
        
            
                
            
        

    

 


www.BellaBooks.com


 


[image: Bella Books logo]


 


When you shop at Bella, more of your dollars reach the women who write and produce the books you love. Thanks from all of the authors & staff at Bella!


 


Keep up with Bella! Click here to subscribe to our newsletter.



  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Cover
  


  
    Synopsis
  


  
    Title Page
  


  
    Copyright Page
  



    Other Books by D Jordan Redhawk
  



    Dedication
  



    Acknowledgment
  


  
    Choices
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


 
    Transitions
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Chapter Five
  


  
    Chapter Six
  


  
    Chapter Seven
  


  
    Chapter Eight
  


  
    Chapter Nine
  


  
    Affinity
  


  
    Chapter Ten
  


  
    Chapter Eleven
  


  
    Chapter Twelve
  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
  


  
    Chapter Sixteen
  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
  


  
    Chapter Eighteen
  


  
    Chapter Nineteen
  


  
    Chapter Twenty
  


  
    Exposure
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Three
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Four
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Five
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Six
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight
  


 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine
  


 
    Chapter Thirty
  


 
    Destinies
  


 
    Chapter Thirty-One
  


 
    Chapter Thirty-Two
  


 
    Chapter Thirty-Three
  


 
    Glossary
  


 
    Bella Books
  




Synopsis


As an adult, all Joram Darkstone wants is to be out from under the thumb of her adoptive guardian and to play music with her band. Life as an orphan is firmly behind her. When she meets the mesmerizing Naomi after a show, her overt obsession with the other woman baffles her friends but somehow feels right.


Naomi Kostopolous grew up in the Carpathian Mountains, trained to be sensitive to magic and burdened with a heavy purpose: Guard the dimensional door at any cost when the time comes. Now living in Southern California, a chance meeting with a musician opens up dangerous possibilities. Joram may be a stranger, but her voice echoes from Naomