picked up, and a gust of wind whipped under the bridge, causing people to clutch at their headgear. Most of the people were dancing now, though Bree saw two groups gathering up their children and heading off out of the crowd, going home. She could feel the negative energy from the presence of so many demons still building. 
Most normals had a very rudimentary Demonsense, something Bree thought was a survival trait. In close proximity to someone possessed, they felt uneasy, nervous, or unpleasantly over excited. Sometimes their sexual feelings spiked as well. As she looked around, she saw more in the way of bumping and grinding among the couples dancing together, and a mosh pit was forming in front of the Troll. The feel of the crowd was shifting from happy and playful to something darker. Another big gust of wind blew through, and her rabbit ears flapped in it. A young man ran through the crowd and bumped her into Daniel, who staggered a little as he caught her. His fox face seemed to move in the flickering light of the torches, looking suddenly sinister. 
Then Bree saw her. Franchesca. She frantically scanned the crowd near her, but there was no sign of Hunter. As she had said she would, Franchesca wore the half mask of an eagle, covered in brown and gold feathers, the yellow beak protruding fiercely in front of her face. Her black hair was pulled back in a sleek braid. She was encased in a brown latex body suit that clung to breasts so round and full that Bree was convinced they were fake. A v-necked opening plunged between her breasts and down to her navel. That latex suit was definitely a sex shop acquisition. A feathered cape was attached all along her shoulders, the backs her arms, and her wrists.  
The hulking individual next to her was in a simple gangster outfit, vintage brown suit and a brown fedora, with a straight black eye mask. He carried a toy black machine gun. The devils and the ghosts wove through the crowd all around them. There was Lane and the wood elf, and Chen, herding them away. 
“And so we meet again,” Franchesca said as she sauntered up to them. 
“Hardly in the way you promised,” Daniel replied. Bree glanced at him. His posture said relaxed and ready, but his focus on Franchesca was intense. “I thought it was just to be the four of us and Hunter.”
“Now, my dear fox, I know you are not so naive. I anticipated you would bring reinforcements of your own. There's no need for any violence here. This is a simple business meeting.”
“Simple if your business is the kidnapping of innocent children,” Daniel rejoined.
“Not all children are innocent,” Franchesca returned, voiced hardening.
“That’s just your poor, twisted childhood talking, Chesca,” Daniel sneered.
“And you would know about twisted childhoods, wouldn’t you, Daniel?”
“I’m sure I’ve got issues, but I’m not the one consorting with demons here.”
“Are you not?” Franchesca asked, moving a step closer, voice almost too soft to be heard.
Bree’s mind flashed to Gelsenim, wondering if he had found a way to betray them. She had no time to think about it further, because Daniel was replying.
“Not in the way you do."
“I don't see the difference,” she shot back. 
“Different motives makes for a big difference." 
“One thing we can agree on, I’m sure, is that the boy belongs back with his parents.”
“Damn right!” Bree broke in. “Where the hell is he? And what kind of monster would posses a child like that? Do you have any idea how traumatized he’s going to be?”
“The child has not been mistreated,” Franchesca began. 
“If having a demon possess a child isn’t mistreating him, I don’t know what is!”
“Things could be made worse for him,” Franchesca said coldly. 
Daniel put a calming hand on Bree’s arm, but replied in a voice just as cold as Franchesca’s. “If you harm him further in any way, if I see the merest bruise, the merest scratch on him, I will come after you, and I will never stop coming, until I see you dead.”  
A chill washed through Bree. He sounded deadly serious. The man with Franchesca must have thought so too, because he shifted uneasily. 
Franchesca shrugged in feigned indifference, but Bree could read in the way her weight shifted and her breathing changed that Daniel had thrown her. “There will be no need for that. I agreed to give him up if you hand yourself over to me." Franchesca turned to look behind her and raised her hand in a beckoning gesture. "He’s with his real father, who’s already rather protective of the little tyke.”
And there, finally, was Hunter. Scanlon had his hand on Hunter's shoulder. Hunter's eyes widened when he saw her and Daniel. "Daniel, Bree!" he cried. He started forward, but Scanlon pulled him back. 
Bree had to control the nearly overpowering impulse to run to Hunter. She could blow the whole thing by acting too soon. The plan was to wait until Hunter was handed over to make a move. "We're going to get you back!" Bree called out to him. Tears poured down Hunter's face, and Daniel's grip on her arm tightened, warning her to stay still.
"Now, I need to see if you’re serious about offering yourself for the child before he comes any closer." Franchesca continued.
“Of course I am,” Daniel said evenly. 
Franchesca eyed him for a moment, clearly reading, then nodded. “Yes, I see that you are. Come with me, and we can make the exchange.”
"If you want me, you'll have to Scanlon bring Hunter to me instead," Daniel said, crossing his arms. "When he's handed Hunter over to Bree, I'll go with you." 
“Oh, I do want you Daniel, I really do,” Franchesca replied huskily. She reached up and pushed her mask up on top of her head, and took another step toward Daniel, lips parted. Bree immediately stepped forward. 
“Possessive are we, little rabbit?” Franchesca asked. She glared across at Bree, the soulful look on her face transformed instantly into one of anger.
“Enough games,” Bree said briskly. “Stop your pathetic little seduction routine and tell that guy to bring Hunter over."
Rage flushed Franchesca’s face, and her hand reared back to slap Bree, but faster than Bree’s eyes could follow, Daniel grabbed Franchesca’s wrist. For a moment, they were locked together, like two opponents arm wrestling, faces close together. Bree heard Franchesca whisper, “I will get Hunter for you, but you must help me get free of the Keltoi. They forced me to possess Hunter. Help me get free, Daniel, please!”
They broke apart as a group of young men stumbled in the middle of them, flinging their limbs around frantically to the music, galloping like horses through the crowd. Bree glanced around, and saw a couple writhing together, clothes half off, one of the devil shapes dancing behind them. She saw a young woman with bent fairy wings stagger by, hand held to her bleeding face. Another devil was in the midst of a brawl that had broken out, fists flying. The dancers were caroming off each other, and one of them went down and got stepped on. The energy of the demons was urging people toward an unhealthy state of arousal, both violent and darker sexual feelings coming to the surface. Bree saw one of the Keepers trying to break up a fight, and knew instantly that the point of bringing so many possessed was to provide just this kind of distraction so they could try to take Daniel without giving up Hunter.
“I can have the father bring him to us,” Franchesca was saying a little breathlessly, “but how can I trust that you'll truly come with me without a fight?"
Daniel pulled his mask off, and his voice softened. “Franchesca, I think you know that I’m not the one here with a history of breaking trust.”
“You turned me in!” Franchesca said, voice breaking, and Bree saw the first genuine emotion from Franchesca she had seen all night
“I was trying to help you!” Daniel replied roughly. “I didn’t want to see you come to this. There’s almost nothing of you left, Chesca. Don’t you see that?” 
Franchesca shook her head. There was something off in the gesture, Bree was sure of it. It didn't go with the emotion she'd shown just a moment before. Bree didn't hear Franchesca's reply. She was too busy trying to figure out what Franchesca might be up to. Hunter and Scanlon were still there, and Franchesca hadn't moved. Finally, Bree glanced at the Keltoi in the gangster outfit, just as he pulled a syringe out of his pocket. "Daniel, the gangster, look out!" she cried.
Daniel took a step back, but he didn't move fast enough. The gangster pulled the cap off the syringe and lunged at Daniel. Without conscious thought, Bree's hand lashed out, striking at the gangster's arm. She connected just enough to disrupt his aim. He missed Daniel by inches. 
Franchesca's eyes rolled back, and her hands raised, fists clenched before her. “Now!” she shouted.
Almost before the word left her lips, Daniel’s arm shot out and encircled Bree’s waist. He pivoted on his heels and threw her away from him, out of the line of fire of any spells coming his way. She stumbled and fell, her mask knocked askew. By the time she had ripped it from her face, the rabbit ears along with it, battle was in full swing. The big man in the gangster outfit staggered back from Daniel. On the other side of Daniel, Javier fought off one of the devils, and Chen gestured madly at one of the ghosts, who fell to the ground. Bree looked frantically for Hunter. He wasn't where he'd been before. 
In that fleeting moment when she took in the chaos of the crowd, a pattern fell into place. Some part of her Reader sense came online in a way it never had before, showing her clear patterns in the movements of the crowd. The Keltoi were all moving toward Daniel, the Keepers were trying to keep them away and get to Hunter.
 Franchesca backed away from Daniel. Her face was flushed, and her lips moved. She was directing the possessed in some way. Two of the devils broke through the crowd and came running toward Daniel. With a grace usually lacking in his movements, Daniel formed and threw spell after spell. One of the devils stiffened and slowly tipped backward, like a felled tree. The gangster hunched over like he’d been hit in the gut, though he hadn’t been touched. Daniel made an underhanded throwing motion toward the other devil, who dodged the spell, then was hit by a second. The devil clutched at his throat, then collapsed onto his knees. 
Bree scrambled to her feet and started moving in the direction she'd last seen Hunter and Scanlon, shoving her way through the crowd until she finally caught a glimpse of them. They were heading downhill, towards the water. Just as the way before her cleared enough for her to break into a sprint, one of the ghosts intercepted Scanlon. He took Scanlon's arm and dragged him toward an idling car where another ghost sat the wheel. 
Hunter pulled against Scanlon's hold and kicked at his legs. For a split second, he broke free of Scanlon's grasp, and Bree's heart leapt with hope. But Scanlon only had to take a few short steps to intercept him. He picked Hunter up by the waist and carried him to the car. Bree caught Hunter's eye just as Scanlon dumped him into the back seat. They were getting away! She was already running full out, and she wasn't going to make it. 	
Scanlon climbed into the seat next to Hunter, and the car peeled out before he could finish closing the car door. Bree came nearly up to the car, and she reached out a hand, as if she could stop the car by getting hold of it. The tips of her fingers just grazed the taillight. She caught a glimpse of the back of Hunter's head as the car sped off down the street. It swerved briefly to avoid a partygoer, then made a right at the corner. 
Bree staggered to a stop, and put her hands on her knees, breathing hard. That quickly, it was over. Scanlon must have decided the exchange deal was called off when the fighting started. God, what was she going to tell Kevin and Steve? Her eyes welled up with tears, but she dashed them away fiercely. Getting Hunter tonight was clearly a lost cause, but there was still a chance Franchesca could be prevented from getting Daniel. He was the only leverage they had for getting Hunter back.
Bree stood up and forced herself to jog back up hill, toward the crowd. She made it to the edge and raised up onto her toes, trying to get a glimpse of Daniel. There was a nexus of movement ahead. She pushed forward, and was starting to make some headway when someone slammed into her from the side. She staggered, and just as she straightened up, one of the ghosts came at her and whipped off a roundhouse kick at her midsection. She had enough time to skitter backwards, deflecting some of the force, but the kick still connected enough to send her sailing back into the people behind her. They all went down in a sprawl of limbs. 
Bree clutched at her middle. For a minute, she couldn't breathe, couldn't move.
The people she'd landed on top of shoved her aside and managed to crawl away. When she was able to breathe, she clambered to her feet as quickly as she could, and looked around for Daniel, one hand clutching her abused stomach. 
She couldn't see him in the milling, flailing crowd. Just ahead, the Keeper in the pirate costume went down under one of the ghosts. She sprinted over, braced herself, and planted a vicious kick in the ghost’s ribs. It knocked the ghost off the Keeper. She shouted, “Shield!” and deployed her defensive spell over herself and the downed Keeper. The ghost got back to her feet and made a run at them, leapt into some kind of fancy marital arts kick, crashed into the invisible barrier and went down. 
The pirate got up and nodded at Bree. She dropped the spell, and the Keeper went and sat on the ghost, punched her twice on the side of the head. Bree winced, feeling sick to her stomach. Granted, the woman was Keltoi, and making a run for Daniel, but the violence of it was disturbing. She looked around again, reading the flow of movement and energy around her, and didn’t like what she saw.  
There was absolute mayhem. The drums faltered as the fights between Keepers and Keltoi disrupted the dancing. There were cries of protest, then shrieks as more people were knocked down and trampled on. She caught a glimpse of Daniel, further away than she'd thought he would be, and he was still up and flinging spells. She ran toward him, and nearly tripped on a couple that fell to the ground in front of her. Just beyond them one of the devils humped a screaming teenaged Goth girl. Bree hesitated, wanting to get to Daniel, but she just couldn't leave the poor girl to the possessed Keltoi. She skipped over the downed couple and barreled into the devil, rolling him off the girl, and landed on top of him. 
Bree's Demonsense was like an aura of fire burning all around her body, screaming danger. She threw a wild, ineffectual punch at the man’s face, which barely turned his head. 
He grinned up at her, and she could see the demon was in full possession. She had only a brief moment to realize how stupid she’d been to get this close when the man grabbed the back of her neck, pulled her face roughly down to his, and ran his tongue across her lips, thrusting his pelvis up at her. She tried to rear back, tried to get purchase with her feet on the ground to push away, but she couldn’t break his hold. His thumbs reached around to the front of her throat and began to squeeze. She frantically pulled against his arms, trying to loosen his grip on her throat. The pain in her throat, and her rising terror made it impossible for her to formulate her shield spell. Desperately she tried, knowing there was no way to break free. The possessed man was far stronger than her. Her vision began to go dark.  
She felt rather than saw a blow to the devil’s arm. One hand was jarred free from her neck, and she threw her body’s weight with all her might against the other hand. She broke free and landed in a heap on her back. She saw a blur of motion, and turning her head, saw Javier land full on top of the Keltoi, elbow to the man’s temple, an avenging punk angel. She had never seen him looking so fierce, so elemental. His cool control was gone, the fastidious, righteous wanna-be saint replaced by a warrior. 
She had a split second to enjoy the sight, then a devil and a ghost were on him, the ghost grabbing him from behind, pulling him off the other Keltoi, the devil waving his hands in a spell. Bree was nearly stepped on as one of the revelers stumbled past her. She lurched to her feet, breathing hard, trying to think of some way to help Javier. The ghost collapsed behind Javier, victim of a spell, and the devil in front of him clutched at his eyes and reeled. 
That decided her. Javier could clearly defend himself. If the Keltoi had succeeded in drugging Daniel, he might not be able to. She scanned the crowd, and saw with alarm that there was a concentration of movement around Daniel’s last position. The crowd was thinning as partygoers ran away. The drumming had finally stopped. Another big gust of wind reared up, and she had to bend her knees and brace herself to keep from staggering. A storm was clearly on its way. 	She pushed through the panicked people, stepped over downed bodies until she could see the center of the action. Three devils and a ghost had hold of Daniel, one at each limb. He was writhing and fighting, his sweater rucked up, the half healed scar of his knife wound exposed. Three syringes were visible on the ground around him, all half crushed. She could only hope that they had been stepped on before, not after, putting some drug into Daniel. 
Franchesca loomed over the still fighting Daniel, a strange mix of grief and triumph in her face. She looked up and saw Bree, and her mouth stretched into a gloating smile. She turned and led the way out of the crowd, her minions pulling Daniel behind. 
Bree was paralyzed. There was nothing more she could do to stop them taking Daniel. She was no Caster, no Keeper skilled in offensive spells. 
One of the demon possessed holding Daniel caught her gaze as she stared after the retreating group, malevolence and glee clear on the man’s red and orange painted face. And like a lightening bolt, the memory of Daniel saying that being an Exorcist was very close to being a Demon Master hit her.  
With desperate determination, she ran after them, reaching for that place inside she called on when casting exorcism spells. They were halfway down the hill that ended at the water, the underside of the bridge rising above them like a four story tall cathedral. Franchesca was already climbing into a black SUV that must have been parked there early in the day so it would be ready as a get away car.
When Bree was ten feet away, she stopped, raised her hands into fists before her, and screamed, “Demons, I call you! Demons, I command you! Stop!” She put every bit of will and base energy she had into the call, into the picture in her mind of the demons holding Daniel freezing in place. The demon possessed staggered to a stop and all turned to look at her. She wasn’t sure if it was simple surprise, or if she had affected them in some way. She forged on, hoping for the latter. “By God the Father, I command you! By the light, I command you! Drop him! Drop him now!”
To her shock, the three demon possessed dropped Daniel, all at once. He landed on his back on the ground, then quickly spun over onto his knees and surged to his feet.   
“By the Light, I command you!” Bree continued. “Get in the car and leave this place!” The three men hesitated, looking at Daniel with hungry eyes, but that hesitation was enough for Daniel to yank the tape off his mouth and retreat out of their reach. Daniel took over, raising his hands alongside Bree’s, and shouted, “Demons, you will leave this place!” 
Franchesca flung open the door to the SUV, got out and raised her arms. The three possessed Keltoi writhed in contradictory commands of two Demon Masters. Bree added her will to Daniel’s, hoping against hope it would make a difference as Franchesca clenched her hands and raised her voice in an attempt to counteract Daniel’s mastery. 
Bree shouted, “By the light of heaven, by the light of God, I command you to obey Daniel!”  
	The possessed Keltoi turned and climbed into the vehicle. Franchesca slowly lowered her hands. She was silent, as was Daniel, only their eyes speaking some old, secret language to one another. Tears appeared in Franchesca’s eyes, and Bree was too strained and rattled to even try to read if they were genuine. Finally, Franchesca got into the SUV, and it pulled away.



Chapter 20
 
Daniel lowered his hands and stood breathing hard, staring at the ground. Then he turned and looked Bree up and down. “Are you hurt?" 
She regarded him with concern. “No, you? Did they manage to drug you?”
“I got stuck once, but I must have pulled away before that Keltoi guy could push the plunger. I don't feel any different." He turned around toward the crowd uphill, face intent as he scanned the remaining action. "I don't think any of the Keepers saw that," he said, voice low and tense.
"God, I hope not," Bree replied. She anxiously scanned for Keepers as well, but none seemed to be paying them any mind.
"Let’s go see if we can help,” Daniel said, already moving forward.
Beside the Troll, the party had broken up. Bree saw one of the devils disappearing up the side of the bridge. Another staggered down the street, propping up one of the ghosts, who had blood all down the side of his face. The Keltoi were scattering, apparently having gotten the message that the action was over. Bree was happy to see Caleb Lane sitting up and looking around, bemused, his cowboy hat askew but still on his head. He appeared a little rattled but essentially unhurt. One of the ghosts near him unstuck from a freezing spell, and she took off downhill. There were both injured Keepers and normals on the ground. 
Javier came up to them and said, "Did the Keltoi not bring Hunter, or did we just fail to get him?"
"They brought him, but we didn't get him." Daniel replied.
Javier sighed, rubbing at one of his shoulders. "I am sorry. Listen, why don't you and Bree help with locating injured Keepers. We have to get them out of here before local law enforcement shows up. I'm sure I'm not the only one who called 911."
Bree watched Javier's tells closely for signs that he or any of the other Keepers had seen Daniel using his Demon Master talent, but she could see none. 
"Stay alert, and stay together." Javier glanced around. "It looks like the Keltoi have bolted, but you never know. And don't leave until you check back in with me.” 
Bree and Daniel made their way through the remaining crowd. They located Keeper Chen sitting on one of the Troll's fingers. She was clutching her forearm to her chest.
"Is it broken?" Daniel asked, squatting down in front of her.
Chen grimaced. "I'm pretty sure it is. One of those ghost bastards got me." She glanced up at Bree. "Did we get the little boy?"
Bree shook her head. 
"God damn it." Chen hissed in pain as Daniel gently ran his hands over her injured arm.
“It’s broken all right,” Daniel said. "Do you think you can stand if Bree and I help you up?"
"As long as we take it slow." 
He and Bree got Chen to her feet. The Keeper dressed as a wood elf came up to them just as they got free of the crowd. Both of her knees were bleeding, but she didn't seem to notice. She motioned Bree aside and got herself under Chen's uninjured arm. "I've got her." 
"I can walk on my own," Chen groused. 
"Yeah, you're so tough you chew nails for breakfast, we all know," the other Keeper rejoined with what seemed to Bree a bizarre amount of cheerfulness. Bree was seething as she glanced around, looking for more injured. So many people had paid a steep price for Franchesca's insistence at meeting in such a crowded, public place. 
The rest of the Keepers were quickly accounted for. Javier reappeared and he and Lane walked Daniel and Bree all the way uphill to where she had parked, on the outside chance there was a second attempt at Daniel, but none occurred. 
The whole walk Bree's thoughts and feelings spun around a core of distress. They didn't get Hunter, didn't know when or if another attempt at an exchange would take place. And what if one of the injured Keepers had seen Daniel master those demons, seen her attempts to do the same? Maybe they were too distracted or injured right now to say anything. Maybe it would all come out later. Mostly, her thoughts kept returning to that video of Franchesca putting a demon into Hunter. She felt shaky and sick. Whatever it was that she'd done with those demons, it had drained her, drained her badly. And the way Daniel was walking, head down, a hitch in his step, he looked in even worse shape than her.
 “I want you back at the safe house,” Javier informed them when they arrived at her Subaru. “Unfortunately, this action has left us in a stalemate. We'll continue to search for Hunter. If we can get a locate, we can get him on our terms, not theirs. And Thorvaldson.” Javier's voice hardened, and his eyes narrowed. “There is either a very big personal vendetta going on here, or you haven’t been honest with me about why they want you.”
“Trust me, it's very personal," Bree cut in, frantically searching for words that would be, strictly speaking, true. “Did you see any of Franchesca’s interaction with Daniel?” 
“I wasn’t close enough to read the situation,” Javier admitted.
“Well I was, and I can tell you that woman has a very weird, major, twisted thing about Daniel going on,” she forged on. “She must have some pull in the organization, or must have called in some favors to have this big a go at him.”
Javier regarded her searchingly. “You always were a good Reader." He turned back to Daniel. “But Thorvaldson, I want you thinking long and hard about whether there might be some other reason the Keltoi are putting this much effort into getting you.”
Daniel nodded, then said, rather hesitantly, “This is the second time Franchesca indicated she has a desire to get out of the Keltoi.”
Bree broke in impatiently. “She’s just telling you that to confuse you. I was there, Daniel, both times. I grant you she may have some desire to get out, but what she really wants is control of you, for her own reasons, and that’s the bottom line.” 
Javier rubbed at his neck. “All I can say is she'll have to communicate more directly if she truly wants our help. She has to offer some kind of terms.”
“But what if she’s being too closely monitored and can’t communicate?” Daniel asked, sounding strained, like he was working at appearing reasonable and cooperative.
“That, I’m afraid, is not our problem,” Javier answered. 
Bree leaned tiredly against her car. "Look, none of that is as important as getting Hunter. What's our next move?" 
Javier shook his head. "On our end, all we can do is continue to monitor known Keltoi locations, press whatever Keltoi we can lay hands on for information, and wait for her to offer another meet."
"But that could take days!" Bree exclaimed. "What about her threat to continue to have Hunter possessed?"
Daniel crossed his arms. "She said she would do that if I didn't step forward and offer myself in exchange. I did that tonight. I agree with Javier, I think she'll offer another meet."
"How can you be so sure she won't possess Hunter again?" 
"I can't be sure. But I don't see that there's anything else we can do right now. I'm completely wiped. I still want to try the finder spell, but there's no way I can do it until I have a chance to rest and get my power back up." 
"But--" Bree began.
"Don't you think I would try tonight if I thought there was the slightest chance I would succeed?" Daniel asked impatiently.
Bree forced herself to stop panicking. She knew he was right, knew Javier was right as well. She took a breath for calm, then said, "I know you would, Daniel. I'm just so upset we didn't get him. Who's going to tell Kevin and Steve?"
"I will," Javier replied. He sounded weary, and Bree could see a bruise darkening on his jaw. "So if there's nothing else?"
"Call with an update in the morning, would you?" Daniel asked.
"I'll do that," Javier promised. He took a final, assessing look around, then let them go, hurrying off down hill with a bit of a limp, Lane by his side, cowboy hat at a jaunty angle.
Bree got into her car, pulled sharply at her seatbelt to fasten it, and got out of the tight, parallel parking space in impatient jerks while Daniel was still trying to find and fasten his own seatbelt. She was angry at Daniel for being so blind about Franchesca, angry that she couldn’t bring Hunter home to his poor, terrified parents, and most of all, furious at Franchesca for being the cause of all of this. On some level, she knew that she was fanning her own anger to avoid thinking too closely about what had just gone down with the demons, but that knowledge was drowned out by a growing rage she could barely control. She hadn't driven far before she burst out, "Are you actually stupid enough to believe that Franchesca really wants out of the Keltoi?" 
"I can't be sure, but I think there's a chance."
"Oh, come on, you have got to be kidding me!" Bree exclaimed, clutching hard at the steering wheel. "You were just threatening to kill her if she hurt Hunter. And now you're defending her?”
"It's complicated. And just don't go there right now," Daniel cautioned tersely. 
"If not now, when?"
"When we get back to Joe's, and have had something to eat. My base energy is down, and I don't feel in control of myself. So just don't." He looked straight ahead, one hand gripping the car's grab strap as if he'd like to kill it.
Grinding her teeth, Bree kept her mouth shut for the rest of the drive back to the safe house, apart from brief exchanges as Daniel assessed whether they were being followed. She couldn't seem to push her anger down. It just got worse and worse as the drive lagged on. 
Bree got out of the car on arrival at Joe's, and stomped over to Daniel as he climbed slowly out of the passenger side. She couldn't wait any longer.
“Daniel, you cannot be serious about Franchesca really wanting out of the Keltoi!” Bree exclaimed in frustration, putting an urgent hand on his arm just as he shut the car door. “You said yourself, to her face, that there’s not much left of the Francesca you used to know. And anyway, how can you even want to help her, after what she's done to Hunter?”
Daniel swung his arm around and shook her off, backing away. “Because she's family to me! Closer than family!” He had apparently been nursing as much bottled up anger as she had on the ride home. “My God, Bree, you don't know what it was like growing up! She was the only one who knew what I was that didn’t see me as a freak who needed to be hidden away and controlled. I have to give her the benefit of the doubt. I have to believe there's still enough of her left that her sanity can be salvaged.”
“But that doesn’t mean—” Bree started.
“You don’t know how my mother looked at me,” Daniel barreled on. “How she stopped touching me when I came up Demon Master. And my father!” His voice became bitter. “He loved me, but he hated me too, hated me for not being his prize high power child, someone he could brag about and show off. Only Chesca didn’t care what I was!”  
The light over Joe’s garage cast enough illumination that Bree could see tears forming in Daniel’s eyes. But her frustration was only blunted, not eradicated by the sight. The wind whipped her hair around her face, and she pushed it impatiently aside as she replied, “I get it, Daniel, I get she was important to you. But she’s not the same person anymore! And maybe there’s a reason she wasn’t freaked out by the Demon Master and Binder shit. She wanted it for herself!" A few fat raindrops hit her and she wiped at her face. "Maybe she was mistreated as a kid, maybe abused, I don’t know what her story is, but that woman wants power above all things. It’s in every word she speaks, every gesture, every action. What’s worse, she wants power over you, and not just because of the hiding spell, whatever she’s telling you. She has some sick need to have power over you, in particular. And the way you’re acting, I’m not sure she couldn’t still wrap you around her finger and get you doing whatever she wants! You still see the little girl, and she’ll work that until you’ve done things you can’t turn back from, until you’re as bad as she is!”
Daniel backed away further, and said, voice shaky, “Don’t do this right now, Bree. I told you, I’m in no shape to have this out.”
“Yeah, and that’s another thing,” Bree continued recklessly, advancing on him. “You’re not in good shape. In fact, you’re in terrible shape. That dark thing is growing inside you, every time you call Gelsenim. In fact, I’d bet every cent I own it’s even worse right now, just from mastering those demons. You’re jumpy, you’re angry, and you’re starting to lose it. You’re obviously losing your judgment, or you wouldn’t even think of trying to help the bitch who took Hunter and is using him like a pawn in some demented chess game! Although, come to think of it, the kind of shape you’re in, it’s no wonder you’re attracted to another Demon Master!”
Daniel threw back his head, clutching it with his hands, eyes squeezed shut, then, alarmingly, began to laugh. My God, Bree thought, fear breaking through the anger a little, he’s finally, really losing
it! He paced away from her, then turned back and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. “So I'm attracted to Demon Masters? What does that make you?” he said, voice breaking.  
The half formed thought that she had been beating back leaped to the front of her mind. “No, I’m not a Demon Master” she said hoarsely. “I can’t be.” Daniel shook her a little and she looked up into his face, into black eyes half desperate, half delirious. The wild look of desire on his face finally registered with her and stopped her breath even as her heart went into overdrive. There was a long moment of silence, and Bree was caught by it. All her arguments, her fears, emptied from her head. There was only Daniel, and her racing heart.
  Before she could even begin to react, he kissed her. His hands moved across her shoulders, up the sides of her neck and trapped her face, fingers strong and warm against her autumn cold skin. She felt a veritable earthquake of butterflies take flight inside of her as his tongue quested urgently for hers, and with a whimper of surrender, in spite of herself, all her confusion about him, she responded. Buffets of wind almost made them lose their balance, but they clung to each other, kissing passionately, frantically, even as rain started to come down. Some part of Bree’s mind protested that there was something very wrong with this scene, but that part had the power of a twittering sparrow compared to the turbulent, blood burning storm of hunger and need that was running riot through her. God, how she wanted him, she couldn’t hide from that now. 
She ran her hands along his waist under his coat, clawed up the bottom of his sweater and dug for the t-shirt underneath, pulling it up so she could run her hands along his skin. His kiss was interrupted by a gasp as her wet hands went up his sides, only to resume so powerfully, so hungrily that she stumbled backwards several steps until she landed against the trunk of one of the trees closely lining the driveway. 
He followed her, holding her face again in his hands, looked searingly into her eyes, and kissed her again, more expertly, more carefully, until she reached out desperately for him, dragging him close to her body, pressing up against him. 
He groaned and his kisses roughened again, and this time it was him pulling up her shirt until he had access to her skin. His hands were colder now, but the shock she felt wasn’t from the chill. All of the strain and terror and anger of the last days seemed to feed the conflagration between them. She had never before felt her whole being so taken with the frenzy of a moment as it was now, had never felt such a total loss of control. Every cell of her body desired every cell of his. She bitterly resented the clothes between them. As she ran her hands up his back, under his shirt, she felt that he was shaking. He was so much slighter than Seth, whose burliness had felt very manly and protective to Bree. Daniel was more like an electric wire, slender, strong, flexible, and highly charged. He was a whole different animal, and she had wanted him from the first time she saw him. She had been afraid of him, and for him, but more powerful by far was the compulsion to touch him, to connect with him. She felt herself falling into him, much like she had during that first deep read at Sophie and Bruce’s, like she had this morning, trying to get closer, trying to know him.  
And that’s when she felt the darkness again. It was running like a black, bourgeoning river underneath the brilliant flare of his longing and desire. She felt how his self-control was worn down to a thread hanging suspended above the sharpest of knives. There was a self-hatred in it so dense it was now perceivable to her senses in a way it hadn’t been before. She felt repulsed by it, by the demon-tinged quality to it. Oh, it had been there before, but each demon contact worsened it as the demons attacked that vulnerable spot, sensing the way in to full possession. She knew the flavor of that self-hatred, because she had lived with it herself since Seth died, always wondering why she hadn’t been able to save him, why it hadn’t been her to die instead of him, knowing he was the worthier person.
She couldn’t help but freeze in place as she sensed all this. Daniel's eyes flew open, and he saw something in her face that triggered a look so pained, so desolate that she felt her heart crack open for him. Then he thrust away from her, both physically and energetically. She felt her Reader sense snap back into her like a hard thrown boomerang returning to its source, and the sensation disoriented her. 
"Why do you keep doing that?" he exclaimed. "Why do you keep looking inside if you don't like what you see?" 
"I didn't mean to read you, I don't know why that keeps happening! I just..." 
“This was a mistake.” Daniel interrupted. He turned and began to walk away.  
“Daniel, wait,” she gasped.
He ignored her, and strode towards the house, hands thrust into his pockets, body hunched over to protect his face from the rain.  
Bree felt like a car that had been improperly downshifted while screaming full out down the highway. There was a shuddering and grinding inside her as her abused nervous system suffered another rapid, unexpected reversal. What in hell had just happened? Was that desire, tension release, or, God help her, the beginnings of love? 
She found herself wanting to reject the last option. Daniel was clearly starting to crack. She’d read how his control was slipping. Maybe it wasn't demon burn, maybe it was just emotional strain on top of being injured. But either way, he was teetering on the brink of something.
And what was this weird shit about him being attracted to her because she might be a Demon Master? Wasn’t that what he was basically saying before he kissed her? How twisted was that? And how twisted is it that you
desire
him, the little voice in her head answered. You were basically ready to lie down in the mud and get naked with him even though it’s freezing ass cold out here, even though you knew he was dangerously close to the edge. 
She was shivering. The temperature had dropped, the wind was still rising, and she heard the crack of a breaking tree branch not far off. She'd better get back to the house where she could agonize somewhere away from pointy, falling objects. 
She looked at her car for a moment, longing to get in it and drive back to her house. No one could stop her. She wasn’t being held prisoner here. She wanted her own home, her own bed, her own life back. But she was in the middle of all of this, whether she wanted to be or not. And unless she stayed close to Daniel, it was unlikely Javier would keep her in the loop about the situation with Hunter. She couldn't walk away so long as there was any hope at all that she could still help out with retrieving Hunter. 
	With a sigh, she trudged back to the safe house, caught between hoping Daniel was already hiding out in his room so she could avoid him and hoping he was hiding out in hers, contrite and ready to rip her clothes off.



Chapter 21
 
Bree was thoroughly tired out and confused by the time she woke up early the next morning. She had slept badly. As much as Daniel’s “This was a mistake” comment resonated with her, her traitorous brain kept replaying their kisses. Then there was the fun of wondering if she was, in fact, a Demon Master, not to mention the continual images of Hunter terrified and possessed again.
She padded quietly downstairs to rustle up some breakfast. Daniel was in the kitchen, working on a big plate of scrambled eggs. Nervousness sang through her when she saw him, followed closely by a visceral replay of last night's make-out session. Joe was not in evidence. He was likely still asleep, as it was only a little after six. She took refuge in being all business, in pretending last night had never happened. "Any news about Hunter?" she asked.
“Nothing substantial,” Daniel replied, after a few hasty chews to clear his mouth of eggs. “Joe left me a note. No joy from the Keepers trying to follow Franchesca after last night, no new request for a meet, and no hint of Hunter’s location. That's the word as of late last night." He put a hand on the newspaper folded up next to his plate. "Apparently the paper is reporting this morning that there was a clash between rival gangs at the Trolloween last night. Fortunately, no one was killed. I was worried about that.”
“Me too,” she responded. She sat down and poured some orange juice from a carton sitting on the table into a waiting glass. She was relieved Daniel seemed calm, especially given how dark his energy had been last night. She wasn't sure what to make of the change. Maybe he'd managed more sleep than she had. And maybe it wasn't demon burn making him so emotional and unpredictable. 
They both avoided eye contact, and an awkward silence fell. Bree found she had no desire to read him. And she literally couldn’t open up her mouth and speak of what had happened between them, although she’d imagined a hundred ways of doing so as she tossed and turned in bed last night. 
He broke the silence by saying, “It really sucks, being on the sidelines like this. I know I’m retired, but it’s hard not to be more in the information loop. The Keepers want to protect me because I used to be one of them, but they don’t know me, and they don’t quite trust me either.”
“I know how you feel. It seems crazy to be hiding out in this house, waiting for someone else to find Hunter.” Bree forced herself to take another sip of juice. The idea of eggs made her stomach turn, and toast wasn’t looking that appetizing either. However, she knew she needed to eat to get her power back up, should have eaten last night. So she got up and pulled a piece of bread from the package on the counter, and began to pick at it.
Daniel swilled down some coffee and said, “Yeah, well maybe we need to get out of this house. There’s been no sign the Keltoi have been able to do a locate on it, and I didn't find anything on the sweep I did when I got up. Joe said there are some trails in the park out back. Maybe we should go for a walk, work out the kinks.”
And maybe we should talk, privately, was the meaning behind that little invitation. Bree was frantically making up excuses to avoid it even as her lips said “Good idea." She finished the bread quickly, and went upstairs to fetch her coat. Lord, she did not want to have this conversation. She couldn’t think of a way it could have a good outcome. Nevertheless, she followed Daniel outside, into what was a surprisingly still morning, because she knew that delaying it wouldn’t really help things either.
He led the way onto a narrow trail Joe had pointed out to him. It went downhill into a forested ravine. Douglas firs rose tall on all sides, blocking out much of the cloudy grey morning light. There were vine maples and large sword ferns in the undergrowth, along with a good selection of mosses and lichens. Evidence of last night’s storm showed in the large number of fir branches downed along the trail. Droplets of water released randomly from the tree canopy, gentle leftovers from the rain. Neither of them spoke, concentrating instead on navigating the muddy slope. 
Finally, the trail leveled out at the bottom of the ravine. There seemed to be no one around. A little further on they came to the salmon stream that ran through the park. The clouds parted, and rays of sun came enchantingly down through the trees.
Daniel paused beside the creek in a beam of sunlight, hands in jacket pockets, one foot up on a rock, and breathed in deeply. “This is beautiful,” he commented, looking around. “It’s hard to believe something that feels this wild is in the city. It looks somehow primeval compared to the woods I grew up in back home.” He turned to look at her and said softly, “I really don’t know the most basic things about you. Did you grow up around here?”
“North of here, in a small city called Bellingham, about an hour and a half drive,” Bree answered. “These are definitely the kind of woods I grew up in.” She felt skittish and vulnerable under his attention, but at the same time, couldn't drag her eyes away from him, couldn't stop thinking about the wild heat of their kisses.
“You look like you belong here,” he commented. He took his foot off the rock and walked the few steps it took to stand directly in front of her. He took a hand out of his pocket and ran his thumb along her cheek. “You have forest eyes,” he murmured. “Gold and brown lace over green.”	
Bree stilled. This was a far cry from the anguished, impulsive interchange of last night. Her eyes searched his, and she felt strangely humbled, as if all her perceptions, all her reading of him, meant nothing, told her nothing. In this light, his eyes weren’t as black as they looked indoors. They were a very, very dark brown, with layers and textures that granted them depth.  
Suddenly, he jerked his hand away and grabbed his wrist with his other hand. "Damn it, that hurt. It's Gelsenim. I told him to touch the rock on my bracelet if he had something to report about Hunter.” He looked at Bree apologetically. "It's bad timing, but I think I should call him on through."
"Yes, yes, do it,” Bree told him. 
He looked quickly in every direction, and Bree did the same. There was still no one to be seen. Then he turned slightly away from her and called, “Gelsenim I call you! Come forth!”
The air in front of him shimmered, then a blast of heat hit Bree in the face as Gelsenim took shape, this time in his demon form, though a smaller version, more sinew and slinky strength than overwhelming, masculine mass. She wouldn’t have known him for the same demon, but Daniel didn’t miss a beat as he growled, “I thought I commanded you to cause me no pain when you touched the stone at my wrist.”   
“That was mere discomfort,” Gelsenim argued, pacing restlessly along the edge of the creek. “You have not known the true pain I could cause.”
“Well, something certainly has you riled up,” Daniel said more thoughtfully, as he rubbed his wrist. "So, did you find out where Hunter is?" 
“I am not Eldeku,” the demon rumbled. 
Daniel backed a careful pace away from Gelsenim. “Has something, ah, upset you?” He glanced at Bree, and she nodded. The demon certainly looked agitated. They would have to proceed carefully if they were to get any information on Hunter.
“And what exactly is an Eldeku?” Daniel asked.
“I am not Eldeku!” the demon roared. Two crows took off cawing from the trees above at the noise, and Bree looked around nervously. All they needed, on top of an angry, unwarded demon was for a couple of normals to happen by on an early morning hike. Fortunately, there was still no one in sight.  
Daniel hesitated, then said, “Right, so you’re not Eldeku. Who’s saying you are?”
Gelsenim turned whirling ember eyes on Daniel and said petulantly, “Tirakku says it. When next I have a host, I will crush that one!”
Tirakku had been the demon she’d exorcised a couple of nights ago, the one who'd possessed Kevin, and that man Justice before that. Hope unfurled inside Bree. If Gelsenim had spoken to Tirakku, perhaps he knew where Hunter was! She opened her mouth to ask, but Daniel forestalled her. 
“Does Tirakku mistake you for another demon?” he asked.
“Eldeku is not another one, it is a thing, a slave! I, who am among the eldest, I who remember being one with the Seldenai, when there was no hunger, when we were free!”
“Tirakku was mastered by a Keltoi, just as you are, at times, mastered by me. So why does he call you a slave?” Daniel asked carefully.  
“That one is too young to remember!” Gelsenim raged on. “That one was made here, in this realm.”
“Not in the realm you come from?”
The demon seemed to calm a little. He stopped his pacing and his form wavered briefly before settling back to his current one. “He comes of what you call ‘taint.’ One formed from a piece, inside of a host, a human host. These ones can be strong, but they are not intelligent. They are a lesser species.”
“What is Tirakku too young to remember?”
“The Seldenai,” the demon repeated. “Those to whom we were not slaves, but equals. We the heart, they the mind.”
Bree stepped up beside Daniel, who nodded at her to weigh in. “Is Daniel the mind to your heart?” she asked. Daniel shot her a surprised look. Clearly she had not followed the course of questioning he expected.
The demon wavered again, then settled into his human form, blond head bowed, shoulders slumped. “He is close,” the demon whispered, “close to the Seldenai, but he will not let me feed, so I hunger.”
“When you feed, or when you possess Daniel, it harms him,” Bree said gently. It was hard not to respond to the despair evident in the demon’s voice and posture, too easy to forget, just for a moment, the horrors this demon had been responsible for.  
“It should not,” Gelsenim said more strongly, and looked up at her. “There is a close compatibility of energy. If he would but engage in certain activities, his energy would be strong enough to share permanently.”
“If by certain activities, you mean those you encourage in your hosts, that won’t work, Gelsenim,” Daniel broke in. Though he was clearly still trying to sound patient and reasonable, Bree caught the undertone of fear in his voice. It had to be unnerving to be told he had some sort of compatibility with a demon.
“Ah, you lack the strength!” the demon replied, face morphing again toward red and horned, though his body stayed human.
“No, I lack the temperament,” Daniel responded. “It’s not my nature to be cruel, or to seek excitement in power over others. You know I don’t command you unless I have to.”
The demon's visage slowly went back to human. “You commanded me to find the child,” it said.
“Did you find him?” Daniel asked, face intent.
“I did not.”   
Daniel visibly wilted, and Bree felt herself do the same. 
“I did hear of the child,” Gelsenim continued with what sounded strangely like the desire to please. “He is with the strongest one, the Keltoi leader, Carson. There is talk of you, Daniel. Of how you will be forced to teach us to hide as you do.”
“I thought you had already taught other demons Daniel’s trick,” Bree challenged.
The demon began pacing again, but kept his human form. “Only that which I could divine, that which could be transported? Realized? And is it not only fair,” Gelsenim continued, voice rising, deepening. “You take from us our food, our form, at every chance! You deny us at every turn! How could I not take this when I found it, some chance for my kind? Ah, perhaps I should let them have you!” the demon growled.
“This Carson,” Daniel pursued. “Can you locate him?”
“There is warding on that one, and possessed who will not speak of him. There was a place he was known, but he moved that place. All that is known of the new place is that it is near the water, in this city, the part you call downtown.”
“The lake or the Sound?” Bree questioned urgently.
“The larger, the salt water. And there is another thing related to Carson,” the demon continued, “an action, a job. The Keltoi are planning something large. Many demons have been called, some to possess Keltoi, some to provide distraction. Many are being fed, and few exorcised. I think perhaps I would rather one of theirs mastered me.” His eyes flashed into a deeper orange.
“I’m sorry I can’t help you with the hunger,” Daniel said with all evidence of sincerity. “But I’m willing to try to help, to try to better understand your kind.”
“Only to exterminate us!” the demon hissed, turning on him.
Daniel didn't flinch, and Gelsenim stopped just short of touching him. “It’s not that I want to exterminate you so much as banish you. If that’s the only option to prevent your kind from hurting and killing my kind, then I'll do it. But can’t we seek another option? It sounds as if you once co-existed with these Seldenai…”
“You are not Seldenai,” the demon said, almost sadly, and his form wavered again, breaking up first around the edges.
“Gelsenim, I command you!” Daniel said more strongly. He raised one fisted hand. “I command you only to protect our safety. But you will not speak of this conversation to any being, human, demon or other. You will not convey my location, or Bree's location. I will call you again, and we will talk more of this. If you find any other evidence of the child, come to me in the same way, and do not cause pain or discomfort when you touch the rock bound to my wrist. Now, be gone.”
The demon did not answer, and there was more a waft than a rush of moist heat on its exit. Then there was quiet, ruffled only by the gentle chatter of the creek. There was so much to consider and speculate about in what Gelsenim had said, but those parts concerning Hunter were by far uppermost in Bree’s mind. “So Franchesca has taken Hunter to this Carson, who I take it is head of the Keltoi clan around here.”
“I think all this urgency about getting my hiding spell has something to do with the big action planned, something tied to the increase in possessions. And they're headquartered near downtown, by the Sound. That's got to mean downtown Seattle.” Daniel’s clenched fist tapped lightly against his thigh as he considered, and he frowned in concentration. Then his expression cleared, and he said, “Enough. Enough of doing it by the book on this one. I’m not a Keeper any more.” He took off back up the trail they had come down, moving fast.  
“What are you thinking?” Bree asked, hurrying along behind him, trying to keep up with her shorter legs.
He glanced over his shoulder and said, “The finder spell. Now that I know Hunter is being held somewhere near downtown, the spell doesn't have to be spread out over too much territory. And with the location being near the water, I have something to work with, a specific element. It could make a difference, even with the spells against finding they must have up.” He turned and kept moving up the trail.
“Didn’t you say you had to get some things at your place to do the finder spell? What if the Keltoi have it staked out?”
“A stake out I can deal with, since it won’t involve that many Keltoi. And at this point, I’m betting on a just stake out. They won't expect me to return someplace where security has been compromised. They know they have leverage on me with Hunter, so they may not be putting as much into finding me as before. And besides, if the Keltoi have something big brewing, which jibes with what Javier said, I may well be a sideshow to all that.”
“Man, Javier is not going to like this,” Bree mused, half worried, half gleeful.
“I don’t answer to Javier, or the local Keepers,” Daniel replied, a little out of breath. One hand was on his injured side, which he was clearly straining with his dash uphill. “I’ve let old habits of Keeper precedence get in the way of doing what needs to be done.” 
“Okay, fine. We get your things, come back here, and work the finder spell. Say we get a locate. Then what?”
Daniel stopped again and turned to face her, a hand holding onto a slender tree by the side of the trail. “You’re not coming with me. And I’m not coming back to Joe’s.”
For a brief moment, Bree felt nothing but relief. She didn’t have to go with him, didn’t have to be involved further. She could let someone stronger, more experienced, handle things. And she wouldn’t have to deal with what had happened between them last night. 
But looking up at Daniel, clutching his side and out of breath, eyes tired and shadowed, the stronger emotion was the desire to be near him, to touch him, to protect him. Which was really enough to make her laugh. Her, protect him? With her few, measly defensive spells, no offensive spells, and a general disinclination to use what magic she did have? 
Still, she could help. She could use her Reader abilities and Demonsense to keep him safe while he worked on the spell. And besides, she didn’t want to wait around for news anymore. She wanted to be doing something. 
“Like hell, you’re going without me. Look at you! You look like you’re about to pass out. If you’re still hurting that much, what are you doing out on a hike, for God’s sake?”
“Bree,” he responded seriously, “there’s really no need for you to come, and plenty of reasons for you to stay out of it. I’ve exposed you to too much danger already. And besides, we could encounter more demons, more possessed. It’s entirely possible that it’s all this recent contact with demons starting up some latent Demon Master talent in you. I know that’s not something you want.”
“It’s stupid for you to go alone,” she insisted stubbornly. 
“I’ve done this kind of work alone before. I’ll be careful.”
“Not happening, Thorvaldson. Get over it.”
He regarded her with a mixture of annoyance and amusement. “You really are going to be a pain in the ass about this, aren’t you?”
“I seem to recall you don’t have a car,” she said sweetly.
“You could drop me off at your place so I could get mine.”
“Oh, yeah, using a stick shift days after a getting a knife wound. Great idea.”
“It’s not that bad.” He self-consciously removed his hand from his side.  
“Yeah, and I’m Cleopatra, Queen of the Nile,” she replied sarcastically. She was starting to enjoy herself. She had a good bit of annoyed snarkiness to get out of her system.
He raised her one. “Seriously, you’d just be a distraction. I don’t need to be worried about protecting you, I need to be focused on finding Hunter.”
While there might be some truth in that, Bree wouldn’t budge. She wasn’t sure if it was sheer cussedness, or a total loss of objectivity, or a helpful intuition, but she felt more and more sure that she was not going to allow him to go without her. She saw his bet and raised him one. “I’m sure Javier would be interested to know that you’re going off all vigilante to handle this on your own.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Try me, Daniel.”
His lips parted for a retort, and there was an energy in the air between them, part angry tension, part attraction. For a moment, Bree thought he was going to kiss her again. Hell, she thought, she was going to kiss him. 
	Instead, he turned and said, “Fine!” He stalked on up the hill stiffly, Bree scrambling in his wake, perversely wondering, now that she had won, why she had fought to go with him.



Chapter 22
 
Fortunately, Joe still wasn't up and around when Daniel and Bree got back from their walk in the woods, so they were able to get out of the house before he appeared. 
“It all seems to fit with what Kevin calls your ‘other dimensional beings theory’ doesn’t it?” Bree commented as they started the drive to Daniel's place.
Daniel fumbled with the side of the passenger seat until he got it to recline more. “He certainly seemed to be implying they come from another realm, that this isn’t their native space. It also seems pretty clear that he’s describing some kind of symbiosis with these Seldenai, whatever they are.”
“‘We the heart, they the mind,’” Bree quoted. “There’s some pattern there, something in how Gelsenim seems to want to do work for you. I think that’s in some part what he means when he speaks of the Seldenai being the mind.”  
“And yet he was very reactive to the other demon calling him a slave. It doesn’t make sense.”
“We’re missing a piece somewhere,” Bree reflected, stopping for a red light.  
“Yes, but we’re gaining pieces as well,” Daniel replied. "You come at this from a different angle, and that's incredibly helpful.”
Bree was warmed by the praise, but also distracted by worry over possible conflict with the Keltoi at Daniel's house. “I wish we had more of a plan about getting your things than ‘I hope there’s not too many of them.’” 
"We park a couple of blocks away, scan for Keltoi and possessed, neutralize any we find, and get in and out quick.”
“It’s the neutralizing that’s got me worried.”
“Look, if they’re at all tired or distracted, I can probably sneak up on them and hit them with a freeze spell.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to, you know, bind them?”
“Better in the sense of easier and safer,” he conceded, “but you know I don’t like to use my Binder abilities. It kind of freaks me out.”
You and me both, Bree thought to herself.
They were soon in Daniel’s neighborhood, and he directed her to park the car two blocks away, on a side street. As they approached his house on foot, Daniel pointed out a silver BMW with two men in it parked about three houses down from his place. 
"Not very subtle, are they?" Bree asked.
Daniel continued on past his street at a brisk pace. "It just confirms what I was thinking. The Keltoi didn't send their best on the stakeout because they don't expect me to come home at this point." He led her on a wide loop around his street until he felt confident they had spotted the only Keltoi around. 
Bree felt lightheaded with nerves as they approached the BMW from behind. She readied her shield spell in her mind and gathered up her will energy to cast it. They were about two car lengths away when she saw one of the men turn around in his seat. Almost immediately, the man opened the car door. "Oh God, here we go," she whispered.
Daniel's hand shot out, and a cold wave of energy washed by her. 
Both men slumped forward, and Daniel moved quickly to push the one who'd been getting out back into his seat. He gestured at the men again, then shut the car door firmly. "That should hold for about ten minutes. Let's go." He turned and headed for his house. 
Bree felt a strange sense of anti-climax. Not that she’d wanted another battle. She’d just worked herself up to a fine edge of tension and she felt like it had nowhere to go. 
They both did a quick energy read, and confirmed that no one was in Daniel’s house. After he shoved some extra clothes into a duffle, he went to his workroom and started pulling out drawers. He extracted several bags, bottles and objects, and put them in his bag so quickly that she couldn’t make out what they were, especially since her attention was primarily on scanning for anyone approaching. Finally, he brought out a plain, locked wood box. He waved a hand over it, muttered, “Release by my will,” and the lock dropped open. He pulled out an astonishingly large roll of hundred dollar bills.  
“Emergency stash,” he said to her wide-eyed look.
“Kind of makes mine look pathetic,” she commented.
“Yeah, well, there’s some weird shit that goes with old family money, but it’s handy to have around sometimes,” he responded as he zipped up the bag and threw it over his shoulder. “That does it, let’s go.”  
Daniel hit the still frozen Keltoi with another spell on their way out to make sure they wouldn't be followed, then led the way to her car.
“So,” she said as they got back in, “Where to now?”
“I want to get as close as possible to the water to work the finder spell. Gelsenim said Hunter was being kept near water, so where can we get a hotel room on the water, somewhere downtown?”
She started the car and drove off quickly, wanting to put distance between them and the Keltoi. “There’s a hotel that extends right over the Sound called the Edgewater. I went to a wedding there once. It’s on the waterfront below downtown. So it’s not going to be cheap.” 
“Right over the water is perfect in terms of the casting. That makes it worth the money,” he assured her. 
"Forgive me if I'm being dense here, but how does being near the water help with the finder spell?"
Daniel shifted in his seat, winced, and rubbed at his injured side. "You know how elements in nature all have their own particular energy signature? The water in the Sound is different on an energy level from water in a lake, or water in the ocean. And the water that's near downtown is different from water in other parts of the Sound. 
"I think I see where this might be going," Bree replied.
"Finder spells are notoriously difficult because you're trying to get magic to reach for someone far away. Three blocks is a long distance for a spell to travel, let alone three miles."
"So you attune the spell's energy to the Sound water to limit the radius of the spell to areas near that particular type of water."
"That's a big part of it," Daniel agreed. "The other piece is about raising and binding energy to a lot of different items and elements that are related to finding Hunter as opposed to some other person. The Sound water is one of those elements. I'll be raising and attuning energy to each item, then I'll bind the energy together in the final spell and release it all at once. That's what gives it the power to travel."
"As opposed to using only your own base energy."
"Exactly."
Silence fell between them, and Bree became preoccupied with scanning for any Keltoi or possessed that might be following them. She felt surges of energy from Daniel that told her he was doing the same. After a rather nerve wracking drive, they finally pulled up outside the hotel. It was modern in shape, two white rectangles softened by wood window frames, pergolas and balconies. 
Inside it was an interesting mixture of rustic and posh. The lobby included a big rock fireplace, antler chandeliers and black bear statues mixed with gold and crystal lamps and ornately carved armchairs. Daniel chatted up the perky blond at the reception desk, and she admitted it was possible to get them a room in advance of the usual check in time. Bree trooped out to collect their bags of clothes from the car and handed her keys over to the valet. She met Daniel back in the lobby, and they made their way up to their room. In the elevator, Daniel murmured, “Sorry about getting only one room, but it’s safer for us to stay together.”
The prospect of sharing a hotel room with Daniel created an instant rush of distracting fantasies. She firmly ordered her libido to stand down. "That makes sense," she replied with what she hoped was a casual tone. 
After another intensive scan of their surroundings, which yielded nothing of concern, Daniel swiped the key card on the door to their room, and they went in. It was a good few levels of luxury above anywhere else Bree had ever stayed. A gas fireplace was in a corner by the window, fronted by two green leather chairs. There was a view that included clouds hovering just beneath the jagged expanse of the snow dusted Olympic mountains on the far horizon. A white car ferry made its way across the blue-grey waters of Puget Sound that lay between Seattle and the Olympic peninsula to the west. 
Bree experienced a brief, dreamy sense of being on vacation. She turned to look at Daniel, and found him smiling a soft smile. As their eyes met, she was acutely aware that she was in a hotel room with a tragically attractive man that she had been kissing like a demented maenad mere hours ago. The beds suddenly loomed large in her consciousness. She whirled around so fast that she caught her foot on one of the chairs and tripped. “Off to the bathroom,” she tossed over her shoulder as she recovered her balance.  
She shut herself in, transfixed by her panicked image in the mirror. “Coward,” she told herself, and splashed her face deliberately with cold water. 
When that didn’t help, she decided to get seriously cleaned up. She indulged in an indecently long shower and got out feeling much refreshed. As she dressed, she reviewed all her reasons for avoiding a romantic relationship with Daniel Thorvaldson as well as her rationalizations for not talking about last night. This was about finding Hunter. She felt calm, focused, even relaxed.    
She came out of the bathroom to find a room service tray waiting, piled with scrambled eggs, sausages, glistening, jewel-like breakfast pastries, a bowl of fresh fruit, and a carafe of coffee accompanied by real cream and sugar, as well as a pot of tea. The sight made her realize she was absolutely starved. “You are a God,” she told Daniel in awe. 
"We should eat as much of this as we can stand. Both our power levels are still sub par." He was sitting in the other chair with a mostly consumed cream cheese danish on his plate. 
Bree nodded, and started piling up her plate with food. They both ate in silence for a while, then Daniel said, “It’s good to see you happy.”
Bree looked up in surprise. Her cheeks were warm from heat of the merrily burning fire in the fireplace, and she could feel speckles of pastry frosting on her lips. Daniel laughed at her expression. “Seriously, I’m not sure I’ve seen you relaxed and happy before. Laughing at disgusting gallows humor, yes, but not really happy.”
She realized that she actually had been, just for a moment, quite content. “Yeah, well, life has been pretty complicated since I met you,” she replied, then wanted to kick herself as the light went out of his face. “Interesting, though, adventurous,” she backpedaled.  
“A little too adventurous,” he replied, avoiding her eyes. “You know, I just want to say that whatever is going on between us is too complicated to deal with right now. Can we agree to focus on getting Hunter back and worry about all that later?”
Bree blushed, and avoided looking at him as she replied, “Exactly what I was thinking.”
“Good.” He wiped his hands on his napkin, and set his plate aside. “I'm going to take a quick shower, then I’ll get to work on the spell.”
Daniel came out of the bathroom in record time, looking and smelling deliciously clean. He had on black jeans and a long sleeved red t-shirt, and his feet were bare. He picked up his duffel bag, and laid it on the bed nearest the door. He climbed up and settled in cross legged as he began to pull out what he needed for the spell. 
Bree went over and stood by bed, and he didn’t object. She was interested to see what was involved in such a complex spell. She'd been tested as having some Caster ability back at the academy, but she'd been young and far more interested in socializing than in studying, and developing Caster talent required a great deal of study. She’d learned the few spells required for exorcism, and had otherwise stuck with working on those powers that came easiest to her. 
Daniel pulled out several bags of what looked like herbs, a gold ring with a red stone, a gold medallion inscribed with a hawk, some shells, some dried oak leaves, and a small hank of brown hair tied with a string. He glanced up at Bree, paused, then seemed to decide to go ahead and clue her in as he worked. 
“I still have some of Hunter’s hair left over from when I made him the locator amulet. That will help provide a personal link. Most of the rest of these involve affinity with fire for protection, because we’re seeking Hunter for his protection. I’ve got the red candle, the garnet ring, the oak leaves, some rosemary, and some cloves for that element. I also have the hawk for seeking and seeing clearly, and eucalyptus, which is good for penetration and protection. I’m hoping to penetrate the spells the Keltoi have up to block finder spells. Some of this, like the shells, is to resonate with water, and I'll run down and get a cup of water directly from the Sound when I'm closer to being done." He looked up to see if Bree was following him, and she nodded for him to continue.
"I have to charge each of these objects with specific intention related to finding Hunter, and connect a bit of my base energy to each. And like I told you in the car, I'll do a final spell that will set all the energies working with each other in such a way that the overall energy is greatly enhanced. I'll need to raise as much energy as humanly possible to have a hope that this will be effective." 
 A shadow crossed his face, and Bree was reminded how pessimistic Javier had been about a finder spell working. She knew it was a long shot, but it was all they had. "How long will it take?"
"If everything goes perfectly, maybe a day and a half."
Bree choked back a cry of disappointment. She'd known it was a complex spell, but with every minute that passed, there was a greater chance that the Keltoi would move Hunter, making it even more difficult to locate him. Her curiosity about the spell was replaced by a rising sense of anxiety that was becoming all too familiar. What was happening to Hunter right now? Would Franchesca follow through on her threat to have him possessed again? She wrestled her worry back into submission. It did no good to dwell on the things they couldn't control. "Do you mind if I watch the first step? I'll get back to scanning for trouble after that."
Daniel gave her a distracted nod as he finished arranging the items he'd brought around him. Then he picked up the ring and held it in one hand. He closed his eyes, and for some time, Bree didn’t feel anything. He was quite still, in fact so still she knew he was likely getting stiff muscles. Finally, there rose the unmistakable sensation of magical energy building. Daniel opened his eyes and passed his other hand slowly over the ring then back again. Bree felt a mild internal click of something settling into place. Daniel set it down, and looked up at her. “Did you feel that?”
“I got something like a key locking a door, when you can feel it's fully locked."
“That's the magical potential settling into place. That piece is done.” He unfolded his legs, stretching out one at a time and bending over it, trying to work the muscles loose. 
“So is that basically it?" Bree asked. "It’s all an internal process?”
“Most pieces of it are. It’s about tuning into the natural and energetic properties of the substance, then you shape it a bit until it’s more specific to your purpose. In this case, it means convincing the ring that it’s not complete, that it’s looking for something to be complete in its mission to provide protection. Sort of like an imbalanced atom seeking a specific electron to stabilize itself.”
“I can see I’m not going to learn much just by watching.”
"High power Readers actually have a great advantage in learning casting work because they can attune to another powered and read how the energy is being worked.”
“I was tempted to do that, but I didn’t want to disturb you,” Bree admitted.
“Normally I wouldn’t mind. My concentration is generally pretty good, but given how important this is, I have to admit I’d be worried about any distraction.” He looked up at her with a look half annoyed, half serious. "And you are definitely a distraction."
And there was a "go away" message if she'd ever heard one. She wondered if her presence was just going to make this more difficult for him, like he'd said on their hike, and the thought was caused her gut to twist with tension. “Well, I should probably leave you to it. I'm going to head downstairs and see if I can find a book in that gift shop in the lobby. I'll continue to do some scanning from time to time to make sure we haven’t been located, and I'll definitely monitor your energy level, but I won't need to do that non-stop."
“Good idea,” he muttered as he reached for the bundle of rosemary.
Bree agreed and retreated downstairs. There were a few books available in the store, alongside the over priced toiletries, clothes and souvenirs. She wasted a few precious minutes of her cell phone battery life to call first Sophie, then Kevin. Sophie had clearly been fretting, and wanted some kind of assurance Bree wouldn’t get in over her head, an assurance Bree could pretend at but not sell with any conviction. 
Kevin seemed to have recovered somewhat from his post possession shock and was forceful in insisting he and Steve be informed if Daniel succeeded with the finder spell. The amount of time that had passed had left him less willing to simply trust the Keepers to handle the search for Hunter. She signed off with a promise to call him as soon as she had any information, and also to check in regularly to find out if the Keepers had had any luck, or if they’d arranged another attempt at trading Daniel for Hunter. She certainly wasn't going to call Javier directly.  
By the time she got back, Daniel appeared to be right in the middle of potentiating another element of the spell. She quietly settled down in one of the leather chairs with the mystery novel she had procured, but it was a struggle to concentrate. Time moved at a glacial pace. She got nothing on her periodic scans of the area to worry her. Daniel broke off briefly for lunch, bolted down his food without speaking to her, then did the same thing with dinner. 
After each meal, Bree read a spike in his base and will energies, but by mid-evening, she felt both dip sharply, and he seemed to run into some trouble. Several times, he stopped in the middle of a stretch of silent focus to swear and pace, clearly unsuccessful in his efforts. As much as Bree was desperate for him to be done, she knew the casting would take longer if he kept making mistakes because he was tired. He snapped at her when she suggested taking a break, and the small tendrils of Reader sense she sent his way after that confirmed her concern that his energy was weaker and, disturbingly, darker. 
After the fourth time he broke off his efforts with obvious frustration, she chided him, “You’re just making more work for yourself by pushing it too hard.”
“It’s just a difficult spell,” he growled.
“I’m sure it is,” she said carefully. “You’re operating from a depleted state, you know. You’re not over the knife wound, and your system is still reeling from the possession, not to mention all the efforts in battling the Keltoi. You’re not at your strongest right now, so of course this casting is harder than usual.”
His brows drew down in annoyance at her interruption. Clearly she wasn’t getting through to him. She came closer and sat down next to him the bed, and laid a hand on his shoulder, careful to rein in her Reader sense. His shoulder was stiff as a bundle of wire under her hand. “All I’m saying is that you need a little break. Your casting will go better then, you know it will.”  
He looked mulish, but he didn’t pull away, so she ventured on. “You’re tied up in knots with all this sitting and focusing. Here, let me just work on your shoulders a little.” She pointed at the floor in front of the other bed. “Scoot over here. This will only take a minute.”
Somewhat to her surprise, he did as he was told without comment. She moved to sit behind him, settled her hands on his shoulders, and began with some gentle kneading to warm up the muscles. She quickly settled into a familiar routine. This was what she did for a living, and she enjoyed the chance to work at something she knew well after all her blundering around in Daniel’s world. Her sensitive hands quickly found the knots in his shoulders and the related knots in his mid-back. As she had assessed the first time she saw him, he was tight around his joints, one of those people who lived in their head a lot and held tension in their bodies, usually without realizing it. She felt his muscles softening under her expert ministrations, and a warm satisfaction welled up in her. He sighed several times, always a good sign. 
When she judged him halfway to a puddle of bliss, she ordered him to lie down on the bed so she could get at his lower back, and he didn’t resist. She took a moment before starting again to try to shift back into professional mode. Having her hands on Daniel's body, feeling him respond to her was definitely becoming a turn on in a way it wasn't with her clients. She took a few deep breaths, which utterly failed to banish the sexual tension, and with a sigh, continued.
He kept his face turned away from her so she couldn’t read his expression, but she felt his body relaxing, lured into accepting care and nurturing. He was very quiet as a patient, no comments, no requests, no groans. But he soaked it up like a half dead plant soaks up a gentle rain after a long drought. Bree had a sense of these things, part related to being a Reader, part years of experience doing massage. He was gradually accepting it, gradually letting it sink in. 
When she asked him to flip over onto his back, he did so, although she could see a modicum of tension move back into him. Ah, so he was more comfortable facing away from her. People did sometimes feel more vulnerable having their front half massaged, though she knew in this case, it was likely also because the sensuality of the experience was arousing to him as well. His kept his eyes closed, and she felt his energy draw further inside of him. She'd tried to keep her Reader sense in check, but it had opened up a bit unconsciously as she worked. 
She shut it down again, and after a few minutes of working on his arms, she found herself pulled in by the interesting professional challenge of getting him to relax again. She slowed her movements, paying particular attention to the small muscles in his face, around his ears, in his jaw. But rather than decreasing, his tension increased. She realized belatedly that some kind of emotional release was probably building up for him. It happened with bodywork. The body held patterns of distress, and sometimes when you worked the parts of the body where the distress was located, the patient released the related emotion, sometimes with bouts of sobbing, sometimes just with quiet tears. “It’s okay,” she whispered, “let it out, whatever it is.”  
He took a ragged breath, then another, then he reared up and twisted off of the bed, out from under her hands. In concern, Bree followed him to where he’d retreated by the window. She could see by the reflection in the glass that he had one hand over his face. She said tentatively, “Daniel, it’s no big deal. People sometimes have emotional reactions…”
“Don’t,” he interrupted.
“Really, don't worry about it…”
“Stop it!” he shouted, and whirled to face her, expression shockingly angry. She backed away a step involuntarily. In self defense, her Reader sense came up strongly. Without even touching him, she felt a roil anger, maybe even rage.  	
“Don’t manipulate me that way, don’t try to get in!” he raved, advancing on her. “What do you want, anyway?”
Fear and confusion collided, and she stuttered, “I don’t want anything!”
“Oh yes you do,” he insisted savagely. He reached out and gripped her arm hard enough to hurt her. She scanned him anxiously with her Demonsense, but there was no sign of taint or possession. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more frightened. “You just have to know, don’t you?  You want to assess,” he bit out nastily.  
“No, I…”
“What kind of shape is he in now? Let’s just see if he’s cracked yet, shall we?”
Her Reader sense was firing impressions at her as she backed away, tried to wrench her arm from his grip. The dark strain was right on the surface now, swelling up like a boil, leaking rage and violence. It scared her, and that pissed her off. “Get your God damned hands off me. You are not yourself right now.”
“Maybe this is the real me, have you ever thought of that?” he taunted. He released her arm, but moved closer, and in her haste to back away, she stumbled against one of the chairs and fell into it. 
He put a hand on either arm and leaned over her, face close to hers. “Maybe you were right to be afraid of me in the first place,” he went on, voice softer but somehow scarier, eyes boring into hers. “I am a Demon Master and a Binder, after all.” Her rising anger and panic must have shown on her face, because he leaned closer. “How about I put you out of your misery? You won’t have to wonder any more if I really am a bad person, if I’m really corrupted beyond hope of redemption. I could just prove it to you, here and now. I could break my promise and Bind you. That ought to do it, don’t you think?”
Both his emotions and hers were bombarding her to the point where she couldn’t think, couldn’t even begin to frame a reply. Her Reader sense continued to seek and find patterns, and like a slap in the face, the image came to her of how she’d helped him recover himself when Gelsenim had possessed him. Forgiveness. Redemption. Those were key words for him. Something about the bodywork, something about letting himself be cared for had triggered this. The self-hatred that was so much a part of the demon triggered darkness was behind this. He couldn’t risk her caring for him, couldn’t risk letting her in. Given how deeply she could read him, if she then determined he had lost himself to Demon Master corruption and rejected him, he would know he truly was beyond redemption.  
“I don’t believe you,” she told him in as confident a tone as she could muster. “You won’t do it. That isn’t you.”
There was a fierce light in his eyes that belied her assertion, and she felt a rush of magical energy building in the air around her. Oh God, what if she was wrong? He was going to bind her, and then what would he do to her? Her mind gibbered in fear even as she forced herself to say again, “That isn’t you.”
“I guess I’m about to prove you wrong,” he whispered, and closed his eyes.
Bree froze in terror, and then a wild intuition speared into her mind straight from her Reader sense, told her what to do. It was insane, but she kissed him before he could say the words. He jerked back in surprise, his eyes flying open. She put a hand on either side of his face, pulling him to her, and kissed him again, putting all her desperation, all her repressed physical desire into the kiss. 
Daniel's magical energy flared hotter and the lamps rattled on their tables and the dinner dishes on the room service tray, and then he was kissing her back. He fell to his knees in front of her, wound his fingers in her hair and kissed her harder, groaning low in his throat. The light bulb in the lamp next to them blew. Bree jumped in response and broke off the kiss. He pulled back and whispered, "I'm sorry. God, Bree, I'm so sorry." 
And he was back. She could see it, the Daniel she knew was back. 
"I don't know what just happened." As he spoke, he rested a hand on her knee, and it seemed to burn into her. A crazy flare of desire shot through her at his touch. For a moment, she seemed to see herself at a distance, watched herself actually lean toward Daniel, toward the man that had suffered some kind of fit and nearly bound her. And she kissed him again. Carefully, gently, he kissed her back, then retreated, repeating, "I'm sorry." 
She knew she should try to get out of his reach while she had the chance. But as she looked at him, her Reader sense tallied up tells that told her again that the danger was past. 
He must have seen some surrender in her face, because he cupped her cheek with his hand, and leaned in to kiss her again. Fool, she told herself. God, you are such a fool. You're going to trust your Reader sense now? When you're least likely to be accurate? But she couldn't stop responding. Her whole body swelled with need, with longing, but she fought it. Not like this. She wasn’t going to let it happen like this. She maneuvered her hands between them and pushed against his shoulders. 
Daniel pulled back in response to the pressure, and she’d never seen such a naked look of desire on any man’s face. It completely undid her. Her heart lurched, and she fell into him, kissing him again. He urgently pulled her up to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, his kisses moving to her throat, her jaw. One of his hands pulled at her shirt to expose her shoulder and kissed her there as well. She should stop this, she knew she should stop this, but she wasn’t stopping it. 
He backed her up around the chair and onto the bed by the window. He followed her onto to it, pulling her up until they could both lay full length upon it, pressed up against each other. One of her arms was trapped between them, and the other went around his back, her hand moving up to feel the hard muscles along his spine. He kissed her throat again, and she arched against him. His mouth moved its way back up to her lips, and his free hand down her side, then over to her breast, thumb moving across her erect nipple. She felt a tightening in her breasts, and a line of heat headed straight between her legs. He rolled over on top of her, and the weight of him against her was thrilling. She had both of her hands free now, and she framed his face with her hands, ran her thumbs over the wings of his brows, and kissed the hollow of his cheek, the hinge of his jaw, then moved back to his lips, softly. He allowed it, breath coming fast, then deepened the kiss again, causing her toes to curl.
  Touching him like this, her Reader sense instinctively opened further, and his emotions were as clear to her as if she were living in his head. They were all of desire and desperate love, wiping out the despair, the self-hatred. And she felt him tapping into her feelings as well, his own Reader sense finally opened and engaged, and the combination was unlike anything she'd ever felt. His kisses became almost violent with desire, and whether this was all a bad idea, whether he was dangerous, or doomed to eventual insanity ceased to matter. She surrendered. 
	And then he rolled away from her, and clutched the wrist with his stone bracelet. “Oh fuck, not now,” he groaned, and spun off the bed, lurching to his feet. The air in front of him rippled with a surge of heat and mineral smell, and Gelsenim took shape in front of him, in his larger, demon shaped form, horns brushing the ceiling. “I believe you called me, Master,” he purred.



Chapter 23
 
It was the rising darkness in Daniel that had called Gelsenim, from when he'd nearly bound her, Bree realized in a flash as she scrambled off the bed in the hotel room. And likely the sexual energy as well. Somehow all that had broken through the hiding spell that prevented Daniel from accidently calling demons.
To her dismay, Daniel said nothing in response to the demon. It would be a mistake to let Gelsenim realize Daniel had called him inadvertently. He might very well try to possess Daniel again if he realized how easy those darker feelings would be to play on right now. 
The demon stalked forward a few steps, then a flare of magical energy from Daniel signaled a warding, and Gelsenim ran into the invisible barrier. Daniel had thrown a ward up fast, but in his frazzled state, she didn’t see how he could hold it, or his control over the demon, for long. 
“Why did you call me?” growled the demon.
Daniel swayed a little on his feet. Bree had to do something. She tried to think of some question to ask Gelsenim, to distract him. And finally, just when the silence was stretching out so long the demon had to notice, one appeared in her head. She took a step toward the demon and said, “Gelsenim, Daniel called you because I have a question. Tell me, in all the time of your existence, have you found alternative ways to feed? I mean alternatives to feeding on pain and destruction?”
“Why should I answer you?” the demon asked pettishly.
“Because I command it,” Daniel said gruffly. “And because we're trying to help you.”
Gelsenim shifted his gaze to Bree, and the horribly huge red erection was back. He thrust his hips at her and leered, “This one is in heat. If you take her now, take her by force, that will feed me.” Bree's mouth went dry and her knees started to shake. 
“Take your human form!” Daniel commanded, and one hand rose in a fist, the focus for his Demon Master power. Relief flushed through Bree. Daniel's voice was steadier and he had that calm mask back in place. 
Slowly, reluctantly it seemed, the demon’s form shifted and reformed to his usual human one, though this time, the dapper, self-possessed quality was gone. He looked more like a prematurely dissipated, hung over young roué. 	“She said alternative ways,” Daniel rasped, ignoring the demon’s earlier provocations. “You had some kind of co-existence with these Seldenai. Did that require them to take part in evil acts to feed you?”
Gelsenim’s eyes burned in his pale, ill looking face. He licked his lips, hesitating, and Daniel raised his other fist. “No, Master,” he answered, “that was not required. They were different from you, but it is required of you, of all humans we possess, or we persist in the hunger. I do not remember anything but the world of the Seldenai and this world. I know of no alternative.”
“Any news of Hunter?” Daniel asked shortly.
“None,” the demon replied.
“Then go!” Daniel ordered. A truculent frown twisted Gelsenim's lips. His form wavered, then stabilized. A line of sweat snaked down the side of Daniel's face, and he raised both fists and squeezed. "Depart!" 
The demon's frown morphed into a smile. "Funny, I don't feel like going. This bash is just getting started." He took a few swaggering steps towards Bree. "What's wrong, my sweet? You were so deliciously hot just a moment ago. Did Daniel leave you unsatisfied? I think I'll possess him. We'll be able to take care of you then."
Terror didn't leave her, but rage roared up inside her, nearly drowning it out. "You know, I've just about had it with you. I am sick to death of your threats," she snarled. "I've had it with all you fucking demons." She raised her fists as well. "Gelsenim, I command you, depart!"
The demon misted out around the edges, and his expression flew from menace, to confusion, to dismay, then to satisfaction as his form solidified again. He gave her a nasty smile. "Well now, isn't that interesting. The wench is fighting back. This is going to be even more fun than I thought."
Oh shit, Bree thought just as Daniel snapped, "Oh no it's not. I command you to depart."
"I do believe you're a wee bit tired, Daniel. Or maybe you want me to stay." His orange eyes narrowed. "You do, don't you? You want me to possess you so you can take her, and keep taking her. You want to fuck her until she burns up, until there's nothing left of her, nothing to hurt you, to make you weak." 
"Nice try," Daniel allowed, voice brittle, "but I'm not that tired." He slammed his fists together. "Gelsenim, I command you! I am your master! Depart!" Gelsenim's form flared with light and heat. He morphed back to his demon form, teeth bared, eyes blazing, but then he faded entirely and vanished in a wash of steam.
Daniel swayed a moment, then sat down hard on the bed, hunched over with his arms wrapped protectively around his middle. “That was very, very close,” he whispered. After a long moment, he straightened a bit and looked up at her, face strained. “You have to get out of here. I’m not in control of myself, and I’m pouring so much into the finder spell that I’m not sure I can control Gelsenim any more either. He was inches from breaking away just now. It’s not safe for you here.”
Bree couldn't frame a reply. Her fury was evaporating, leaving behind jittery irritation and a sense of teetering on the brink of overwhelm. 
When she didn't respond, he continued. “I don’t know if what’s wrong with me is permanent, but I can tell you it’s not a good sign that I inadvertently called Gelsenim. And it sure as hell's not a good sign that I almost bound you. It’s time for you to go.”
The confusion in her head cleared. “Not until we find Hunter.” 
“There’s really no way you can help.” 
“That’s where you’re wrong.” She walked over and stood in front of him, tried to get him to look at her. “I triggered a loss of control by doing body work on you, but I also helped you reel it back in. And that means the monitoring thing is working."
"Okay, fine, but..."
"And if I wasn't here, you would have kept pushing it. You're just as freaked out as I am about what they might be doing to Hunter." Tears welled up, and she impatiently wiped at them with the backs of her hands. "With your arrogance and your damned obsessive streak, you'd worked yourself to death. Literally." 
His lips compressed, but he didn't deny it so she pushed on. “I’m getting enough of a feel for your patterns now that it doesn’t take a deep read to know when you're getting out of balance. That'll help keep things from getting too crazy again." 
"Too crazy? That's what you call it? Jesus Christ Bree, I completely snapped, then I gave in to something, did something that I promised myself I wouldn't do. I'm not someone you should be in an intimate relationship with, not with Demon Master instability hanging over my head. And then I called Gelsenim, and he nearly possessed me. I guarantee you would have ended up raped and murdered if that had happened," he finished harshly. 
And she couldn't deny that. It really had been that close. For whatever reason, the demon's recent near reasonableness had vanished, and he was back to being bent on violence and mayhem. She nearly gave up then. God knew she wanted to give up, but that strange certainty that she was right, that she shouldn't leave him at this point just wouldn't go away. "Well, it didn't happen. Nothing bad actually happened. Both of us had a scare, and we made out, and then you had the strength to banish Gelsenim."
He clenched his fists in frustration. "God, you're stubborn! What part of 'I'm losing it' don't you understand? Because that's what's happening here, and I don't know why! There are Demon Masters who have regular contact with demons for years before going crazy. Even Franchesca has some remnants of sanity, and she’s been at it for fifteen years!” 
Bree froze in concentration at that. He was right. “How long does it usually take for a Demon Master to become seriously unbalanced?”
Her question appeared to catch him off guard. Either that, or his exhaustion was finally catching up to him. Some of the frustration left his face, and he slanted her a considering look. "It depends on how much contact they have with demons, what level of demons, and how often they let the demons possess them. And even all that isn’t a clear predictor. Some go down within a couple of years, some last as long as twenty." 
"Shouldn't having such strong Demon Master talent make it likely for you to last longer?”
“I suppose it should, but it doesn’t seem to be working that way. Maybe I’m particularly vulnerable for some other reason.”
“Wait, wait a minute,” Bree said as a murky idea took more solid shape. “What Gelsenim said before, about how there was, what did he call it? A ‘close compatibility of energy.’ Maybe it’s this particular demon that’s getting to you. He seems to think you're like those Seldenai he was talking about. Maybe he’s wanting some kind of symbiosis with you, and that makes him interact with you differently, affect you differently.”
Daniel closed his eyes and took a deep breath. It looked to Bree like he was fighting down anger. “That does make a certain kind of sense," he finally conceded in measured tones. "But there’s no real way to know why this is happening. What I do know is that I have never, ever, lost it like that before.” 
She crossed her arms and rubbed at them briskly. Her body temperature was dropping in an after reaction to stress. “Look, it's my choice. I'm choosing to take the risk of staying here. I'm doing it more for Hunter than for you. You might not be the only one with a chance to find him, but I think you have a better than even chance of pulling it off. And it couldn't be more clear that you need someone here to keep you out of trouble." She pushed painfully up to her feet. "Any danger to either of us is going to be a hell of a lot less if you get some sleep."
He pushed his hands through his hair. “God knows I'm beyond exhausted." 
Bree felt a tired satisfaction. She could tell she'd won. He wouldn't fight her any more, at least not right now.
"Just promise me this." He looked up at her, and steel sparked in his dark eyes. "If I start to get moody again, you call me on it, and I'll rest and meditate."
"That's what you should have been doing all along." It was a dig, but she was too tired to resist the impulse. 
“Fair enough. If my energy starts to go dark like that again, you run. If Gelsenim shows up again without my calling him, you run. Swear it." 
"If your energy goes dark again, I'll leave. But I can't promise to leave if Gelsenim shows up again. If he succeeds in possessing you, the damage you could do would be, well, very bad," she finished inadequately. 
"You can't master him, and I could bind you to keep from trying to exorcise him. So what good would it do for you to stay?"
There was an edge to his voice that told her his control was slipping again. She almost backed down then. But then a good argument came to her. "Back at my office, when Gelsenim possessed you, I helped you fight him. And since then, it seems I'm sprouting some kind of Demon Master talent. You saw what happened a minute ago. Gelsenim came close to following my command to leave."
Daniel gave her a sharp look, and she felt a grim stab of satisfaction. He wasn't going to be able to argue that one. 
"I told you I'd leave if you seem like you're about to snap again. That's all you're going to get."
He straightened up, and a speculative look passed quickly across his face. Bree got the distinct sense that he'd just considered then discarded the idea of binding her and ordering her to leave. Then he sighed and rolled over onto his side, pulling the bedspread over him. "Don't let me sleep for long.”
Bree carefully let out the breath she'd been holding. “I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.” 
She turned to go to the bathroom without further comment. When she came out, Daniel was already asleep. She was going to have to lie down next to him as the finder spell elements were spread out on the other bed. Carefully, trying not to disturb him, she crawled under the covers and settled down facing away from him. She tried to pretend he wasn't lying less than a foot away. She saw that it was after midnight as she reached for the bedside clock to set the alarm for five a.m. She knew Daniel would be pissed that she let him sleep that long, but she knew even that much sleep wasn't nearly enough. Even the fucking Keltoi had to sleep, right? With a weary sigh, she closed her eyes.
 
Bree woke up in muddled confusion, hand groping on the bedside table, trying to find and quell the insistent beeping of the alarm. Finally, she connected and the miserable thing stopped. She felt the bed move as Daniel got up, and he disappeared into the bathroom. She lay back and mustered up her Reader sense, and then her Demonsense to scan the area for Keltoi or possessed, and found nothing.
After a few more precious moments under the covers, Bree got it together enough to order breakfast from room service. 
They exchanged nothing more than brief “good mornings” as Daniel came out of the bathroom and she went in to take her turn. When she finished cleaning up and got out, breakfast had arrived. Daniel ate steadily, in silence, and Bree didn't press him to talk as she filled a plate for herself. There was an inward, meditative look about him. She felt like he wasn't really registering her presence, and thought that was probably deliberate. He glanced at her only briefly as he finished eating and stood up. "I'm focusing on the work," he said quietly.
"I know," she responded. 
After breakfast, she tried again to read her book. It infuriated her that her eyes kept being drawn to Daniel, and not just in concern over his energy readings. She felt ridiculous as she once again vowed to keep her distance from him. Yeah, that'd worked out real well so far. After she'd read the same page for about the tenth time, she tossed the book aside, did another scan, then sat down to meditate.
She could feel periodic swells of magic as Daniel worked on the finder spell. After about an hour, he got up to stretch, and that brought her out of the relatively calm state she'd finally achieved. Bree approached him and said, "I'd like to do a deeper read on you."
"Go ahead," he replied, eyes averted. 
She felt a flutter of nerves, then centered and started the read. She stood close, but didn't touch him. His base energy was better than she expected, and a little stronger than his will energy. There was still that layer of dark energy, but it seemed quiet and was down a few levels, at least that's how she conceptualized it. "I think you should stop a minute and eat some more, even if you don't feel hungry," Bree told him, though she would have like nothing better than to be able to tell him he was fine and could continue.
"But I'm close to..." He stopped and shook his head. "Right. Monitoring."
He sat down and finished up the last of the sausage and pancakes, then got back to work.
He completed two more parts of the spell over the next two hours, though he seemed to be struggling several times like he had last night. She told him to take another break, and he did, stopping for a twenty-minute nap. When he awoke, he went straight back to work, and after another forty minutes, he stopped and told her he was getting close to being done. "Why don't you check in with Kevin, see if there's any more news?"
Bree nodded and took her phone into the bathroom to avoid disturbing Daniel as he got back down to work. 	
"The Keltoi finally sent out terms for another exchange," Kevin told her. "Javier's pretty pissed that Daniel's gone AWOL. He had to act like Daniel had agreed. It's a good thing we were speaking by phone. I think if he'd been here to read me, he'd know I was lying when I told him I didn't know where Daniel was."
"Does he know Daniel's working on a finder spell?"
"Yeah, I said I got a message from Daniel about that. He told me not to get my hopes up too high, that finder spells fail a lot more often than they work. He seemed to think it would take two days at least to put together one with a hope of working."
"Daniel says he's nearly done," Bree replied, leaning against the bathroom counter.
 "Then we're coming down."
"You mean here? To the hotel?"
"Yes, to the hotel," Kevin said firmly. "Steve and I are not going to wait on the sidelines anymore. If the spell works, we're going with you to get Hunter."
"I'm pretty sure Daniel means to call the Keepers in if he does get a locate," Bree said doubtfully. "I know Javier told you before they didn't want you there when they try to retrieve Hunter."
"That horseshit about how we'd be too emotional and do something stupid? I bought that at first, but Steve and I aren't idiots. There's no reason we can't be on hand, and maybe I can even help. I can ward, for Christ's sake. That's not worth nothing."
"How about this. How about you guys come here but stay downstairs, or nearby. Daniel doesn't need any distractions while he's finishing the spell. He's been..." She stopped, uncertain how much to say.
"He's been what?" Kevin prompted.
"Nothing," Bree replied. "It's not important now." She didn't want to worry him with what had happened last night. And she didn't want to tell him about her own doubts that the spell would work. There was a grim set to Daniel's expression the last time she'd asked him how it was going. 
"I'll text when we get there," Kevin told her, then signed off.
Daniel continued to do better with taking breaks as he proceeded with the last phase of the spell, including a quick trip downstairs to get some water from the Sound. By a little after one, he said, “There’s only one part to go, the last piece of binding it all together. That will take the most energy by far, so I’m going to take one last break, then go for it.”
Knowing he was so close to being done, Bree broached the subject she’d been worrying about off and on but hadn’t quite had the guts to bring up before now.
“Look, Daniel, there’s something I need to ask, something I need to know.”
He looked at her enquiringly.
“So if this works, if the finder spell gives us a locate on Hunter and we can try to go get him, I need to know that he’ll come first.”
His brows drew together. “What do you mean?”
“I know you’re hoping there’s some way to get Franchesca free of the Keltoi. I know you believe that on some level, she’s serious about that. But I’ve seen how crazy things can get. I have to know that your first objective is to get Hunter out of there. He’s a child, and she’s an adult. She has to come second.”
Daniel’s expression had grown progressively more shuttered as she spoke, and when he replied, his voice was flat. “Of course Hunter comes first. That’s not a problem.”
“Okay, I just needed to know that.” Great, she had just offended him, probably messed with his concentration as well. And if she were honest with herself, she knew his assurance on the matter didn’t completely ease her concern. There was a way Franchesca got to him, a way she understood him and could manipulate him that scared her. He was already so close to the edge in terms of his control. 
Although the plan was to call in the Keepers once they got a locate, she wasn’t sure she trusted Daniel to stay out of the action. While he was vulnerable to loss of control, he was the most high powered person she’d ever met or even heard of, and he might be needed.
After ten minutes spent lying down with his eyes closed, Daniel got up and sat down on the other bed, arranging all the objects he'd spelled. His nervousness showed in the way he kept making minute adjustments to their position. Finally, he seemed satisfied. He carefully placed a tourist map of Seattle that Bree had snatched from the lobby directly in front of him. He shifted until he was sitting more comfortably. Then he said, “Wish me luck,” and smiled at her for the first time in what felt like days.
“Good luck,” she replied, smiling back, then sent up a quick prayer to Mary for success, and one to St. Jude just for Daniel. She was praying a lot these days, which wasn't like her, but the situation seemed to call for it.
Daniel took a deep breath. “Bind together, seek together, find together,” he intoned, then repeated the phrase as he went around the circle, touching the objects in turn. Bree felt only a whisper of power in the air, like the faint whiff of floral smell on an early spring day. It built to more of a low hum she felt at the base of her spine, then to a sense of vibration in the air. She opened her Reader sense, taking care to keep it in receiving mode only, curious to see what the spell felt like on that level. 
The complexity of it was more obvious then. There were at least twenty different types of energy. She had the sensation of flavors and colors wildly swirling, then settling into intricate, interlocking layers. As each connection fell into place, the energy built exponentially. She forced herself to breathe slowly as all the hair on her body stood up. There was a flare of pressure against her eardrums, then the bed beneath her began to shake. She started to worry about what the normals in the rooms nearby were feeling. 
Another surge in energy took Bree's breath away, and all the light bulbs in the room exploded. The window rattled in its frame, and the gas fire in the fireplace blazed up, sending out a fierce wave of heat. The pressure against her Reader sense was almost unbearable.
"Seek him, find him, seek him, find him," Daniel chanted, his voice rising with each repetition. "Seek him now, find him now, seek him now, find him now." 
Another wave of pressure moved through the room, and Bree felt the structure of the spell slip and start to shake apart. She had the impulse to reach out energetically, try to stabilize it, but she knew it'd do more harm than good. Daniel's eyes narrowed, and his whole body tensed. The spell wobbled like a top losing its spin. He reached out and put his hand over the ring that he had worked first, then the water, the last of the spell elements, and it felt like reality itself was bending as he adjusted the magical energy of each to push against the flow of the spell towards chaos. 
Her hair snapped to the left like a flag in a hard wind, and all the plates and utensils left over from lunch hurled through the air in the same direction and crashed against the wall. The spell seemed to go in a counter tilt, and the very air warped in response. Bree didn't see how Daniel could possibly keep the whole thing from flying apart at this point. His eyes met hers, his expression strained and desperate, and she didn't know how, but she knew what he was asking her to do. It was crazy dangerous, but she had to do it. She scrambled off her bed and onto his, and knelt next to him. He thrust a hand out, and she gripped it, hard, then opened herself up completely, let her base energy flow out of her and into him.
He pulled so hard that her vision went dark. Her Reader sense was still open, and she felt how he ran her energy through his body, not so much absorbing the energy as transforming it. Then it flew out of him like a net of tiny, burning lines of force that settled over the top of the spell, sank into it, and pulled it into alignment in one swift motion. 
	Then Daniel's voice rang out. "Seek him now, find him now, Hunter Thomas Whitman-Vilchek!”



Chapter 24
 
 	Hunter flinched as Destry sat down on the other end of the couch. Jim was gone finding an apartment for them and Hunter was nervous with him gone. Destry didn't look at him, just pulled a laptop off the coffee table and put it on her lap. He'd asked earlier if he could play a game on it, but Destry said no.  
	The only other person in the room was Justice, the man that was in the car the night Jim and Franchesca took him. He looked like he might be sick. His skin was yellow and he fell asleep a bunch of times until Destry yelled at him. He thought that Destry and Justice were supposed to be watching him, or maybe guarding that man Carson, who was in his office. Hunter was mad at Jim for not letting him go home, but still, he was scared with Jim gone. He was getting hungry, and he wasn’t sure it was okay to ask for something to eat.  
Finally, Jim came back, and he brought some McDonalds. He told Hunter he'd found a place, but he had to get permission from Carson to take Hunter there. Hunter didn’t really like the idea of going away with Jim, but he didn’t want to stay at the office either.
“How’re you doing, Justice?” Jim said to the sick guy. “It’s good to see you back.”
“Yeah, whatever. I’m fine,” Justice replied.  
“So what’s the schedule? When can I get in to see Carson?” 
Destry answered him. “He’s on the phone right now, and I think he’s due to have a meeting with Ms. Gambrini. She’s supposed to be here in about ten minutes.”
Hunter had figured out that Ms. Gambrini was that mean lady, Franchesca. He wasn’t happy to hear she was coming over. 
She showed up a few minutes later, taking off her raincoat as she came in. She was wearing black pants, high heels, and a dark pink sweater. “Destry, Justice, Scanlon. Is Carson ready for me?” she asked.
“I’ll tell him you’ve arrived.” Destry went over to Carson’s office, knocked on the door, then stuck her head in and told him Franchesca was there. Hunter tried to scoot down farther into the corner of the couch so Franchesca wouldn’t notice him, but it didn’t work. She handed her coat to Justice, and sat down on one of the chairs across from the couch and looked at Hunter. At first, her face was serious, and Hunter looked away. He got a weird, creepy feeling from her, and he didn’t like her looking at him. But after awhile, it made him too worried not to see what she was doing. When he looked back, she smiled at him, and said, “How would you like to see Daniel? I was thinking we might take a ride later and go see him, so he can tell your parents that you’re with your real father and you’re doing fine.”
I don’t want to be with my real father, Hunter wanted to tell her, but he was afraid to say anything.
“Has another meet been set up?” Jim asked her.
“Carson and I are about to do that now,” Franchesca replied.
“Look, I know you have to take Hunter, but I want your word that you won’t give him over to Thorvaldson. He’s my son,” Jim told Franchesca. 
“You know I can’t promise that.” Franchesca sat back in her chair and crossed her legs. “This is no longer my operation to run, as your employer has made abundantly clear. However, I can tell you that if we can’t take Daniel tonight, you better start thinking about getting out of state.”
“Move out of state? Why would I want to do that?” Jim asked.
“Because if we don’t take Daniel, you can bet he and his Keeper friends will be coming after you, personally. And that, my friend, is not something you want to have happen. So you better think hard about how important it is to you to keep your son.”
“I have more support here than you seem to think,” Jim answered her, scowling.
“If you mean your father and his connections, that’s not going to help you in this case. Oh, you might get some help short term, but one thing I know about Daniel is how obsessive he can be." Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes glittered as she tossed her hair over her shoulder. "I’m not sure if it’s registered with you yet, but he’s a Demon Master and a Binder, as well as the best Caster I’ve ever seen. If he decides to come after you, you won’t be able to hide for long if you stick around here. You certainly can’t take him on as you are now, and even if you’d allow a possession, that wouldn't save you.”
“Oh come on, the guy's a Keeper, it’s not like he’s going to kill me. Worse case scenario, he just takes the kid back.”
“You are seriously mistaken if you think Daniel Thorvaldson is incapable of killing a man in anger,” Franchesca said, her voice going cold. “Go ahead and do a little research. See if you can find out why he left the Keepers. See if you can uncover some of the rumors. And let me tell you, whatever the rumors are, I can guarantee you the reality is worse.”
“If he’s so bad ass, why didn’t he join the Keltoi?” Jim argued.
Franchesca leaned forward a little. “Oh, he likes to think he’s not like us, but that’s just an ego saving delusion on his part. You told me yourself you thought he was dangerous, that it would take a large group to bring him down, and that was after you nearly got the best of him twice. Ask yourself why you think that.”
Jim got quiet. Hunter wasn’t really that sure what Franchesca was talking about. Mostly, he was thinking about what she said about being able to see Daniel. Wouldn’t Daniel be able to save him if he knew where Hunter was? Wasn’t that why he’d given Hunter the locator amulet? He looked at Franchesca’s purse. That's where she'd put his amulet when she took it away from him. She had it right by her. 
Carson came out of his office and called to Franchesca. She stood up, picked up her purse and they went back into his office together. Hunter sagged in disappointment. Now he couldn't get his amulet. 
Jim didn’t talk to Hunter after that, just sat there fiddling with his phone. Destry was still working on her laptop, and Justice stood looking out the window. 
After a minute, Hunter decided to get up and look out the window too. Sometimes, one of the adults would stop him from doing that, but sometimes they didn’t. He was careful to keep his distance from Justice. There wasn’t really anything to see down there, just the side of another building, a sidewalk, and some cloudy sky. It was cold by the window, but Hunter was too bored to care. 
He breathed on the glass to fog it up, then drew a picture of a house. Little drops of water formed on the picture and ran down the glass in lines. He watched for a moment, then erased the picture with his sweater sleeve and blew on the glass again. He was going to draw a dog. He’d been trying to get his Dads to get him one, but they said no, Papa was allergic to them. He erased one unsatisfactory attempt and was trying again when Justice came up to him.
“What you drawing?” he asked in a quiet voice. Hunter looked up, weighing the husky, bearded man next to him. He wasn't smiling, but Hunter got the feeling that maybe the man was trying to be nice, so he answered him.
“A dog.”
“What kind of a dog?” 
Hunter shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Justice watched him for a moment, then he blew on the window in front of him and made a picture. Hunter looked over curiously, and Justice said, “What do you think?”
Hunter regarded the picture on the window skeptically. “Is that a cat?”
“A cat? Nah, it’s supposed to be a dog, a German Shepherd. See, the ears? German Shepherds have pointy ears. I had one of those once when I was a kid.” He still wasn’t smiling, but Hunter thought the picture was kind of funny. 
The man erased it, blew on the glass, then drew another. “Now, that’s a cat,” he said.
“It looks just like the other one you drew.” 
This time, the man did smile, just a little. “Let’s see you try.” 
Hunter erased and blew again. “See,” he pointed out when he was done, “you have to put on the whiskers to show it’s a cat.”
“Right.” Justice erased his picture, fogged up the window, and tried again.  
Hunter was starting to enjoy himself, just a little, when he heard loud voices coming out of Carson’s office. His whole body tensed up. Everybody was always yelling, always mean around here. Finally, somebody was being kind of nice to him, and it had to be ruined.
 
 
Scanlon could just make out a few things from the raised voices in Carson's office. He heard Franchesca say, “I have to be there, you can't cut me out of this,” and something else about “You can't control him without me.” Scanlon smirked. Carson was showing the bitch her place. She thought just because she was from the high and mighty New York clan, she could just waltz in and take over. 
The door opened and Carson came out first, saying, “I no longer have time and resources to spare on this. We agreed that it was worth one last effort before the shipment, and that has clearly fallen through. Either Thorvaldson is refusing the meet or the Keepers no longer control him. Either way, we’re out of time.”
Franchesca followed him out of the office. “Yes, but the shipment isn’t due until two nights from now!” 
Carson kept walking over to the kitchen area. Franchesca dropped her purse on one of the chairs and followed Carson as he added, “You know it would take more time than we have to extract the hiding spell and put it to use quickly. I already felt trying for an exchange tonight was leaving it rather late. We’ll just have to go with the personnel and spells we have right now. We can deal with Thorvaldson after.” Carson got a mug out of the cupboard and poured himself a cup of coffee from the coffeemaker on the counter. 
He was just raising the cup to his lips when Franchesca grabbed his arm and said in a voice seething with fury, “You listen to me, you low power hack!”
 Destry jumped to her feet and hurried toward Franchesca. Scanlon looked around for Hunter. This could get ugly, fast. Franchesca was demon burned, so God knew what kind of crazy shit she might pull. He caught Hunter's eye where he stood next to the windows, and motioned for him to get down on the ground. Hunter dropped to the floor, pulled his knees up to his chest and put his hands over his ears. Scanlon hovered in indecision. Go to Hunter or provide back-up for Destry and Justice? 
Justice strode toward Carson as Destry got in front of Franchesca and pushed her away from Carson. "Hands off, Ms. Gambrini." 
Franchesca backed up a few steps, and Carson said, "Stand down, Destry. I've got this." Destry took a few steps to the side, but Scanlon noticed she stayed close to Franchesca.
Franchesca took a deep breath, then went on, voice hard. “My clan chief is going to be extremely unhappy if I don't bring back the hiding spell, and the longer we delay in getting it, the bigger the risk we won't get it at all. We have to have some leverage over Varga, and you need the same thing. You know he's got most of the California clans united now. We're going to lose out on some major business if he continues unopposed."
"Marton Varga doesn't scare me," Carson replied. He took a drink of his coffee and leaned back against the counter. "In fact, I'm starting to get behind his idea of a more organized Keltoi clan system. His influence in normal politics is already impressive. Imagine how much further he could go with that hiding spell. He could get Keltoi Binders and Demon Masters into political office without Keepers assassinating them."
"My point exactly!" Franchesca cried, clenching her hands. "Whoever has the key to getting Keltoi into political office has the key to everything! Are you really going to let Varga get that first? Because that's what's going to happen if he finds out you have the hiding spell. He's the strongest clan chief in the country. He'll be able to take it from you."
"Let's just say I've already opened a dialogue with Varga. The shipment coming in is part of the deal I'm working."
"Are you seriously going to go against my clan chief on this?"
Carson took another sip from his cup then shrugged. "I'm not changing our deal, I'm just rethinking what I want to do with my share of the shipment."
She took a step toward him, and Destry immediately put an arm out between her and Carson. Franchesca glared at Destry, but she backed up again. "None of this changes what I've been trying to tell you. This is our best opportunity to succeed at getting Daniel. He's injured, and he won't go anywhere as long as we have Hunter. Now that he knows I've given away his secret to the Keltoi, he'll run as soon as he gets Hunter back. He knows how to disappear, and if he leaves Seattle it will be very difficult to locate him again." She pointed a finger at Carson. "So we are going to arrange another meet, and this time, I'll make sure there are so many demons and possessed to contend with that we're sure to succeed."
Carson’s voice was as smooth as milk, though Scanlon was familiar enough with his moods to read danger in the way his eyes went chilly. “I've made my decision on this. You don't have the authority to push it, so I suggest you stop.” He walked toward Franchesca, and she turned a bit until Scanlon could see the side of her face. Her cheeks were red, and she was breathing hard. 
“My clan knows I get results. That's why they sent me out here. They'll back me on this." 
“You have an inflated view of your clan’s regard, Ms. Gambrini,” Carson replied, looking aside at her. “Surely you're aware you were given this job was a test. Your chief values your power abilities, but you aren't trusted. He told me you were starting to show signs of demon burn and I was to let him know if you became uncooperative or unstable. I may have to tell him you've become both.”
“Well, that’s a game changer. I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Franchesca said. She made a sharp move of her hand in the air in front of her, and Scanlon felt a warm surge of magic. Carson said, "Freeze!" just a half second later, but he was too late. Franchesca stepped back, raised her arms beside her and shouted, “Bre’ekim, I call you! Bre’ekim, I command you!”
Scanlon's stomach churned, and he called up a ward. It might be four to one, but if Franchesca succeeded in gaining a possession, the odds might be pretty much even. 
The air in front of Franchesca wavered, and a reddish smoke appeared. Destry and Justice ran up to Carson, and they all stood side by side, throwing spells at Franchesca. Scanlon saw ripples in the air, but nothing was making a dent in Franchesca's ward. He stalked towards Franchesca's back, preparing a telekinetic spell. Sometimes wards were weaker at the Caster's back if their concentration wasn't good. 
Carson made a ripping motion. The air pulsed and Franchesca's ward broke. Scanlon ran at Franchesca and tackled her. She screamed in anger as he flipped her over and sat on top of her. He put one hand over her mouth and another around her neck as she scratched at his arms. 
But he hadn't been fast enough to stop the demon from coming all the way through. It appeared, devil formed, in the air next to him and Franchesca. Then it turned it's scaly, horned head and looked right at Hunter.
 
Bree and Daniel's hotel room shuddered like a great beast shaking water off its coat, then stopped. Bree felt like she was floating in the unexpected stillness. She watched in breathless hope as Daniel’s extended finger moved toward the map, hovered, then came down at the edge of the water, just south of downtown, in the Sodo warehouse district. He bent closer to the map, and his finger moved in a tiny circle. A small crinkling noise came from the paper. “Close,” he whispered, “very close.” He looked up at Bree. “I can feel him,” he said with suppressed excitement. “I don’t have the location completely pinpointed, but I’ve got it down to something like a twenty or thirty block radius. If we drive closer, I may be able to get an exact locate.”  
Exhilaration surged through Bree, prompting a blazing smile. “Do you think we should call Javier now, or wait until we have a surer locate?”
“How long would it take to drive to the neighborhood on the map I was pointing to?”
“Maybe ten minutes, depending on traffic.”
“Why don’t you call Kevin and Steve, have them bring their car around front? I think it’s a more efficient use of time to call Javier once we get closer. If we call now, there’ll be a lot of hassle and demands, but if we call with a definite locate, he’ll have to skip straight into action. Now let's get moving. I don’t know how long the spell will hold out. I’ve seen finder spells last as long as a half hour, but I’ve also seen them evaporate a lot quicker than that too.”
Bree leapt up to get her cell phone, and staggered a little, still dizzy from the power drain. She dialed Kevin, and he answered on the first ring. 
“We’ll have the car around front in five minutes,” he told her when she described the plan. His voice was tight with hope and fear.
She and Daniel shoved on shoes and coats, Daniel swearing as he tangled up a sleeve in his haste. All thoughts of concern about Daniel, about demons, evaporated and Bree’s heart hummed in excitement as they left the hotel room. 
There were six or seven people standing out in the hall, and several sets of eyes swiveled towards her and Daniel as they exited their room. A heavy set bald man in a bathrobe said, "Do you think that was an earthquake?" 
"Nah, probably just the train going past. Didn't you feel it earlier?" Bree improvised, smiling at the man as she brushed past him. The last thing they needed was to be caught up in some panicked exodus from the hotel.
A red haired woman in a silky blouse and short skirt shrugged and said, "She's probably right. It would have gone on longer if it was an earthquake." Several people turned to go back into their rooms. A few more looked doubtful, but at least they weren't all rushing out of the building. 
Daniel led the way down the hall, walking at a deliberate pace that Bree mimicked. Once through the door to the stairs, they sped up. Daniel stumbled and clutched at the handrail as he went, so Bree knew he was pretty well drained himself. They emerged into the side of the lobby near the front door, and hastened outside into the chill November air. 
Just as they arrived at the roundabout at the front entrance, Steve and Kevin pulled up in Steve's light green Prius. Bree and Daniel threw themselves into the back seat and slammed the doors shut.  
“Where to?” Steve asked.
“Take Alaskan Way all the way into Sodo,” Bree replied as she pulled the map out of her purse. “Slow down when we get past the baseball stadium so Daniel can get a feel.”
“Do you think you can get an exact locate if we get close enough to Hunter?” Kevin asked anxiously as Steve pulled out into traffic and gunned the engine.
“I’m not positive,” Daniel admitted, “but even if we can narrow it down to a several block radius, we can give the Keeper team something manageable to work with. Then they have a chance to search quickly enough to avoid alerting the Keltoi with their presence, or least not give them too much time to mount a defense.”
“Will you be able to feel where Hunter is if they sense the Keepers and try to move him?” Steve asked.
Daniel hesitated, and Bree shot him a concerned look, her excited confidence faltering. “Possibly,” Daniel responded, “so long as we can stay in close proximity. I can feel the resistance from the hiding and warding spells they have up. Right now, my spell is penetrating that, but if they move, they’ll change their spells to ones that are adapted to a moving vehicle. If they do that, I could lose him.”
Steve pressed down harder on the gas and swerved to pass the car in front of him.
Kevin grasped at the passenger side hold bar. “Don’t you dare get stopped by a cop!” 
“So keep your eyes open, and we won't get stopped,” Steve replied with an edgy tone as he dodged around a lumbering semi. 
They quickly passed the busy section of the waterfront, then were stopped by a red light in front of the car ferry terminal. Steve pounded the steering wheel impatiently as cars headed for the ferry line went by. The car lurched forward as fast as a hybrid car was capable when the light turned green. 
“Okay, go a little slower now,” Bree instructed as they passed the baseball stadium. She looked over at Daniel, whose hand hovered over the map that she’d placed on the seat between them. He closed his eyes as they headed into the warehouse district proper. Red cranes rose on their right, unloading huge ships of their battered shipping containers. 
“Keep going south,” Daniel murmured, eyes still closed. After about five blocks, he said, “Take a left, take a left!”
Steve swerved recklessly left, between a grungy carpet outlet store and a nameless warehouse with a smattering of trucks and vans out front. Then he jammed on the brakes as a huge pothole appeared in front of the car. They lurched in and out of it, then went another block more slowly until Daniel said, “Good, pull over when you can.” 
Steve sidled the Prius up to the side of a weathered wooden building with peeling green paint, and parked behind an older model Buick. Daniel kept his eyes closed as Kevin unbuckled his seat belt and slewed around to look into the back seat. “Well?” he asked impatiently. “Are we close?”
“Sshh,” Daniel replied. His eyes moved behind his closed eyelids as if he were dreaming. Bree’s whole body was tensed and ready to leap out of the car in whatever direction he indicated, in spite of knowing that the plan did not include her racing into some Keltoi stronghold to personally liberate Hunter. Minutes ticked by, the only sound that of the occasional car going down the main street two blocks behind them. 
The silence was broken by the opening blast of the Star Wars theme music. Everyone in the car jumped like cats sprayed with water. “Holy crap!” Steve exclaimed, clutching his heart as Kevin frantically dug in his coat pocket and pulled out his cell phone, looked at the screen, then tapped the answer button, cutting off the music. “Javier, what is it?” 
Kevin listened in silence for some time, then said, “Hold on a minute,” and put the phone up against his chest. His face was flushed. “It’s Javier. They were trying to go ahead with setting up an exchange without you, Daniel, in hopes of getting Franchesca to show up with Hunter, but she demanded to speak with you. When Javier said no, she said the whole deal was off.”
“Tell Javier I have a very near locate with a finder spell and tell him where we are. Tell him I’ll try to nail it down while he gets a team here, and we won’t go in without the them,” Daniel instructed tersely. He still looked tired to Bree’s eyes, but the fragile look was gone. He seemed energized and in charge, and she felt more hope than fear for Hunter for the first time since he was taken. For all Daniel’s instability, there was a charisma about him when he was like this that made her feel like he could move mountains. 
There was a rather long silence on Kevin’s end, then he turned to Daniel and said, “He wants to talk to you.”
“Tell him I really need to focus on the spell or I’ll lose it.”
Javier seemed to accept it, because Kevin ended the call quickly after giving Javier their location.  
	“Okay, every body quiet,” Daniel said, eyes closed again. His hands tightened in his lap, and his brow furrowed. Another few agonizing minutes ticked by. "God damn it," Daniel whispered, and opened his eyes. "The finder spell gave out. I lost him."



Chapter 25
 
Justice made a quick swipe at his sweating forehead with his jacket cuff with one hand while he raised the other and prepared a ward. It must be possession sickness that had him reacting so strongly to the presence of a demon. It had short horns, spikes in a kind of ruff around its face, and was a dull green with red at its hands, feet and head. And it was looking right at Hunter. It was probably attracted to the kid because he'd been possessed so recently, even more recently than Justice himself.
 "Destry, call Broud," Carson ordered. "Tell him we've got a demon that needs mastering." He already had a ward up. Scanlon had apparently managed to freeze Franchesca, or maybe he'd just hit her hard enough to knock her out, because she was sprawled on the floor, unmoving. It felt like Scanlon had a ward up between himself, Franchesca and the demon.
The demon turned away from Hunter and looked at Carson. "You seem to be most powerful here. I will take you." 
Carson glanced at Justice and said, "Get ready. I can hold this ward for some time, but I'm going to need you to spell me." 
Destry had her phone out and was talking into it. After a moment, she said, "Broud is in Tacoma, sir, so he's at least forty minutes out. Shall I try Kensington?"
The air wavered as the devil pounded against the ward with its fists.
"Kensington, Peng, Lowry, I don't care who the fuck you call, just get me a Demon Master or an Exorcist. Scanlon, get ready to back up Justice." 
The devil growled, "You cannot hold me for long. Either I will possess you or the master who called me through." 
Carson said, "Justice, raise your ward. Scanlon, let me know when you're tied in as back up, and I'll drop mine and recast freeze." 
The devil started howling, and Carson raised his voice to be heard. "We should have no problem holding the ward so long as we..."
Scanlon stumbled and crashed into a chair, overturning it. He'd lost his hold on the ward as Franchesca's telekinetic spell hit him. She sat up and shouted out, “Bre’ekim, possess me!” 
As the demon melted into Franchesca, Justice felt a sick kind of relief. He'd both dreaded and wanted the demon to possess him. He ought to be freaked out that Franchesca was possessed, given the power boost that'd give her, but he had confidence in his clan chief. The fact that Carson hadn't gone after the possession himself meant that he thought he could take Franchesca without it.
Almost as soon as Justice had the thought, Carson dropped his ward and cast a telekinetic spell that put to shame the one Franchesca had cast at Scanlon. She was lifted off the ground, through the air, and landed head first into the TV. She hit it so hard that she rebounded onto her back onto the coffee table. The glass of the TV screen shattered and fell all over her and the floor. He'd done it, Carson had killed her with one, swift, deadly spell. 
"Justice, check to make sure she's dead." Carson still had his eyes on Franchesca, but his posture had relaxed, though Justice had been around the chief enough to know the blank look to his face meant he was furious. 
Justice approached Franchesca cautiously, sparing a quick glance at Scanlon on his way over. Scanlon's eyes were open, and his face grimaced in pain as he arched up to put a hand on his back.
Franchesca's face was covered with her dark hair, and her sweater was rucked up, revealing a band of flesh. He looked closely, but couldn't see her breathing. There was a cut on the back of her hand that trailed blood down her fingers. He bent and extended a hand to feel for the pulse in her neck.
With swift turn of the head, she lunged at his hand and bit it, hard. Electricity surged up his arm and into his head, a line of fire that exploded. He was blacking out.
He felt Franchesca release her teeth from his hand and, at the same moment, Justice felt another spell sweep by him. Before he'd hit the ground, he heard Carson grunt and Destry swear. 
He landed on his side, head buzzing, fighting to stay conscious, stunned that Franchesca could be alive and still fighting after the blow to the head she'd taken. Her neck ought to be broken.
Magic flew through the air, and Justice felt the backwash of it as he rolled over onto his hands and knees. By the time his vision started to clear, it had stopped. He risked a quick look over at Hunter. Through his swimming vision, he saw he'd retreated to the corner. Smart kid.
Franchesca said, "My god, but men are so predictable. You were so certain I'd be that easy to kill, weren't you Carson? Your error was in sending me so far with your spell. I had just enough time to construct a warding spell for my head before I struck the TV. I dropped it before you could even register I cast it." 
The blurriness fully cleared and Justice saw Carson and Destry were backed up into the kitchen area, a ward in front of them. Scanlon was still on his back, but he had the stillness and wide-eyed look of someone hit by a freeze spell. So it was up to Justice to provide a distraction. 
He strangled a grunt of effort as forced himself all the way up to his knees and steadied himself with a hand on the coffee table. His mind raced through spell options. He wasn't a strong enough Caster to send a freeze spell all the way across the room to where Franchesca stood. A dizziness spell might go that far, and it could be enough to distract her. He'd have to trust that Carson would be ready to take advantage of that distraction. He reached for the necessary concentration and felt it slide away from his mental grasp like a greased pig.
"Perhaps I underestimated you, Franchesca," Carson replied, his voice schooled again to neutrality. "I knew you were a strong Caster, but I'll admit you're better in battle than I expected."
"Just because I'm attractive doesn't mean I can't fight dirty," Franchesca replied. 
"I think we need to start over," Carson said. “This whole conflict was triggered when I spoke of making a negative report to your chief. Surely you understand that a chief can't allow anyone to challenge his authority as directly as you challenged mine. Would your clan chief have allowed you to dictate plans like that, in front of other clan members?"
Franchesca didn't answer right away. Justice still felt fuzzy. He tried again to form the dizziness spell in his mind, and it swirled away into nothing the moment he had it clear. He couldn't afford to wait any longer to act. He was going to have to try to rush her physically. Even if he didn't make it all the way to her before she could react, that alone might be enough of a distraction to allow Carson and Destry to take her down. Justice got both of his feet under him and calculated the quickest route to Franchesca's back.
"My clan chief wouldn't ignore my input the way you did. He knows my value. And he wants that hiding spell. How many times do I have to tell you that?"
Justice surged up and sprinted towards Franchesca. She didn't so much as turn her head toward the sound of his steps, and he knew why when he bounced off her ward. The only good news was that he hit it hands first instead of face first. Immediately, he moved forward again, pressed his hands to the ward and leaned all his weight against it. The more pressure he applied to the ward, the more energy it would take Franchesca to hold it.
"Really, your people keep forgetting my abilities," Franchesca replied to Carson. She cast a quick glance back at Justice, which told him she was already feeling some strain on the ward. It had to have shaken her up to be thrown across the room like that, even if it hadn't killed her.
"Scanlon got the drop on you," Justice said. "Too bad he didn't strangle you when he got the chance."
"Justice, enough. Let up on her ward," Carson said. Justice reluctantly obeyed. He was still pissed at the way she'd nearly electrocuted him. 
Carson nodded at Destry, and it looked to Justice like Carson handed off the ward to her. He spread his hands. "You've made your point. Let's sit down and talk over your ideas for going after Thorvaldson tonight."
Franchesca shifted her weight on her feet. Justice was behind her and couldn't see her expression, but the fact that she hadn't made a sarcastic come back told him she was at least thinking about what Carson had said. 
He was taken by surprise just as much as Franchesca when Scanlon struck at the back of Franchesca's ward hard enough to make it drop. He was on his knees, and had apparently managed to crawl closer after the freeze spell he'd been under faded. "Freeze!" he shouted, and a half second later, Franchesca made a half turn, and shouted "Freeze!" as well. It was Scanlon who froze. He collapsed over onto his side. Another instant later, Justice heard her say, "Freeze," again, more softly, and the chill of the spell struck him. Like Scanlon, he'd been a little off balance when she'd cast the spell, and he toppled to the ground, landing on his shoulder. It hurt like hell. At least he'd come down facing the action. Franchesca had to be tiring. Maybe the freeze spell on him wasn't very strong.
The fact that Carson didn't seize that moment to go after Franchesca meant he thought he'd succeeded in talking her down. Franchesca turned back to Carson and slowly, deliberately, raised a ward again. "I'd like to trust you, Jeff, and I'm pleased you didn't attack me just now. But I have the strangest feeling that I'm going to need some insurance." 
Justice could hear the sound of the demon in her voice. He knew that sound. The demon was moving to the front of her mind, trying to take over. 
Franchesca strolled over to Scanlon, a hand extended behind her, pulling the ward along with her. She dropped and reformed her ward in an instant, allowing her to put Scanlon inside of it with her. Destry made a movement toward Franchesca, but Carson put a hand on her arm to stop  her.
Franchesca used a foot to turn Scanlon onto his back. She clenched her fist in the air over Scanlon's chest. "Shall I kill him?" Franchesca asked, turning back to Carson. "Anyone stupid enough to try a freeze spell on someone possessed by an Erekim deserves to die." She squeezed her fist, and Scanlon didn't move, but he groaned. It was hard to make a sound when frozen, and Justice didn't like to think about the pain that could force the necessary air out of Scanlon. 
"Perhaps you'd like to rethink your plan to tell my chief you won't work with me." Franchesca's eyes were bright. She was enjoying this. Justice wished he could check on Hunter again. Poor kid might have to see his father die if Carson wasn't willing to negotiate for Scanlon's life.
"As much as Scanlon's death would be inconvenient, it's not enough to motivate me to make a deal with you. I'd rather we come to an agreement based on mutual benefit." Carson nodded at Destry and walked toward Franchesca, stopping just outside of her ward. "You should start with letting go of my people and dismissing your demon. That would go a long way toward convincing me you aren't demon burned."
Franchesca's expression turned furious, and her voice buzzed like a hive full of bees. "You should have bargained with me! Now you've pissed me off." She clawed her ward down, and magic concussed through the air, harder even than it had when Carson nearly killed Franchesca with the telekinetic spell. She waved her hands, face grimacing in effort as she cast strike after strike at Destry's ward. Carson backed up a few paces, then stopped, face set in concentration, likely preparing a spell. 
Justice shot a look at Destry. Even from here, he could see her shaking. She wasn't going to be able to hold the ward much longer. 
Carson must have thought so to, because he gave a sharp nod of his head, and Destry released the ward.
The whole building shook as the force of Carson's spell met that of Franchesca's. Sparks shot all the way up to the ceiling along the arc where the spells clashed.
Justice tried to tense his muscles, tried to move. All he managed was a twitch of his hands. There was silence, punctuated only by gasps and grunts of effort. Carson and Franchesca were casting silently now, hands dancing before them. Franchesca staggered, fell to one knee, hand against the floor. Carson smiled, but Franchesca chopped at the air, and both Carson and Destry slammed to the floor. Franchesca extended her hand and called "Freeze!" The spell missed Carson, but caught Destry.
Carson said, "Shield!" He backed up a few steps, hands raised palms out. 
"An impressive casting of shield, I'll admit," Franchesca said, getting all the way to her feet. "Nicely attuned, but I think I can work around it." She walked up to him and stopped. "You're no match for me possessed. Now, I might still let you live. After all, I don't relish having the entire Seattle clan after me. And my chief might be a little unhappy if I killed you. All I'm asking for is that we stick to the original deal. Tell me you'll get Daniel for me."
"I can hardly promise you..." Carson started to say.
"Tell me you'll get Daniel for me!" Franchesca shrieked. 
Carson held up a hand. "Your demon is taking over. Just release it, and we can talk."
"Bre'ekim has other ideas." Franchesca snarled. "Down shield!" Her hair flew back with the force of breaking the shield spell. She took two short steps toward Carson and reached for his arm. Carson tried to dodge sideways, but she grabbed his coat with one hand, and put the other on his chest. Carson’s whole body jerked, and he fell to his knees. Franchesca pushed against Carson's shoulder, and he fell over onto his back. He waved a hand in the air, but Franchesca slapped it aside. She went down on her knees in front of him, put her hand on his chest again and said, eyes very wide, "Tell me you will get Daniel for me!" 
"I, I.." Carson gasped.
"You were going to cut me out! You were going to take him from me!"
"I promise, I promise..." Carson got out, but Franchesca kept talking, her voice rising. "They said I should stop allowing possessions. Can you believe that? My chief's been edging me out. That's why he sent me here!"
"That's the demon talking," Carson choked out. His whole body jerked again. Jesus Christ, she was going to kill him. The crazy bitch was going to kill him. Justice gathered himself and tried again to move. This time, his feet and his arms twitched.
"I'm more powerful than all of you, that's why you're keeping my demons from me! You want to fuck me over, just like men have all my life. And I'm not going to allow it anymore, do you hear me?" Franchesca pushed her hand down onto Carson's chest, and his whole body arched up off the ground. Then his eyes rolled back in his head and he went limp. 
Franchesca bowed her head over Carson, hair sliding down to cover her face. God, if only he could move now, it'd be the perfect time to strike.
Franchesca slowly straightened, and said, in what sounded more like her normal voice, "I know you all can hear me, and your freeze spells will be wearing off soon. I can kill you all right now, and I can assure you, my demon would like that very much." 
She licked her lips, then continued. "But consider for a moment what I can do for you."
Finally, Justice felt his body respond to his attempts to move. He had a spell clear in his mind. He raised his arm to provide a conduit for the spell. Franchesca must have heard something, because she whirled around to face Justice. He froze, and not because she'd put another spell on him. Her voice might have less of the demon in it, but her could see it on her face. The demon was right there, right on the edge of a killing spree. Not only would he, Scanlon, and Destry buy it, she'd probably murder that poor kid too. Justice lowered his hand and let go of the spell. 
Franchesca's eyes narrowed. “You might want to consider just whose side you’d rather be on right now. I can get you another demon, right here, right now.”
“I need a minute to think about that,” Justice replied. God, no! was his first thought. Being this close to someone possessed with such a powerful demon made him feel ill. It was like his body remembered it, even though he had lost so many memories from the time he'd been possessed. 
“Think about this,” Franchesca replied, walking closer to him. “If we get the hiding spell out of Daniel, we'll have the leverage to buy our way into any Keltoi clan, anywhere. Don’t you want in on that?"
Justice said, “You make an interesting offer, but I can tell you, my clan is not going to take kindly to you offing Carson. Don’t think you’re going to have their support in this.”
“There's no reason they have to know about Carson right away. Just get me the personnel, and I can guarantee you that within the next week, we’ll have Daniel. If things go the way I’m planning, we’ll not only have the spell, we’ll have Daniel on our side. I’ve read him, and he’s close to coming over to the Keltoi." 
 
Hunter crouched in the corner of the room, hand over his mouth to keep from throwing up. He'd instinctively closed his eyes when the devil appeared, hoping somehow if he couldn't see it, it couldn't see him. 
There was shouting swearing, crashing, the sound of glass breaking. He felt surges of magic against his skin, like when Daddy raised wards around the house. Finally, every thing got quiet, and Hunter opened his eyes. The couch was overturned, the TV broken and hanging half off the wall. Destry was lying on her side, still as a statue, and Justice was flat on his face, on top of the broken coffee table. 
And that's when his eyes fell on Franchesca's purse. It was lying atop the only chair in the room that was still upright. His amulet was in there, he just knew it. Shooting a fearful glance at Franchesca and Carson, he started crawling for the chair. It was all the way across the room, right near Franchesca. Franchesca was slumped over, hair falling onto Carson's chest, and she was breathing hard. Carson was very still.  
Hunter crawled a little faster, but stopped again when Franchesca straightened up and brushed her hair back with her forearm. She stood up, and looked around the room. Just in time, Hunter fell onto his stomach behind one of the fallen chairs. Then she started talking again. The buzzing sound in her voice was so awful Hunter had to put his hands over his ears. He couldn't help it, it was worse than a fire truck siren.
After minute, he decided he had to start crawling again. He still felt sick to his stomach, and he really just wanted to hide, but he told himself he could be brave like Batman. He moved slowly, trying not to make any noise. He made it to the chair and had just put his hand in the purse when Franchesca stopped talking. He looked up to see what she was doing. Their eyes locked, and Hunter was so frightened, he thought he might pee his pants. 
“You keep away from that!" Franchesca shouted.  
Hunter broke her gaze, then picked up the purse, turned it upside down, and shook it hard. His amulet fell out, and he grabbed it up and yelled, “By wind and by will, I call Daniel Thorvaldson!” 
Franchesca got to him and jerked the amulet out of his hands, but it was too late. He’d done it! He had just a moment of excited elation before Franchesca picked him up into the air and shook him. Her face was right next to his, and there were orange sparkles in her eyes. 
"God, I'm sick of you, you little brat!" She threw him down onto the floor. Hunter bumped his head on the chair on the way down, and he started to cry.
"I wasn't ready for Daniel yet!" Franchesca screeched. She threw her arms wide, and shouted, "Tirakku, I call you! Tirakku, I command you."
"What are you doing?" Jim asked. Hunter looked over and saw Jim was swaying on his hands and knees. Justice had gotten up and was backed up against a wall. 
Orange smoke poured into the room, and another devil appeared out of it. This one was green and orange, and it's long teeth protruded over its lips. "So glad you called, master," the devil said.
"Possess this child!"
"God damn it, no! That's too big a demon, it'll kill him!" Jim shouted. His arms buckled, and he fell on his face.
"Not necessarily," Franchesca said.
The devil hadn't moved. "A child won't feed me for long. Give me that one again," it said, pointing at Justice.
"He's not recovered from possession sickness. I commanded you, possess the child!"
"That one then," the demon replied, pointing now at Jim. "He wants to fuck the pretty woman on the floor. We will force her, and I will feed."
"The child!" Franchesca shouted, clenching her fists. The devil turned slowly back into smoke, and right then, Hunter remembered. He remembered the time before, when he woke up sick. He remembered Franchesca had put a devil in him. 
"No, no, no," Hunter whimpered through his tears. The orange smoke crept between his lips, burning. He opened his mouth to scream, and it poured into him, down his throat, choking him. He tried to stand up, tried to run, but he couldn't. His whole body shook so hard it made him bang his head against the floor. Pain exploded in his whole body. His eyes were open, but the light bled away from his vision until he couldn't see anything. The voices in the room faded, then there was nothing more. 
 
"You lost him?" Steve cried. He and Kevin exchanged stricken looks. 
"Bree and I still have our Reader sense, we'll search that way," Daniel replied, but he looked grim. 
Bree said, "Where do we start?" She refused to panic. They were close to Hunter now, surely there was a way to find him.
Daniel turned his head slightly first in one direction, then another. “Take the next right. That's the last impression I got as to Hunter's direction.” 
Steve started up the car again and made a right. "A bit slower, Steve," Daniel instructed. "Kevin, keep your eyes peeled. Look for anyone lounging outside a door or loading bay. And try to stay open to any hint of magic."
"God, I suck at reading," Kevin said as he shoved his glasses up his nose and looked out the window. They went a couple more blocks, then Daniel had Steve take a left and park again. Bree had been scanning for energy signatures of any kind, and she had her Demonsense open wide as well, but so far, nothing.
"I think we're close to where I last felt Hunter's signature," Daniel said. "The trick now is to drive around slowly, but not so slow that it looks suspicious."
"And how slow is that?" Steve asked with a nervous glance over his shoulder. 
"About fifteen miles an hour," Daniel answered promptly. "I want you to take a spiral pattern. Go about six blocks, then make a right, six more, and make another, then another. Then go around in a five block radius."
"Won't that look suspicious?" Kevin asked.
Daniel ignored the question and closed his eyes. 
 Bree followed suit. She felt the motion of the car as they made the first right, then the car slowed way down as Steve eased it through another huge pothole. Her Reader sense kept fritzing out. She knew it was because she was so anxious. After a few discouraging minutes, she opened her eyes and turned toward Daniel. "Didn't you say they had all kinds of masking spells up? Will we be able to feel Hunter even if we get close?"
He opened his eyes as well, and his expression was strained. "It's a long shot," he admitted.
The car slowed. "You won't be able to feel him? At all?" Steve asked. 
"The finder spell messed with their masking spell, and there's a chance its not sealed up yet."
A very small chance, Bree corrected silently, hearing the almost-lie in Daniel's voice. Then she had a thought. "Look, won't it be easier to sense demon sign through a hole in a masking spell than Hunter's signature? Maybe we should just throw everything we have into our Demonsense." 
"I switched over to Demonsense a few minutes ago. Nothing so far," Daniel replied. 
"Then we keep driving." Kevin turned to look out the window again. 
Bree forced herself to take a few centering breaths before bringing up her  Demonsense. She pushed it out as far as she could, then demanded it seek farther. It cut out, just like her Reader sense had, and she had to strangle a scream of frustration. She knew she was exhausted from lending power to Daniel, knew Daniel had to be in even worse shape. Javier and the Keepers will be here soon. Surely with all of us seeking, we'll find Hunter soon, she soothed herself, and opened wide again. 
Silence dragged on as Steve made a careful circle of right turns and she and Daniel strained for any hint of demon sign. She nearly jumped out of her skin when Daniel abruptly drew in a sharp breath and jerked hard in his seat.  
“What is it?” she demanded.
He faced her, expression electric “It’s Hunter, he just touched his amulet. I know exactly where he is."
"Thank God!" Bree breathed. Kevin and Steve whooped and pounded each other on the shoulders. 
"Go back, Steve, go back about three blocks, then make a left." Daniel reached out and took Bree's hand, squeezing it. 
She squeezed back. "You're a genius," she said.
"I'm never going to let you forget you said that," Daniel replied, then raised her hand and kissed it. "Wait, too far, go back about ten feet, then go left."
"I can't, there's no turn between here and the last block," Steve told him.
"Just go back like Daniel said," Kevin said.
"It'd be faster to go up to the next turn, and then go right."
"Go back, go back!" Kevin demanded, pounding the dash.
"All right!" Steve executed a three-point turn and went back the way they came. "Now go left?"
"Yes," Daniel replied. "Then go two blocks. Keep a lookout for Keltoi."
Bree held onto Daniel's hand. It was worth it. All the craziness with him was worth it. They were going to get Hunter. Her joy broke some kind of dam inside her, and a heady feeling rushed through her. Maybe she and Daniel would find some way to work things out. If they slowed things down, maybe he wouldn't get so unstable. Maybe he could stave off demon burn long enough for them to solve the entire demon puzzle.
Her giddy thoughts were interrupted when Daniel's hand spasmed in hers. "What is it?"
"Oh Jesus, oh no," he whispered.
"What is it?" Bree repeated, forcing herself not to shout at him.
"Hunter's hurt. Steve, stop the car. I need to focus."
"How can you tell he's hurt?" Kevin demanded. 
"The amulet spell opened a channel between us. I can feel his presence through it, but strong feelings can come through as well."
"Do you know how badly he's hurt?" Bree asked.
Daniel shook his head, let go of her hand and closed his eyes.
"What'd he say?" Steve whispered.
"He doesn't know how badly Hunter's hurt," Bree whispered. "Now stop talking."
Daniel sucked in a loud breath, and his eyes flew open. "He's possessed. Someone put a demon in him."
"I'm going to kill that bitch!" Kevin cried, fisting his hands in his hair. Steve leaned his forehead onto the backs of his hands where they clutched the wheel.
Bree flung her Demonsense out, hoping for some hint of Hunter, some clue as to whether he'd survived the possession. Daniel slumped back against the car seat, and the movement snapped her out of it. He was looking at her, and the look on his face immediately brought tears to her eyes. "I don't feel him anymore," he said.
Steve sat up and wiped at his face. "That doesn't necessarily mean he's dead, does it?"
"Not necessarily," Daniel replied cautiously. 
Again, the half-lie in his voice. Something about what he'd sensed made him doubt Hunter had survived. "We still have to try,” Bree said, meeting Daniel’s eyes, and a moment of perfect understanding passed between them.
“Yes, we have to try,” he said softly, more to her than to Kevin or Steve. Then he leaned forward, and instructed, “Steve, go up a block and take a right. Kevin, check your GPS, then call Javier with our location. Tell him Hunter's being held in a warehouse a block to the west of us.”
"We can't wait for Javier, you know we can't," Bree insisted.
"If, if Hunter's not dead," Kevin stammered, "why wouldn't we wait for Javier's team? What chance would just the four of us have against a bunch of Keltoi?"
Daniel shook his head. "I recognized the signature of the demon possessing Hunter. It's the same one that possessed you."
"That one's huge," Kevin said through clenched teeth.
"What does that mean?" Steve asked, voice rising.
"It means if Hunter did survive, he won't last long with that strong a demon inside him," Bree answered for Daniel.
Kevin threw open the car door. "So we go now," he snarled.



Chapter 26
 
Hunter woke up. He looked down at himself, puzzled. He felt really strange, but he looked the same. And his stomach didn't feel sick anymore. There was something sticky on the side of his head where it hurt. He put his fingers up there, and they came away bloody. 
"See, the boy is fine," Franchesca snapped.
"I can't believe you just did that!" Jim shouted. "I thought you said Hunter was the only way to be sure of drawing Daniel!" 
"The demon wants what it wants," Franchesca said, voice sounding thin. Hunter saw Jim and Justice look at each other. She ignored them, running fingers through her hair to straighten it. “We have to get out of here. We don’t know how close Daniel is, how long it will take him to get here. I’m not ready for him yet.”
“What about Carson and Destry?” Justice asked. He was still keeping his distance from Franchesca.
“Oh hell, we’ll have to take them with us. Scanlon, you and Justice take Carson. I’m going to have to re-freeze Destry until I can get her restrained and have a talk with her.”
“Not until you send the demon out of Hunter,” Jim said, his face red.
"I don't want out yet," Hunter heard his own voice say. He felt dizzy, like he was floating away somewhere.
Franchesca turned to Jim and frowned. "I'm not taking the demon out because it has to be done carefully, or Hunter will die. And I don't have time for that now." 
“Okay, okay," Jim said, backing away, hands up in surrender. He came over to Hunter and put a hand on his shoulder, but immediately took it off again. "Just stay put for now, Hunter."
"Tirakku, you must practice restraint," Franchesca said, looking at Hunter. "I order you not to drain the boy to the point of death. I will provide a more powerful host soon."
"Yes, master," Hunter said. He looked all around the office, and all the colors looked brighter. He looked over at Carson's body, and felt a kind of hunger reach out of him, felt it touch Carson, then pull back in. He felt disappointed. 
Jim and Justice went over to Carson and picked him up, Justice carrying his shoulders, and Jim his feet. Justice waved the door spell down, and he and Jim disappeared with Carson down the stairs. 
Francesca leaned over Destry and touched her on the shoulder, then stood up, gathered up the things from her purse that were still on the floor, and went into the bathroom. 
Destry still didn’t move. Her eyes were open. Her skin was such a pretty brown. Hunter went over to Destry and squatted down. He stroked her cheek. "So warm, so pretty," Hunter crooned. He patted her short, springy hair, then put a wandering finger into the hole of her ear. Destry started breathing fast, and that interested Hunter. He tried running his finger along Destry's neck, and down along the edge of her white shirt toward her breasts. 
She breathed even faster. He felt that hungry feeling reach out of him again, out of his body and towards Destry's stomach. He made a sipping motion with his mouth, because that's what it felt like. He wanted to sip her up, like pulling juice through a straw. A warm feeling rolled through him, thrilling him. He wanted more. He ran his finger down her neck and pursed his lips to drink again. But then Jim was there, slapping his hand away. "What are you doing?"
"I'm hungry!" Hunter cried, and this time, it was him talking, at least in a way. Maybe him and the devil together. 
Jim jerked him up by his arm. "I just gave you a hamburger."
"I'm not hungry for that." Hunter twisted in Jim's grip. 
"Jesus, Franchesca, would you order your damned demon away from Destry?"
"Tirakku, behave," Franchesca said as she came out of the bathroom. It looked like she'd fixed herself up. Her hair was combed, her eyes circled with smoky grey stripes, and she'd put on dark pink lipstick. Hunter's gaze fastened on her lips. He wanted to bite them. 
"Tirakku, make the boy sit until we're ready for him."
Hunter yearned toward Franchesca's pretty lips, but his body went and sat down on the couch.
Jim and Justice carried Destry out of the room. When they came back, Jim said, “We’ve put them behind the crates nearest the door so that if any of the clan comes in the next couple of minutes they won’t be visible.”
“Do you have the keys to the SUV? That should be big enough that we can put them in the back. Get a couple of blankets or something to cover them,” Franchesca replied. She was pacing, like she’d been the whole time the two men were gone. Her eyes kept moving around, and she touched everything she passed, like someone trying to feel their way in the dark.
Jim went into Carson's office and returned in just a minute. "Got 'em," he said, holding up some keys and jingling them. 
Franchesca led the way down the stairs after telling Hunter to follow. Down below was a giant room filled with boxes and crates. It was cold and dark in the corners, lit only by lights far overhead. There was a big open area around the door to the outside and leading up to the stairs. 
Hunter had just gotten to the bottom of the steps when Franchesca said, “With all the wards on this place, I can’t read shit about what’s out there. What a crappy spell design. I’m going to have to open the damned door to get a read.” She waved a hand in the air, then opened the door to the outside, just cracking it slightly. She froze with her hand on the knob. “No, it’s not possible, not so soon,” she said angrily, then shut the door and turned to face the rest of them. “Daniel's coming. He’s nearly here, and he has at least two powered with him.”
Something inside Hunter stirred with happiness. Daniel was coming! It had worked, the locator amulet had worked! The excitement made him feel more normal again. The hungry feeling faded. 
Franchesca tilted her head for a minute, then said, “Bre’ekim is right. We must call more demons.”
“Hey, wait a minute, I didn’t say I was ready to be possessed again,” Justice blurted out.
“Keep them out if you can,” Franchesca replied, and raised her arms. “Shel'ekku, I call you! Habakku, I call you! Porekku, I call you! Foreta, I call you! Veranam, I call you! Calim, I call you!”
The cold air heated up suddenly and dramatically, and the room filled with steam as one after another, demons appeared. One looked like another horned devil, one like some kind of ugly, scary octopus, all writhing tentacles of orange, red and fiery gold. Another looked like a dragon, but not the cool kind that Hunter always pictured riding. This one had great big pointed teeth, and mean eyes that looked right at Hunter. Still another looked like a giant black bug crossed with a person, with ugly pincers curving out from its jaw. The last two looked like twins, both monsters with pock marked skin, spikes all over their bodies, and burning orange eyes. Each demon seemed more terrifying than the last. Hunter went rigid with fear, but then he felt like he was floating again, somewhere in the back of his head, and the fear faded.
“Holy shit,” Jim said under his breath, and then turned and bent down to Hunter. “You need to hide, Hunter. Quickly!”
“Oh no you don’t, said Franchesca, advancing on Hunter. Jim stepped in front of Hunter, and she pushed him aside, sent him sprawling with far more strength than she should have had. She picked up Hunter, and laughed into his face, a strange, awful laugh. Her fingernails dug into his arms, even through his shirt and sweater. Then she turned him around roughly and set him on the ground in front of her, one hand around his throat, holding it tight. "Hold still, Tirakku." 
The demons were flying through the air, and Hunter saw Justice crouch down on the ground, one arm over his head. Jim had backed into a crate, and the biggest of the demons, the devil one, hovered over him, putting out one red finger and running it along his cheek.  
“No, Calim, you may not possess any here,” Franchesca commanded. “Bre'ekim must be the only Erekim in possession of a host. Another demon can take him.”  
The big demon hesitated, and Franchesca turned to face it. She was sweating, and as she clenched her fists before her, her arms were shaking. "Calim, back off, and I may give you a very strong powered to possess. Can you feel him near?" 
The demon looked at her and growled, but he moved away from Jim. One of the pocked marked monsters quickly took its place. Hunter watched in a mixture of excitement and horror as the demon went into Jim. Jim shook all over, but he didn’t fall down. Then the shaking stopped, and he had those orange lights in his eyes. He raised one of his hands before him and said, “Wow, I feel strong. In fact, I feel great!” His voice was different, and Hunter knew the demon was in him. And he knew that now Jim was going to be mean, just like Franchesca. Hopeless tears leaked out of his eyes even while the demon inside him made him laugh. Daniel was coming, but what could Daniel do against all these awful demons?
 
Bree stood behind Daniel near the corner of the warehouse building, Kevin and Steve crowding in behind her. She was trying to nail down the location of Hunter's energy signature.
"The door ward just went down," Kevin whispered.
And then it hit her. Demon sign, like lightening against her Demonsense. She jerked as first one, then another, then another demon came into being, then two more, the last one huge, an Erekim at least. "Dear God," she breathed. 
Kevin put a hand on her arm. "Is it Hunter?"
"Demons, six more. Whoever is in there just called six more demons."
Kevin's face went pale. "Six demons? My God, who's crazy enough to call six demons? No one can master that many!" 
Bree stepped closer to Daniel. "Is there any chance at all you could master all of them?”
“Wait,” Steve interrupted. “You can Master demons? Doesn’t that make you…”
 	“Later, Steve, I’ll explain it later,” Kevin said. 
"I've never tried," Daniel answered Bree. His expression went from hopeless to resolved in an instant. "But I'm going to have to. Being possessed won't necessarily protect Hunter from those demons. They'll be running mad in there." He pushed back from her and made eye contact with Steve. “Steve, I’ll want you in reserve, out of the direct action. Look for a chance to lay hands on Hunter. One of us will try to get him loose and get him to you. Then you run with him, back to the car, and get him out of here. Don't wait for the rest of us.”
Steve swallowed nervously, gave Kevin a pained and anxious glance, then nodded at the hard look in Kevin’s eyes.
“Kevin, you're going to have to throw up the best ward of your life. Disembodied demons can burn you to death, and they might get angry enough to try if they can't get to any of us to possess us. They'll be fighting over me, since I'm the strongest magically. I'll master as many as I can. If the Keltoi or the demons get the upper hand, I’ll offer myself for Hunter. I know,” he went on, looking directly at Bree, “that Franchesca's got my number. She’s good at manipulating me. But I’ve got her number too. I think I have a good chance of getting away from her if she takes me.”
“But if she drugs you,” Bree began anxiously.
“Too many ifs,” Daniel replied, voice hardening. “We don’t have the time. I'll go in first. Give it a few minutes so I can get their attention focused on me, then Kevin, you and Bree follow and try to get to Hunter." Without another word, he turned and ran around the corner for the door of the warehouse. 
Bree took a brief moment to shove her shrieking Demonsense into a dark part of her mind so she could try to think as she sprinted after Daniel. The warehouse door was open. She slowed as she came up to the door and peered carefully around the door jamb.
Franchesca was standing with her hand around Hunter's neck. Daniel faced her, hands up before him, a flurry of red, orange, black and gold shapes hovering in the air around him, swirls of spikes, tentacles, scales, and worst of all, demonic eyes, circling him, focused on him. 
Almost the instant she had taken in the scene, Hunter’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he sagged in Franchesca’s grasp. Bree’s whole body went hot with anger and fear. She forced herself to pause and get the lay of the land so she'd know where to intervene. 
Another man was standing next to Franchesca, and she recognized him as Scanlon, the one who was supposedly Hunter’s biological father. He was possessed as well. The third man was Justice, the one who'd beat her up at her office. He was just pulling himself up off the ground. He wasn't possessed, and he was looking nervously at the demons surrounding Daniel.
Bree heard the sound of Kevin breathing behind her, and felt his ward as a reassuring presence around them. She told him quickly over her shoulder what she was seeing, keeping her voice as quiet as humanly possible. Fortunately, Franchesca was so focused on Daniel that she seemed not to hear Bree.
“You may as well drop your wards, Daniel, you're thoroughly outnumbered,” Franchesca said, the timbre of demon possession clear in her voice. Bree peeked again around the corner.
“If one of these demons possesses me, I don’t think you’re going to like the results,” Daniel replied. 
“I called these demons, I can control them,” Franchesca said, raising her chin.
“I seem to remember I bested you on Halloween. Head to head, I’m the stronger. I always have been.”
 	“You had help.” Franchesca’s voice sharpened. 
“I’m even stronger now, I’ve had time to recover,” Daniel bluffed.
“I judge you’ll last about two more minutes." 
 	“I only have to last two minutes. I have reinforcements less than a minute out.” 	Bree could see both of them in profile, and so far, Daniel wasn't showing the strain of maintaining the ward. But it couldn’t last. Even if he was strong enough to keep his ward up and the demons off him, that much demonic energy could so easily put him over the edge, let that taint-like darkness take over, as it nearly had last night.
"If you're referring to the two powered and the normal outside the door, I don't think much of your reinforcements."
"I'm talking Keepers, Franchesca. Remember how many of them showed up at the exchange? You made a mistake in kidnapping Hunter. Now you've got a whole city of Keepers gunning for you."
Kevin whispered in Bree's ear. “We have to go in!”
“Well then,” she heard Franchesca say, “I guess I’m going to have to make it worth your while to surrender to me now.” Bree heard Daniel give out a strangled, “No!” just as she ran into the room, Kevin right behind her.
Franchesca was crouched over Hunter, and her fist was clenched above Hunter's chest. "I just killed the Seattle's clan chief with this spell. It will take barely a thought to kill the boy.”
Before Bree got more than three steps into the room, Daniel waved down his ward and leaped forward, knocking his shoulder into Franchesca football-style, sending her sprawling. He gripped Hunter by the arm, and slid him across the floor, towards the door. Kevin dashed forward to put himself between Franchesca and Hunter, and Bree felt him pull the ward from around her and put it up in front of him.
Bree skidded to a stop next to Hunter, and shouted, “Shield!" Her defensive barrier leapt into existence around herself and Hunter. Daniel sprang to his feet and lurched the few short steps to Bree and Hunter, and she dropped the shield spell so he could get in. She got it back up just as the demons rushed them. 
Her spell heated up and wavered against the pressure of so many demons. Tentacles and clawed hands slapped at it, and the dragon's teeth dragged across it. The faces of devils and monsters leered, orange eyes whirling. 
She felt a surge as Daniel joined his strength to hers, seamlessly adding energy without disrupting the spell, still leaving her in charge since she was holding the attunement. She started to shake with the effort.
Daniel said, “Hunter’s alive.” 
Bree nearly lost her focus at the rush of relief. Then she heard Kevin yelp. He blocked her view of Franchesca, but Bree could feel the pressure Franchesca was putting on his ward even behind the shield spell. No way could he beat Franchesca, and Scanlon was there to back her up. Bree shouted, “Steve!” at the top of her lungs.
Steve tore around the corner and into the room. Scanlon’s back was to him, but Bree saw Justice register him. Justice glanced her way, and she held his eyes with hers, put all her desperation into the look, tried to reach that small part of him she'd nearly got to when she was tied up at her office. She said, “Please help, for Hunter.”
He glanced over at Franchesca, and met Bree's gaze again, fear in his washed out blue eyes. Then he gave a tiny nod, turned and slipped out of sight among the crates further back in the warehouse.
"Bree, open the shield for Steve!" Daniel said. With a teeth gritting effort, Bree sliced open a door in her shield spell then slammed it down behind Steve. He was just stooping to pick up Hunter when Scanlon ran at them and bounced off the shield. Scanlon growled, an inhuman sound, the orange light flaring in his eyes. He threw himself mindlessly at the shield again and again, and Bree felt the impact down to her toenails. Daniel was pressed up close beside her, shoulder to shoulder, and he put a hand on Steve's shoulder. They all backed toward the door.
"I attuned the shield to the demons, not Scanlon," Bree panted. 
"I know. Just hold it a few seconds more," Daniel said. 
They arrived at the door, and Daniel spun Steve around so he was facing the door with Hunter. Hunter's face was pale, and dried blood covered the side of it. With a groan of pain, Bree opened the shield spell again, and Steve ran out with Hunter in his arms. She threw a stab of Reader and Demonsense out after him, and no one was out there between the warehouse and Steve's car. 
"Go with Steve!" Daniel demanded.
"Steve and Hunter are safe! I'm not going without you and Kevin!"
The distraction of talking to Daniel made her lose control of the shield spell. It wavered and went down. 
Daniel immediately threw up a shield spell of his own, and three of the demons hit it so hard that sparks flew all along the edges. He was weakening, fast. 
She glanced over to where Kevin had been and saw him wrestling with Franchesca on the ground. Attacking her physically must have distracted her enough to keep her from casting. But even as that thought appeared in Bree's mind, Franchesca cried, "Freeze!"
Kevin went stiff where he was lying on top of Franchesca. Scanlon went over to pull him off.
"You have to help Kevin! I'll try to do something to distract Scanlon," Bree gasped.
Daniel's eyes were wild in a way Bree had never seen before. "On three, I'll drop the shield and you get out that door. One, two, three!"
The shield spell dropped, and Bree backed away from Daniel, but she didn't leave. She cast shield again, and the effort nearly made her pass out. Daniel gave her an agonized look, then cast a ward, spun around and made a run for Franchesca. He lurched to the side as he passed Scanlon, and the impact with Daniel's ward sent Scanlon to the ground. 
Franchesca was out from under Kevin, and she waved up a ward as she rose to standing. The demons had all followed Daniel, and his ward sparked as they threw themselves against it. The energy signature of the ward altered, and Bree figured Daniel must have attuned to more of a shield spell, hoping to use less energy now that he was able to craft a protection aimed at keeping out those specific demons. Still, Bree knew he had to be close to used up. 
A movement out of the corner of her eye alerted her that Scanlon was rising to his feet. Without pausing to think, Bree dropped her shield spell, ran at Scanlon and threw herself on top of him, bearing him to the ground. 
A whoof of air escaped him as she landed on top of him. She felt the oily, hot sensation of the demon inside him, felt tendrils of demonic energy reaching for her. She must be more high power than Scanlon, the demon was attracted to her. She frantically scrambled back off of him. 
She heard Daniel shout “No!” again, and she turned to see Franchesca with her hand clenched above Kevin’s chest. Daniel threw his ward against Franchesca's, and more sparks flew as the wards collided. Franchesca's ward did not go down, but Daniel's did.
He whirled around, threw his arms out and shouted, "Demons I command you! Do not move!"
To her shock, all the demons surrounding him froze in place. Even across the room, she could see how hard Daniel was trembling. "I command you, take down that woman's ward!" He pointed at Franchesca.
"Do not! I command you!" Franchesca shrieked. Three of the demons, the black one that looked like an evil beetle on steroids, a bloated, scaly faced monster, and the tentacled one all hesitated. But the dragon and the devil launched themselves at Franchesca's ward. 
Daniel's face was running with sweat now. "I command you, do as I ordered!"  He listed to one side, and went down on one knee. 
Scanlon was climbing to his feet, and he stared intently at Daniel's back. Bree hurled herself at Scanlon again, but she ran painfully into a ward he'd put up. She staggered but stayed on her feet.
She had to do something! She didn’t know the name of the demon Scanlon had inside him, didn’t have more than her cross and some holy water on her. She didn’t have time to pull off an exorcism, and didn’t know if she could command Scanlon’s demon with whatever Demon Master talent she might have. But if she could get it out of him, he would be incapacitated, at least for a little while. She had to try. 
She kicked at Scanlon's ward again to draw his attention. "Too scared to fight a girl?" she taunted. His eyes narrowed, and Bree felt a surge in her Demonsense. The demon had more fully taken over Scanlon. 
Scanlon flicked at the air with his fingers, and his ward dissolved. He pace towards her, growling, "I'll show you what I know how to do with girls."
She dug frantically into her jeans pocket, yanked out the small perfume bottle full of holy water that had belonged to Joe’s wife’s, unstoppered it with shaking fingers, and flung the contents on Scanlon, shouting, “Demon, I command you! Leave your host!” She thrust all of her anger and will into the command, all the base energy she knew how to muster. 
Scanlon screamed, too high for a man, too loud for his vocal cords to sustain. He threw his head back, and the demon rushed out of him so quickly, so powerfully, that he started to burn from the inside out. Fire shot out of his mouth and eyes.
“No,” Bree whispered in horror, backing away, then, louder, “No, stop! I command you, don’t kill him!”
But it was too late. The flames intensified, and Scanlon’s skin just melted off him, the muscle and sinew and bones underneath burning and turning to ash almost faster than her eyes could follow. It was just like Seth. Exactly like what had happened to Seth. And she had caused it. 
And then Seth was there. It was Seth who was burning. Her body froze, and a part of her mind retreated, far away, to that place it had gone when this had happened before. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Some part of her could hear sounds behind her, knew that she had something to do, someone she needed to protect. 
What snapped her out of it was Daniel’s voice crying, “All right, all right!  Franchesca, stop, you’ve won, I'm yours! Let Kevin live, and I swear you can take me!”
She turned and took in the scene. Kevin unconscious on the floor, Franchesca slowly opening her hand and stepping away from him. Daniel knelt before her, five demons frozen in the air around him, including the one she had sent out of Scanlon. Another, the Erekim, was attached to Daniel's neck, clearly feeding off of him, but somehow, Daniel was preventing it from possessing him. It looked like he had mastered all but the most powerful demon, and had not been able to master the last one in time to save Kevin. So he had surrendered. 
Franchesca got slowly to her feet. Bree barely noticed. Her eyes were fastened on Kevin, trying to see if he was still breathing. She felt half frantic, half numb from the effects of the flashback. There, she could see it, the rise and fall of Kevin’s chest. 
She'd landed near a tall pile of crates, and was in their shadow. She put out a hand and gripped the nearest one, tried to steady herself. She was very close to blacking out. 
Franchesca spoke, the buzz of the demon’s presence more evident than before. “You swear, do you Daniel? You swear to be mine, to do as I ask, to give me the spell?”
“I swear,” Daniel replied, a little breathlessly
“You lie!” Franchesca hissed, and Bree saw the subtle droop to Daniel’s shoulders, and she knew Franchesca had read him truly. He still wanted to fight. 
But how could he? The only thing keeping the demons frozen in the air was Daniel’s will. The demon feeding on him would drain that soon enough.  
She considered for a minute doing to Franchesca what she'd done to Scanlon. But she didn’t want to, God, how she didn’t want to. As her exhausted brain was trying to engage with the problem, Daniel answered Franchesca.
“You know I don’t want the hiding spell used for ill,” Daniel said, hands held out before him in a pleading gesture. “How, in good conscience, can I give it to you willingly? I told you I would surrender myself to you, and I am. But I can’t promise to cooperate.”
“You and your conscience,” Franchesca sneered, taking a half step forward. Her face was twisted with rage, and not all of it was hers. Bree’s experienced eyes saw that a good part of it was the demon, egging her on. “You always chose your precious conscience over me.”
“Is that all this is really about, Chesca?” Daniel asked, his spine straightening, and Bree read in his movements and his voice that some angle had occurred to him, some hope of getting to Franchesca. She held perfectly still, not wanting to attract Franchesca’s attention, wanting to give Daniel space to work. Not that she had a choice really, as no alternate plan was occurring to her that didn’t involve her murdering Franchesca. At least with Scanlon, it had been a mistake
“Is it really all about your need to be first in my heart?” Daniel continued. “Is all this to punish me for wanting to keep some shred of integrity, and keep you too?”
“You rejected me. You betrayed me! The one person I thought understood me, that loved me.” The demon was retreating from Franchesca’s voice. There was real hurt there, the hurt of a little girl, and with a flash of intuition, Bree realized this wasn’t all just about Daniel. It was older even than him, an old wound of feeling abandoned that had festered and grown, the sort demon-kind were expert at exploiting and blowing out of proportion until it took over the host’s mind and emotions.  
“I rejected your choices, your actions, not you as a person,” Daniel answered, and Bree could hear the strain of mastering the demons in his voice. “How can you not see the difference? Even now, with what you’ve done, what you’ve become, if you showed the slightest interest in leaving the Keltoi, of giving up being a Demon Master, I would help you in any way I could. Can’t you see that is love, real love?”
For a moment, Bree thought he had her. Franchesca’s expression softened, wavering between fear, love and regret as she looked down at Daniel. 
Daniel held out a hand to her and said, “Chesca, love, let me help you.”
Franchesca's hand was rising to meet his when a flare of demon light surged into her eyes, strong enough to cause an orange glow to infuse her entire face. “No,” the demon’s voice said. “No, I will not allow it.” In the moment when Franchesca’s resistance had dropped, the demon had taken control of her. Her hand opened and darted out in a slicing gesture as Daniel started to turn his own hand in some magic to ward off the attack, but he was too slow. The freeze spell hit him and he stiffened, then slowly toppled onto his side. “Now,” said Franchesca, voice liquid with her demon's satisfaction, “I will kill him.” The demons that had been frozen in the air began to move.



Chapter 27
 
Bree had thought there wasn’t enough energy left in her body to move her from her stasis, but at Franchesca's words, her unconscious mind took over, reaching for the only possible defense she had in the situation. Her fists rose clenched before her, and a storm of will rose in her body. Driven by desperation she shouted, “Gelsenim, I call you! Gelsenim, I command you!”
Almost as if he had been waiting nearby, Gelsenim surged into being before her, in his largest, most ferocious demon form. Even as her heart nearly stopped in fear, she demanded, “Gelsenim, possess me!”
Heat, and light, and energy slammed into her body hard enough to make her stagger, and then shockingly, a brilliant, hot feeling of strength, of confidence settled into her. Her posture straightened, and her shoulders dropped. 
Ah, she heard Gelsenim’s voice in her mind, how could I have overlooked you? And for some reason, the voice didn’t make her cringe inside, didn’t make her retreat. She felt completely in control.  
Her shout, and the entry into their space of another powerful demon had drawn the attention of Franchesca and the other demons away from Daniel. Bree strode forward, and the knowledge of a spell came into her mind, crystalline and precise. She gestured widely with one arm, and all the demons were pushed back, wavering and sputtering, as if a strong wind had hit them. She felt a rush of pleasure as the spell took hold. She stepped over Daniel’s body, glanced down, and saw that his eyes were open. The demon that had been feeding on him had let go and retreated to hover next to Franchesca. 
Orange light surged and retreated, and surged again in Franchesca's eyes as she struggled to wrest control of her consciousness from the demon. In that hesitation, Bree gathered her will, a will expanded tenfold by the presence of Gelsenim inside, and commanded, “Demons, depart! Do not return to this place on any command!” All of the demons except the one inside Franchesca and the Erekim who had been feeding on Daniel vanished with a hiss of steam. 
And that was when Franchesca struck. In one motion, she stepped to the side and thrust her hands at Bree, palms out. A blast of air hit Bree in the chest before she could ward, hit her so hard that her neck nearly snapped. She stumbled and fell onto her back, and Franchesca advanced on her.
"He is ours," Franchesca hissed, the demon buzz in her voice like metal scraping on metal. Her palms thrust out again, and a blanket of force pressed Bree into the cold concrete floor of the warehouse so hard she couldn't breathe. She could feel her ribs bending, her throat compressing. The folly of her trying to take on a Caster and Demon Master of Franchesca's experience, even possessed, washed over her.
I am with you, my host. There is a way to defeat this spell. Can you see it now in our mind?
And Bree could see it. It looked like a shield set with long, wicked spikes. She could see how it would shatter Franchesca's spell if she could hold the form in her mind, if she could generate enough force to use it. 
Quickly, my host! The pressure will kill you!
Bree tried. She shut out everything, formed the spell in her mind, and thrust it against the force that was slowly crushing her. She felt her spell concuss against Franchesca's, felt the cracks shoot though it, felt it weakening. The pressure on Bree eased just enough for her to pull a trickle of air into her lungs.
But it wasn't enough. Her vision started to go dark around the edges. All she could see was Franchesca's face, her vicious, gloating expression as she stood over Bree.
"I'm really going to enjoy killing you," Franchesca said.
Bree pulled in another tiny stream of air, then forced it out again, saying the only thing she thought might make Franchesca pause. "Daniel. Will. Never. Forgive. You." It came out in a thin, staccato whisper, and she wasn't sure Franchesca had heard her until she felt a slight lessening of the pressure on her chest. 
Again, my host! Gelsenim demanded.
 She thrust her spell against Franchesca's once more, imagining the spikes on the shield longer and sharper, and Franchesca’s spell broke into a thousand pieces. Bree dragged air into her lungs, raised her legs, and kicked Franchesca hard in the shins. Franchesca stumbled, then fell back with all her weight onto one hand. She heard a sickening snap as Franchesca's wrist broke. 
Bree stood up as quickly as she could, which wasn't very quick. A glance confirmed Daniel was still frozen, and the Erekim was feeding from him again. 
 She strode towards Franchesca and kicked her in the ribs, a kind of sick elation coursing through her. "That is for taking Hunter!" She kicked her again. "That is for having him possessed!" She raised her foot for another kick, and a rope of force wrapped around her ankle and pulled her off balance.
She had just an instant to twist and angle her fall so that she landed on top of Franchesca. A pained gasp escaped Franchesca, and Bree had only an instant's satisfaction at her cleverness before she felt something squeeze her heart.
Ward, ward! Gelsenim roared inside her.
I know! Bree sent back, but instead of warding, she tried for a shield. She knew instinctively  a shield spell, perfectly attuned, would have a better chance at keeping her heart from being crushed.
She didn't know if it was her own Reader and Caster ability, or something Gelsenim leant her, but as fast as thought, the shield was attuned and up, and the pain in her chest stopped. She rolled off of Franchesca, desperate to get away from her, hoping distance might protect her in some way. 
She had managed only a few steps before she heard Franchesca choke out, "Calim, I command you! Burn this woman!"
The demon feeding on Daniel turned to face Bree. It was in a shape much like that Gelsenim preferred, a devil out of medieval nightmare, all burning eyes, black and red reptilian skin, forked tongue flicking out between its pointed teeth. And far worse than its form was that nightmare, menacing sense of horror, of evil that disembodied demons emitted. All Bree's previous experience programmed her to respond with terror to the sight before her, and she did. Her heart sped up, and sweat slid down her sides. She knew that the demon in Franchesca would be in on the action in seconds, and she didn’t think she could command them both, even with Gelsenim’s help. She wasn’t even sure Gelsenim would continue to help her.
Bree felt a dizzying sensation in her head. She heard her Gelsenim's deeper overlay in her voice as she said, "Calim, I command you! Leave this place!" 
The demon's form wavered, then the Erekim's eyes narrowed in fury. “You may not command me, I am your equal. I am like you, my brother. Let us take these hosts and ride them. They are powerful enough to feed us for days.” 
It moved closer to her, fire flickering in its hands, its eyes, and Bree reached for even more power, felt something click into place inside her, and found it. “Stop,” she ordered. The other demon obeyed, and emitted a weird, choked off howl. Then it advanced again. Panic rose, and then Gelsenim’s voice came into her head, the voice of his human form, the blond man, not the demon. I am the elder, I can command this one, never fear my host. The words he wanted her to say came into her mind, and she said them.  
“We are the elder. We remember being one with the Seldenai. We know our true form. We may command you. Be gone!” And at the last word, Bree gathered her will energy again and threw it at the demon. With a violent shriek, it vanished, leaving just her and Franchesca. 
Franchesca had managed to get up and move next to Daniel. She was holding her broken wrist in her other hand. 
Before Bree could think it through, she advanced on Franchesca, forcing her a few steps back from Daniel, toward the door. All the while, she heard Gelsenim’s voice in her head. The demon in the woman is an elder. I may not command him. We must kill the host. Force the demon out as you did the other. Then it will be easier to banish it.
You were watching from the other side! she thought back, then Franchesca caught her attention, finally speaking, more in her own voice than the demon’s.
“So, the little rabbit has some teeth after all,” she said, her mocking tone belied by the quiver of fear showing in the muscles of her cheeks and chin. Bree knew a moment’s exhilaration, to have this woman afraid of her, but it all drained out of her as Franchesca continued, “But you should know, I hold Daniel’s heart in my hand. Literally.” Franchesca held out her uninjured hand, lightly fisted, in front of Bree, and squeezed, just a little squeeze, and Daniel groaned. She was hurting Daniel's heart, just as she had Bree's, and Daniel couldn't fight back.
“You don’t want to kill him,” she told Franchesca, “you want to own him. Your victory will be worth nothing to you if he dies.” As she spoke, she felt Gelsenim feeding information directly into her brain. She thought/felt the lines of energy of the spell between Franchesca and Daniel, felt the demon and emotion enhanced strength of it. While Bree had thought Franchesca was hurting, maybe retreating, she was really putting this spell together. So much energy was already in the room between her and Daniel, so much of their history present between them, and it was all powering the spell, making it far stronger than the one Franchesca had used on Bree.  
I am not certain we can break it, Gelsenim whispered.  
“I would rather see him dead than let you have him,” Franchesca delivered in a flat tone, and cold washed over Bree as she realized that Franchesca meant it, every word. It wasn’t the demon egging her on this time. But did Franchesca know that?
“That’s just the demon talking,” Bree replied, trying to inject some kind of self-doubt into Franchesca, trying to distract her in any way possible.  
Bree saw her comment hit home, and a shadow of doubt passed across Franchesca’s face. Bree drove straight for it, and her Reader sense, amplified by Gelsenim’s power, showed her the way. “Part of you still loves him. Part of you remembers being children in the woods together, closer than brother and sister. He was good, even then, wasn’t he? And you wanted to be good. You wanted it to rub off on you. It still can. He’s strong enough to help you, you know he is.”
Yes, Gelsenim whispered, the spell is weakening.
Hit it with your best shot, the minute you see an opening, she thought back urgently.
It may harm us to break the spell, Gelsenim told her doubtfully.
We have to risk it, she sent back. In front of her, Franchesca looked angry, but Bree could see the vulnerability beneath the anger. The demon light was fading in her eyes, so Bree pressed on. “I know one of the Keepers. He said if you came to him with a request to get out, they would help you too.”
Franchesca sneered. “Keepers. As if I want their help. They'll hand me over to the Ecclesias faster than you could spit. And the Ecclesias will neuter me. They’ll take all my powers." The orange light rose in her eyes again, and Bree felt her hold over Franchesca slipping away. Trouble was, she was probably right. Even with Daniel advocating for her, leaving the Keltoi would demand a lot of Franchesca, probably more than she could give even at the best of times.  
“Daniel will find a way to help you, to hide you,” she tried.
“Daniel will do what is right,” Franchesca said, with a strange combination of longing and viciousness in her voice. And her fist tightened.
I’m losing her, Bree sent to Gelsenim. Do it now!
But it might hurt us, might kill us, Gelsenim protested.
Do it! Bree demanded, throwing her will against him, and she saw the path in her mind, the place to attack the spell, to break it, saw the terrible amount of energy it would release, but knew if she didn’t do it now, Daniel would surely die. She rammed her power down on the link between Franchesca and Daniel, investing it with her love for Daniel, and Gelsenim’s power, tainted as it was by rage and resentment. The power of them combined blew the spell apart.  
The concussion threw Bree backwards into the air, against a tower of wooden crates. She hit the back of her head hard, leaving her half conscious and disoriented. The ground shook and crates began to fall around her. With a last remaining effort of will, she scrambled back to Daniel, draped herself on top of him, flung up an arm, formed the spell, a wall of blue, and called, “Ward!” With all her might, she tried to extend the ward far enough to cover Kevin where he lay some six feet away. She saw the waver of the ward on the air above her outstretched arms, protecting them. The crates and boxes crashed down all around in a frightening, deafening noise. At every moment, Bree expected her ward to fail and her head to be bashed in. 
After what seemed like an eternity, the last crate settled to the ground and she dared to look up, over at Kevin. He was still as death, but she felt a wild relief that none of the boxes or crates had touched him. She never could have managed that strong a physical ward on her own. Gelsenim had helped her. She sent her Reader sense toward Kevin. It responded better than she expected, probably also due to Gelsenim. Kevin was definitely alive, but still unconscious. 
Belatedly, she remembered Franchesca, and glanced frantically around, levering herself off of Daniel so she could see as much of the warehouse as possible. She didn’t see Franchesca anywhere. She sent her Demonsense and Reader sense searching, and felt Franchesca's energy signature retreating so quickly that she had to be in a car. Breaking the spell must have hurt her badly enough that she felt unable to continue fighting.
With a whimper, Bree rolled off of Daniel, onto her back, hair in a tangle all around her. For a stunned moment she just stared at the ceiling, then she raked her hair out of her eyes and carefully turned her violently pounding head to look at him. He was facing her, eyes open, still frozen. She just looked at him, soaking in the fact that they were all alive. After a moment, she sent out a careful Reader tendril toward Daniel. His energy was down to almost nothing. He truly had nearly burned himself out in the battle. And what was left felt dark to her.
As exhausted as she felt, her brain just wouldn't shut up. She flinched away from images of Scanlon burning up, of Franchesca nearly crushing her, of Daniel at Franchesca's mercy. Which left her to circle the dilemma about what to do about Gelsenim. She seriously doubted Daniel had the energy left to banish him, and with his energy gone dark, she didn't know how far she could trust him. And she had no idea if she could un-possess herself. 
She reviewed her weaknesses, where Gelsenim could manipulate her, and it came quickly to her that her fear was the place he would go. Clearly, Gelsenim was an exceedingly powerful and old demon. With him on board, there were very few demons that could get to her. She could protect her loved ones. If she’d had Gelsenim before, she could have saved Seth, just as she'd saved Daniel. 
It was a harrowing thought. She could feel her reluctance to be rid of Gelsenim building the more she thought about how he could work on her fears to stay. And given how Gelsenim had been able to hear her thoughts during the battle, she knew he was likely listening in right now, that she'd just shown him how to get to her.
Daniel stirred, just slightly, drawing her attention back to him. There was some expression in his eyes that she couldn’t quite read. If she could unfreeze him…
I could show you how, Gelsenim offered.
It finally hit her that Daniel had told her demons had a hard time communicating to their human hosts whatever magic they had learned in previous hosts. She realized she and Gelsenim should not have been able to do what they just did. She felt more unnerved than elated by the idea. How are you able to show me?
We are compatible, Gelsenim replied. 
She felt disgusted at the idea that she would be compatible with a demon.  
Nonetheless, it is true, Gelsenim replied, his voice gone wry.
Show me how to unfreeze him then, she demanded. She felt Gelsenim hesitate, a long hesitation, but finally, the spell emerged in her mind. She realized that she was familiar with it. She'd seen it performed before, and some part of her brain had taken note. It was like Gelsenim made the information stored in her unconscious conscious. She told herself to figure out how it all worked later. 
She laboriously rolled onto her side and performed the spell with a flick of her wrist, murmuring, “Unfreeze.”
Daniel drew in several big breaths before he tried to move. For a moment, he just looked at her, eyes narrowed, probably reading her energy. “Is Gelsenim willing to leave you for now, if you agree to allow another possession soon?” he asked in a dry whisper. Bree got the sense he was being very cautious with her, and with Gelsenim. His question confirmed her belief that he didn't have the power left to master Gelsenim and force him out of her. Maybe that's why Gelsenim had agreed to show her how to unfreeze him.
Bree felt Gelsenim stir uneasily inside her. I wish to stay. We are compatible. I can help you.
“Give me a moment,” she told Daniel, and focused her attention back inside. It was one hell of a struggle to pull her thoughts together, given how badly her head hurt.
I'm not comfortable with you staying. You helped me, and I’m very grateful, but I’m used to being alone in my own head and body.
You could get used to having me here, Gelsenim wheedled.
I’m not sure I could, Bree replied silently. I don’t have any positive experiences to go on when it comes to demons, apart from the last five minutes.
I have waited long for a compatible host, Gelsenim replied, ice coming into his voice. Daniel is very close, and he is more powerful than you, but he is not as compatible. It troubles me that I did not notice you before, did not see our compatibility.
I know you said something of the Seldenai, Bree tried, attempting to find some way to persuade Gelsenim to leave rather than force him. She wasn’t sure why, but she had an instinct that it would be the best course, even if Daniel recovered enough to banish him.
You are not Seldenai, but you are the closest I have found, Gelsenim told her with a mixture of sadness and satisfaction, then he went on to say something that chilled her to her bones. Others will want you.
You mustn’t tell others about me! 
We have bonded. Others may smell it on you, even if I say nothing. Even the ones born from taint have some small memory in their structure of what it means to be joined with the Seldenai.
“Bree?” Daniel's voice rose in question and demand.
Well, I'm not Seldenai. I have no idea what it would do to me to stay joined with you, Bree replied.
"I've got just enough left to banish him if you need me to. I swear it won't kill me," Daniel said hoarsely.
You are young in your powers, little Demon-Master-who-is-not. Don’t be so certain you can control me. And do not be too certain Daniel can do so either. We are both stronger when we are joined.
I’m asking you to leave. I’d rather not have Daniel command it. It really would be risky for him to try. If you are responsible for his death, I could never forgive you. 
 She felt Gelsenim’s energy grow agitated. I don’t wish to leave. 
Before Bree could respond, Daniel's voice rang out. “Gelsenim, I command you! Leave this host without hurting or damaging her in any way! Leave her and do not return!”
The energy of the demon rushed out of her. It was a hot sensation, but it didn't burn her. His demon form coalesced between she and Daniel. “You cannot command me forever. I will return to her,” Gelsenim ground out in his neck-hair-raising, fully demonic voice.
“Be gone!” Daniel commanded.
And with that, Gelsenim vanished. Daniel's extended hand dropped to the concrete floor, hard. He turned pale and his eyes fluttered closed.
"Oh dear God, Daniel!" Bree rolled to her knees and put a hand on his neck, feeling for his pulse. "Please, please, please," she chanted. 
He drew in a large breath, like a swimmer who had just come up for air. Then another. Relief surged through Bree as his eyes opened. She started to cry. 
He raised a shaking hand and wiped away her tears. "It's okay," he whispered. He put a gentle hand behind her head, and guided her down to him until her head was on his shoulder and he could wrap his arms around her.  
Bree melted into him, and he clutched her tightly, tremors of exhaustion rolling though him in waves. To her surprise, she had none of the usual after reaction that was typical of a possession. No convulsions, no nausea, no loss of consciousness, though the pain in the back of her head had gotten worse. She just felt unutterably tired, too tired even to feel the usual spark that such close contact with Daniel would normally create in her. 
Slowly, stealthily, everything that had just happened started whirling through her brain. She had allowed herself to be possessed by a demon, and she had enjoyed it. Not only had she enjoyed it, she’d felt half inclined to allow him to stay. And worse, there was some way in which she was apparently particularly good at being possessed. The idea was so horribly disturbing that she stiffened in Daniel’s arms. 
He felt it and pulled away enough to look down at her. “What is it?” he asked softly.
She looked up at him. "What am I, Daniel?”
“You are a good, strong, smart woman, and you just saved my life, and Kevin’s.”
That did not answer her question. She pulled away from him, pulling into herself. She actively sought out that numb place that had come into being at Seth’s gruesome death, and that she had retreated to just minutes before, when she'd killed Scanlon. And it came for her. She felt herself shutting down, and she welcomed it.
“Bree?” Daniel asked, concern evident in his voice, but she didn't want to answer. He put a hand on her shoulder and shook her a little. “Oh lord, you’re in shock,” he muttered. 
She felt guilty as she registered his shaky efforts to get to his feet, felt him spread his coat over her. He shouldn't be trying to move, he had to be in worse shape than she was. She stirred and tried to get up, but Daniel got down on his knees and pushed her gently back down. "I'm okay, and Kevin's coming around, he's fine for now. Javier and his team will get here any minute. I'm going to rest. See, I'm going to lie right here beside you." She watched to confirm that he was doing it, then closed her eyes. Numbness and exhaustion claimed her, and everything after that faded in and out of her awareness.
She heard Kevin’s voice, opened her eyes when he shook her shoulder. His worried face hovered above her, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. She just closed her eyes again. Yes, it was better this way. 
	More quiet voices, then a lot of noise. More people arriving, the sounds of people milling around. Daniel said something about Franchesca getting away, about Hunter touching the amulet, about using casting to get the better of Franchesca. Then cries as two bodies were found behind some crates, two Keltoi, one dead, one coming out of a freeze spell. Bree remembered that Scanlon wouldn’t have a body, and she went even deeper into her own mind, and fell asleep. Later, she woke to Javier’s voice, felt him examining her, heard him bark, "Thorvaldson, lay the hell back down!" After that, Javier put her into the back seat of a car. What was left of consciousness faded out then, and she fell back into an exhausted, welcome sleep.



Chapter 28
 
Bree lay in bed, the headache from the concussion squeezing the back and sides of her head. She looked out her bedroom window at a perfectly blue sky and tried to think of nothing. 
 “You seem awful subdued, sweetie," Sophie said tentatively. A book was open on her lap. She'd been camped out since bringing Bree home from the hospital yesterday. "I thought the good guys won. I thought you’d be happy. You got Hunter back, and no one got seriously hurt. And you helped break up some major Keltoi drug operation. Heck, you're pretty much a hero!”
Bree didn’t answer at first. That numb place she had called upon yesterday hadn't left her. A part of her wanted to answer Sophie, wanted to tell someone that she'd committed murder, to confess that she had some special form of corruption that made her compatible with demons. But she couldn’t bring herself to speak of it. She finally turned to Sophie and said, “I saw someone die, one of the Keltoi. He was burned up by a demon, like Seth.”
Sophie’s face crumpled in sympathy, and she reached out to take Bree's hand. “Oh honey, how awful! That must have been terrible for you!”
Bree felt the ghost of comfort descend on her, but it wasn’t enough to provide any real relief, or to trigger the cry she probably needed to have. 
"I think if you talk about it, you might feel better," Sophie urged. 
Bree went deeper inside herself. She couldn't stand the kindness. She didn't deserve it. Didn't deserve to feel better. "I'm not ready to talk about it yet." 
Sophie sighed and some emotion more complicated then sympathy came and went across her face. Bree's Reader sense stirred, and she pressed it back down. After a moment, Sophie let go of her hand. “You have that headachy look about you. It’s time for some more Percocet.” Sophie got her the painkiller and some water. Just as Bree was handing back the glass, the doorbell rang.
"That'll be Bruce," Sophie said, sounding relieved. She went downstairs, and Bree heard them talking. She heard Daniel's name, and Javier's, but everything else was just a murmur. They both came upstairs, and Sophie made her goodbyes as she had to go to work. 
"Bruce, I really don't need you to stay," Bree tried half heartedly after Sophie had left.
"Just for tonight, just to be on the safe, side" he replied. "You know Sophie isn't going to let me off the hook for this. So just give it up and go back to sleep."
"I wasn't sleepy." Bree felt annoyance stir. She wanted to be alone, but she didn't have the energy to fight about it. 
"Well then, just go back to brooding." Bruce smiled to take the sting out of his words. 
"So I just left Daniel's," Bruce said as he settled his big frame back in the chair Sophie had vacated. He regarded her closely as he continued. "Javier gave the green light for him to go home. He was able to confirm that Franchesca got on a plane for Las Vegas yesterday evening. The Keltoi are in disarray with their chief dead. It looks like they're not likely to come after Daniel right away."
She attention sharpened, then she felt a spurt of panic that she might be coming out of her numbness.
"He's nearly recovered from the power loss," Bruce continued. "He said he'd stop by later tonight."
And that sent Bree's panic through the roof. "No, he can't! He can't come over!"
Bruce’s eyebrows rose in question. “Hey babe, it’s your deal, but did he do something to upset you? Something I should know about?”
Bree shook her head, then regretted it, grimacing at the pain the movement caused. “It’s nothing like that, really, it’s just that, well, I need out of the demon research project. And I’m not strong enough right now to explain why, to tell him…” She sputtered to a halt. 
Bruce looked more and more concerned as she spoke, and she was having a hard time putting into words what she wanted, how she felt. “It’s because of what happened with the Keltoi, seeing that man die. It just broke something in me. I feel broken. And you know how persuasive Daniel can be. I don’t trust myself with him, I don’t know if I can, if he, and I don't know how I feel about him because…” she stammered. 
Bruce leaned over and put a hand briefly on her arm in reassurance. “You don’t have to explain right now. I’ll take care of it.”
 The agitation fell out of her, leaving behind an illogical sense of disappointment that Bruce hadn't fought her on it. She felt hollowed out. She thought whimsically that her head felt stuffed full of that fake spider web stuff you saw everywhere at Halloween. Her thoughts moved slowly, and her emotions went back to nearly non-existent. She didn’t care why she felt numb. She didn’t care if she ever felt anything again.  
 
 
It took more than a week for Bree's head to stop hurting, and when she finally got a clean bill of health, she returned to work, lost herself in it, in the sense of normalcy it brought.
Day followed day, and the numbness and apathy never really lifted. A few times, she tried to work out what had happened with Gelsenim, but her mind shied away from the subject after very little real effort. 
It took more effort not to think about Daniel. She knew it was wildly inconsistent to risk her life for him, then avoid him. But the one thing that was clear was that she was afraid to see him. Sophie told her that avoiding Daniel was obviously the same as avoiding the whole trauma of what had happened to her, and Kevin played on her sympathy for Daniel. “He’s crazy with worry about you, Bree. Put him out of his misery before he drives me crazy,” he pleaded. 
But she refused. Predictably, it was Dion who took action. One Saturday morning in late November, he knocked at Bree’s front door shortly after she emerged from a shower. She had just pulled on some jeans that were getting too loose and the Irish sweater her mother had gotten her during her most recent visit to family in Ireland. She trotted down the stairs from the bedroom to answer the door. 
Dion had on a long black coat over the uniform he wore for work. He loomed over her in the entryway as he wiped his feet, then put a hand on her shoulder. He looked at her with an unwontedly serious expression. “Look girl, I know you’re going to be pissed, but trust me on this, something’s got to give. I won’t watch you go downhill again. You need something to pull you out of this depression, and this is the best I could come up with.” He turned to open the door, and waved a hand in a beckoning gesture. He gave her one last look, half defiant, half uneasy, then backed out the door, making way on the stoop for Daniel Thorvaldson.
Bree's heart stuttered at the sight of him. The terror she felt was the most emotion she'd felt in weeks. Hard on its heels came anger at Dion, who had retreated from the field completely, leaving her facing Daniel alone.
“Can I come in?” Daniel asked diffidently.  
She could see that he was uncomfortable and braced for her refusal, and somehow, now that he was here, she couldn’t send him away. She backed away from the door without a word, and he came in. She retreated to the couch, and he followed her into the living room. He took off his leather jacket and draped it on the back of one of the chairs, then moved to sit on the one across from her. He was wearing a black v-neck sweater and jeans. He looked freshly scrubbed and shaved, Bree registered as she took a fugitive look at him. 
He put his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands in front of him as he leaned toward her. “I’ve been worried about you,” he said softly. "And I’ve been wondering what I’ve done to anger you so much that you've refused to see me.”
At that, Bree’s head jerked up, and she looked directly at him for the first time.  “I’m not angry at you,” she said, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she knew they were a lie. Anger filled her up, shocking in it's intensity.
Daniel seemed to know it too. His mouth twisted in a wry expression, and he replied, “I think you are."
"Why the hell did I let you talk me into all this?" Bree spat out past the tense knot in her throat. "Now I've got a fucking Erekim who thinks I'm his perfect match. There's no way I'm going to be able to keep him off me. I can't expect you to keep doing it. You'll probably go all dark side, then I'll have to keep you off me too." She was half horrified at what she was saying, but she couldn't seem to help herself now that her attempts to repress it all had failed.
 Daniel's face flushed a little, but otherwise, he showed no outward reaction to her tirade. "I did get you into all this. Before I came along, you were just recovering from your husband’s death and taking your first steps towards reclaiming your power." 
"Reclaiming my power, hah! I never should have agreed to go back to exorcisms in the first place, let alone agree to doing such colossally dangerous research."
"I know I pushed you too hard about that," Daniel continued evenly. "I was too focused on what I thought needed to be done. So maybe I deserve some of your anger. In my own way, I was being selfish.”
“Not for yourself,” Bree said, stung a little out of her fury into being fair. She paused, tried to think through the impulse that had made her defend him. And as she did, some of the anger faded. She couldn't dump all this on him, as much as that would be convenient for her aching conscience. “I know you can be obsessive, but you were trying to do something good. And I volunteered. All along the way, I volunteered.”
He regarded her quietly for a moment, and she wasn’t sure if he was taking in what she said or waiting for her to continue. She realized that in spite of the inherently awkward nature of their conversation, he looked calm. The intensity, the drive that was so often evident in him seemed absent, as was the demon contact induced edginess that had been growing in him for as long as she’d known him. The moment stretched on, and when she didn’t speak, Daniel continued.  
“I know you volunteered. I know you pushed to be a part of going after Hunter. And the truth is, I wanted you with me. For one thing, I'm attracted to you. You were like cool, clean water after years of dust and thirst. I've rarely met someone who tries as hard to do the right thing, who is so loyal, so bright, and so brave. I trusted you almost from the first moment I met you, and that’s not something that's ever happened to me before.”  
A blush rose on his face at what he was revealing, and he pushed a hand through his hair. “And I guess I thought at first that I could help you. I got the impression that you weren’t happy separating yourself from your power. I could see such incredible potential in you, and I thought if you had some meaningful work to do, something that could help others, it would pull you out of that, make you whole again. And now it looks like I’ve just set you back.”
As he spoke, Bree felt long dormant butterflies start up in her stomach. His admitting his attraction, his warm portrayal of her all conspired to bring up the powerful, nervous draw she’d felt toward him right from the beginning. And she couldn’t help but appreciate his fearless look at his own motives, his willingness to admit where he might have gone wrong. She had to respect him for that. But at the same time, she didn’t want to feel attracted to him again. Every time she’d given in to it before, it had overwhelmed her. She wasn’t at all sure she wanted to be overwhelmed again. 
The only thing that came clear in the whirl of her thoughts and emotions was that he was taking perhaps too much responsibility. “I made you take me with you when you went to work on the finder spell. I threatened you into it. And you didn’t make me go into that warehouse. You didn’t make me, you didn’t make me… kill that man,” she got out in a rush. 
“I assume you mean Scanlon. Will you tell me what happened with him?”
A hot pressure crested inside her chest at his simple question, then broke, and it all poured out of her, the desperate attempt to protect him and Kevin, the quick and dirty attempt at some combination of exorcism and Demon Master power. How it burned Scanlon down to nothing.
“Bree,” he said seriously when she finished, then said her name again so she would look at him, so his eyes could catch and hold hers. “I've killed people in the line of duty before, in self defense or in defense of someone else. And sometimes, I had to wonder if I was doing it in anger, if it was always justified. It’s a terrible thing, and it’s natural and right that you feel terrible. God knows I always did."
She couldn't hold his gaze. She was trying too hard not to cry.
"But it’s clear to me, and should be clear to you, that you weren’t trying to kill Scanlon. It was an accident. Keep in mind that it was a madhouse in there. I don’t think I’ve ever been part of a more dangerous action, given how many demons were in the mix." 
In a way, Bree knew he was right. She had thought about the self-defense angle, thought about how she hadn’t meant to kill Scanlon. But it was still ultimately she that had caused his death. “I don’t know what to say to Hunter,” she replied almost soundlessly. And, finally, she started to cry.
He leaned forward a little and put a hand on her knee. “Kevin and Steve already told Hunter that Scanlon was killed. Let them decide what more he's ready to hear and when he’s ready to hear it,” he said firmly. 
The tears came faster at that. Daniel got up, went to the bathroom down the hall, and brought back a box of Kleenex that he put down on the couch next to her. Then he retreated again to the chair across from her. 
After giving her a little time to get herself under control, he said, “There’s more, isn’t there? More about the possession, about Gelsenim.”
She gave her eyes a last wipe, tossed the Kleenex aside and looked up at him. Although causing Scanlon's death had bothered her most, she knew she'd been avoiding this conversation about Gelsenim as much as she'd been avoiding the one about Scanlon. 
“Have you been having contact with him?” she asked. For the first time, she made a conscious effort to read him. Her quick stab at it told her that on the energy level, he was a lot less calm than he looked. She could even feel a tinge of the darkness.
“Just enough to keep him away from you. He isn’t happy about that, but so far my power over him is enough to hold him.”
“So you haven’t done any more, ah, experiments?”
For the first time in their conversation, he looked uneasy. He sat back in the chair, crossed his ankle over his knee, and looked out the window. The sun had come out, and it shone on his face, highlighting the top of his cheekbones and creating shadows in the hollow of his cheeks. “I’ve thought about it. I’ve had to admit to myself how unstable, how close to the edge I’ve been. I still don’t know why demon contact is affecting me so quickly and powerfully. It’s made me wonder if I’m really the right person for this kind of research.” He looked back her way again, and his look was penetrating. 
And here it was, she could see it coming. This was part of what she had feared, that he'd rope her back in to all the unanswered questions about demons, get her hooked on the mystery of it again. 
He must have seen the fear on her face, because he hastened to add, “Look, I’m not going to pressure you. As I said, I’m already regretting how deep you got in to all this. But I would like to know what happened with Gelsenim. And I think it would do you good to talk about it.”
Bree sighed and shook her head, not in denial, but at herself. Here was someone who truly understood what it meant to be vulnerable to demon kind, to feel like a bad person because of his particular talents, because of the way he was wired. It was enough to make him, perhaps, inherently unstable. But at least he always tried. He took action, tried to fight it. And here she was just hiding out, from herself, from him, from everyone. The least she could do was tell him what happened
“I called on Gelsenim when I got desperate, during the battle,” she began hesitantly. “I guess that means I have some kind of Demon Master talent, because he came when I called. I asked him to possess me because I knew that was the only chance I had to protect you and Kevin from Franchesca. And once he possessed me, it was the strangest thing. I was able to talk to him, in my head.” 
As the story unfolded, her voice got stronger, and she felt her own curiosity stirring. “I didn’t feel ill, or evil. I just felt strong and confident, at least at first. And he was able to show me spells. They just came into my mind, completely clear, and I was able to use them. I just instinctively knew how to shape my will and base energy. It didn’t even take that much focus. And he didn’t fight me that much. He seemed willing to do what I wanted, at least up until I wanted him to leave. He told me we were compatible, even more compatible than he is with you. That I was close to being like those Seldenai he talks about." 
She felt chilled talking about it. She pulled a throw off the back of the couch and draped it over her lap. "And when you ordered him out, I didn’t have any ill effects apart from being exhausted, and that could just have been from the all the power usage. I don’t think I’ve ever gone as all out in trying to use power as I did that night. I’ve certainly never tried that level of casting before. It’s kind of a miracle that it worked at all.” She wound down, and waited for Daniel's response, not sure what she wanted to hear.
“Well, something unusual happened, obviously,” he said thoughtfully. “There was some way you were able to work well with Gelsenim. Maybe there’s something to what he calls ‘compatibility.’ But that was a very short experiment, and under duress. It’s hard to draw too many conclusions from what happened.”
“At least one conclusion is unavoidable,” Bree asserted with disgust. “There’s something seriously wrong with me if a demon likes me that much and sees me as compatible.”
Daniel lips compressed in denial and he shook his head. “That’s a pretty big conclusion to jump to. We don’t have any idea what ‘compatible’ means in this context. You said you didn’t feel evil. You probably had a chance to kill Franchesca, and you didn’t, though God knows you have every reason to hate her after what she did to Hunter. Instead, you risked a lot to save my life. That doesn’t sound to me like the actions of someone who has some terrible dark side attractive to a demon. I think if you did, it would have come out then. You were under tremendous stress, and in fear for your life. No, it doesn’t scan.”
Bree wanted to be convinced by what Daniel was saying, and the logical side of her could see that his argument had merit. But the reverse of his argument was also just as possible, and she voiced it. “Like you said, it was a short experiment. Given more time with the demon possessing me, that dark side, or whatever it is that attracts Gelsenim, could have taken over. You know," she admitted reluctantly, "I kind of wanted him to stay."
“From what you described, that’s not surprising. It sounds like you got very effective at casting, very quickly, and I’m guessing your power was enhanced by the possession, since that’s generally true for any powered.”
“Yes, but when he possessed you, did you want him to stay?”
That question clearly struck a hole in his attempts to reassure her, because he paused a tellingly long time. “Not really,” he finally conceded. He uncrossed his legs and leaned toward her again, regarding her earnestly. “But Bree, that doesn’t necessarily make me better than you. You’re just different in some way. We don’t know if it’s in a big way, or a small way, or anything much about it at all. It’s an unknown. And I can’t help but think that if we could solve that mystery, we’d be that much closer to understanding demon kind, to having some kind of leverage over them.”
“Apparently we’re the same in being Demon Masters, at least.”
“I don’t know about that. You really don’t feel like a Demon Master to me. It’s hard to explain. I may not be the best Reader in the world, but I’ve encountered more than my fair share of Demon Masters, and I’m pretty sure you aren't one.”
“But then how do you explain what I can do?” Bree asked plaintively.
“I can’t explain it, not yet,” Daniel replied, and some of his habitual intensity glittered for a moment in his eyes. It enlivened him, and some of the calm he’d been displaying evaporated. It spooked Bree a little, but it also sent electricity shooting up her spine. There really was something in that side of him that attracted her. Something about how high power he was, how focused, was very alluring to her. She didn’t want to respond to it, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. 
With an effort, she focused her mind back on the conversation. “I know I should probably be trying to figure all that out, but I’m not sure I’m up to it. I mean, look at me,” she went on more passionately. “I’m a mess. I haven’t been willing to think, I haven’t been able to face any of this. I’m basically just a coward. I know it would be the right thing to do, to try to figure it out, to do more experiments, but I don’t want to do it. I don’t think I can.”
Daniel sighed. “Look, you’re not cutting yourself any slack here. I wasn’t in great shape myself after my first battles, and certainly not after the first time I killed someone. But I had a community of Keepers to support me, and that helped get me through it. You’ve been sitting here alone, feeling there’s no one it’s safe to talk to, and in a way, you were right. I know what it’s like to have to keep secrets, and it’s not a good thing." 
He settled back into the chair, and his expression went hard. "And when I think about what you went through with Scanlon, how much it was like what happened to Seth, it just kills me. I’ve never been married, but I can’t even imagine how hard it was on you to see your husband die like that. And to be reminded in such a way.” He looked away from her. “All I can do is imagine how I’d react if I’d lost you that way and had to see something like it happen again. I really don’t know how I’d be able to cope with it.”  
He was serious. He was telling her he cared that much. Heat rushed through her body, followed by terror. “Daniel,” she said a little breathlessly, “I don’t know if we, if I…” She looked away in embarrassment, and forced herself to continue. “I don’t know if we’re good for each other. How do you know it wasn’t me that was negatively affecting you, and not the demon contact? What if it’s something in me?”
It seemed he'd never considered that before, because he stayed silent for some time. “I don’t think that’s it, but I guess I don’t know.” 
“And how do I know it’s not something in you that brought out this Demon Master thing, or whatever it is, in me?” she went on relentlessly.
“I don’t know the answer,” he replied, “but I want to know.”
A humorous snort was surprised out of her at that. “Yeah, that’s probably what’ll be on your tombstone. Daniel Thorvaldson. He wanted to know.”
That got a smile out of him. “Okay, that's a palpable hit. But what I mostly want to say here is give it some time. Give yourself time to recover, to find your bearings. Don’t feel like you have to figure everything out right now, or decide everything right now, not about us, not about Gelsenim, not about any of it. Ultimately, I think we can help each other, but I’ll understand if you don’t want to work on this together, or see if we might be good together,” he finished, voice trailing off uncertainly.
	“Well, you’re helping me already by keeping Gelsenim off of me. But I can’t expect you to do that indefinitely.” 
	“I can do it for as long as you need me to,” he asserted swiftly.
	“No, that’s something I’m going to have to figure out, if only to keep you from having to continue regular contact with him. But I guess you’re right, I do need a little more time. I can’t promise anything, Daniel, I really can’t,” she said with as much resolution as she could muster. “I don’t know that I can plunge back into working on the demon problem. And I don’t know if I’m capable, if I’m willing,” she corrected herself carefully, “to pursue a relationship, working or otherwise. I admire you, I respect you, I’m attracted to you, but you scare me, Daniel. I scare myself when I’m with you.”
	He opened his mouth to say more, maybe to protest, and she forestalled him with a raised hand. “Enough now. I think that’s enough for one day.”
	Daniel gave her a searing look, making her insides quiver. Then he nodded, rose to his feet and pulled on his coat. “I hope it’s all right that I came like this. I wanted to respect your wishes, but after talking to Dion…”
	“Oh, Dion could sell sand in the desert,” Bree told him. “And besides, for once I think he was right. It did help to talk to you.” 
	She followed him to the door, where he turned to face her. A mix of emotions crossed his face; hope, vulnerability, doubt, sadness. She thought he was about to say something else, but instead, he lowered his head and kissed her, hard. Then he turned and walked out her door, leaving her with fingers pressed against her tingling mouth.
 
 
Bree continued to improve throughout December. She was gratified when she got in quite a few clients in spite of the pending holidays. After some initial grinchiness, she pulled her Christmas decorations out of the storage shed, got a tree and had Hunter over to help her decorate it. They were assisted by two of the neighborhood cats, the black and the calico, who pulled ornaments down about as fast as she and Hunter got them up, to Hunter’s great hilarity. 
“This is why I don’t like cats,” Bree growled, but it amused Hunter so much that she let them stay. 
On a couple of occasions, her Demonsense flared up, and she was afraid it was Gelsenim coming to pay her a visit, but he never manifested. She had to assume that Daniel was still handling him for her, and she felt guilty about that. She did think of calling him a couple of times. Kevin had left her a voice mail letting her know Daniel had a cell now and left her the number without further comment. But somehow she couldn’t quite do it even though, more and more, she wanted to talk to him, to brainstorm, to get help formulating some kind of a plan on how to deal with Gelsenim. And she still had so many questions about things that had happened, questions about the demons. There had been the novel, unexpected, and dangerous behavior the demon Tirakku had exhibited when it jumped bodies so easily and managed to possess an experienced, warded exorcist like Javier. There was still the issue of demons having some masking abilities. Not to mention the question of why demon possessions were on the rise. 
She celebrated the Winter Solstice with Sophie and Bruce, then later in the week drove home to Bellingham to spend Christmas with her parents and her resolutely single older brother Garrett. It all seemed so normal there, so at odds with her recent experience that, although she appreciated seeing them all, she felt disconnected. None of them knew that she was powered. She’d successfully hidden it all these years, wanting some place to be separate from all that. It used to comfort her, but now the secret just made her feel distant. 
Her mother sensed that something was wrong, and began her motherly probing while they were doing dishes together after Christmas dinner.
"All right, sweetheart, out with it. You're not yourself. Something is clearly on your mind."
 "I'm really missing Seth," Bree replied, and she was. She still missed him terribly, especially at the holidays. Things were never complicated with Seth. Oh, they’d had their issues, just like any couple, but overall, it'd always been comfortable with Seth. He was like a warm wool blanket on a cold day. She missed his laugh, missed the warmth of his presence in her bed. But of course that wasn't all that was on her mind.
"I understand that, Bree," her mother replied as she picked up the frying pan from the dish drainer and started to dry it with her towel. "It's understandable you'd be thinking about him, especially at the holidays. But you're still so young. There's no reason you can't fall in love again. Don't you think it's about time you started to move on?"
Bree felt stung by her mother's question, and by the hint of impatience in her tone. She had no idea what Bree had been through, no concept of how very complicated falling for Daniel was. She regarded her mother as she rubbed hard at the pan, which looked huge in her tiny hands, read in the play of muscles in her shoulders, in how she shifted her weight that she was anxious about how Bree would respond to her question. That cooled Bree off a bit. As did the realization that she had only herself to blame if her mother didn't know more about her life. She could change that right here, right now. 
But she immediately shied away from the idea. It wasn't something she should do on a whim. So what could she say in answer that was true? "Well Mom, there is someone. Someone I met through Kevin."
"They say that's how most couples meet each other, through friends." Her mother gave her back the soup pot after pointing out a spot Bree had missed.
Bree plunged the pot back into the cooling water, and started scrubbing. "But it's complicated. I know people say that all the time, but it really is complicated." 
Her mother turned to face her and leaned against the counter. "Is he married? Or divorced?" There was definite censure in her tone. Once a Catholic, always a Catholic, Bree thought wryly.
"No, he's not married, never has been. It's just that...he's a cop. An ex-cop. He has PTSD." 
Her mother didn't look at Bree as she took the soup pot back and started to dry it. The not-looking spoke volumes. "As do you," her mother murmured. "I know you didn't actually see Seth die in the fire, but knowing how he died, I know how much that's affected you."
As in, pot calling the kettle black. "That's just it. Being around him, knowing more about what he's been through, it triggers me."
"I'm sure that's difficult." Again, with the not looking.
"You're thinking I need to face this, aren't you? You think I'm just running away."
"Spooky," her mother replied, the family shorthand for Bree's Reader influenced habit of being able to figure out what people were thinking. She put away the soup pot and draped the dishtowel over the oven's door handle to dry. "I don't know if dating this particular man is how you need to face it, sweetheart, but you do need to face it. I'd hate to see you too afraid to love again."
But you don't know that I literally watched Seth die! You don't know I nearly had to watch Daniel die! Bree wanted to cry to her mother. As she smothered the impulse, she realized that was the core of it. Yes, she was afraid of Daniel's instability. She was afraid of the intensity of her attraction to him. But her biggest fear was that he would die. And it wasn't a crazy fear. She doubted the Keltoi would leave him alone, doubted Franchesca had kept the secret of Daniel's hiding spell. Even if she'd only told that clan chief who had died, she'd probably make another run at him when she'd gathered more allies. 
The hell of it was, she was already in love with Daniel. She didn't see a path to resolve that fact with the reality of how dangerous his life was, how dangerous her life would be if she chose to be with him. 
She pulled the plug on the dish water, then washed her hands, giving herself some time to work through the storm of reactions her mother's questions had raised. She finally made a stab at working it through out loud. "I guess you're right. I am afraid, and that shouldn't be the deciding factor. But I'm not sure how to separate that out from all the other stuff in the relationship."
Her mother walked over to her and put her arm around Bree's shoulders. She squeezed hard, as she always did, and said, "Maybe you don't need to know the answer right now. Maybe you just need spend some more time with your guy and see what unfolds."
The truth of that hit her right in the chest. "I'll think about it," she managed to get out.
She drove home on the twenty-seventh, in the afternoon. She was about thirty minutes out of Seattle when snow flakes started hitting her windshield. She'd gone back and forth about the idea of calling Daniel during the drive home, and when she pulled over for a bathroom break at the rest area near Arlington, she finally did it. The conversation was brief. She asked him if he might be available to come over to her house that evening or the next, just to talk. He’d said he could come tonight, and they agreed he'd show up after dinner, around seven.
Bree got home and turned up the heat, put on the Christmas tree lights, and made herself a light supper. Then she tidied up nervously, got out things for tea, and put some of the thumbprint cookies Bruce had baked out on a plate. At the last minute, she changed out of her jeans, turtleneck and fleece and put on her long brown skirt with the green flowers and the soft green cashmere sweater her parents had given her for Christmas. She brushed her hair until it was shining, and put on some soft pink lipstick, all the while trying not to analyze what she was doing. The snow was still coming down outside, and she worried about whether Daniel would be okay on the roads. Then she reminded herself he was from Boston and would probably laugh off that amount of snow. Finally, the doorbell rang, and she went down the front hall and opened the door.
Daniel stood on her doorstep in a red down coat. Snowflakes peppered his hair, and her perilous back brain once again said “Yes!” at the mere sight of him. He just looked so damned handsome. She forgot herself for a moment, smiling stupidly, helplessly at him until he said, “Can I come in?”
“Of course!” she replied, flustered by the rush of desire, and backed out of his way. She turned and led the way into the living room. It was cramped with the addition of the Christmas tree, in spite of her wrestling one of the chairs upstairs to her bedroom. She always managed to forget how small her house was and got a tree too big for the space.
He followed her into the living room, and put a hand lightly on her shoulder when she would have sat down. “Wait just a minute, I have something for you. Something that's waking up.” 
He had a mischievous smile on his face, and for a moment, Bree forgot all the complications, all the awkwardness between them. “Should I be afraid?” she asked with an answering smile.
“Oh, very afraid,” he replied. He reached into his coat, and pulled out a very small, very striped black and grey kitten and offered it to her.
“You can’t be serious!” she exclaimed, but found herself taking the little beast. It had huge triangle ears, and big blue kitten eyes regarded her as it wriggled a little in her grasp. “And it didn’t occur to you that maybe a puppy might be a good choice for a confirmed dog person?”
“You’re a Cat Master. Learn to deal with it,” he said remorselessly, but with a twinkle in his eye. 
The kitten’s needle-like claws got caught in the cuff of her sweater and began pulling out one of the threads. “Hey, stop that!” Bree exclaimed. The kitten ignored her, and pulled harder. She got one hand free, and tried to get the kitten’s claws disengaged before it ruined the sleeve. “If I’m such a Cat Master, isn’t it supposed to listen to me?” she asked in exasperation. The kitten mewed.
“He. It’s a he. And hey, I’m no Animal Master, so I don’t know a lot about how it works. But I’m assuming it’s like any other power. It’s in there, but you have to learn how to befriend it, and how to use it. And with time, and patience, and care, you learn.” 
There was a note of challenge in his voice, and Bree had to fight an instinctive reaction to push back against it as all her fears came chattering up. Just see how it unfolds, she heard her mother's voice say in her head.
Bree managed to get the kitten free, and she snuggled him up against her neck, where he couldn’t get his claws in her sweater. He put his nose in her ear and purred, his entire little body rumbling with the effort. She looked up at Daniel and said, “I suppose this is meant to be some kind of lesson.”
“No, it’s a kitten,” Daniel insisted, and laughed. Bree found herself laughing as well. And for the first time in almost two months, she felt the stirrings of hope come to life inside her. Hope that she’d get it all figured out, somehow. The Gelsenim thing, possibly being some kind of Demon Master, maybe even get somewhere with the mystery of demons themselves. And maybe, even more improbably, she would get this thing with Daniel figured out. 
“I’m going to get you for this, Thorvaldson,” she told him, shaking the kitten a little at him, but not letting go.
	“Oh, I’m counting on it,” he replied.
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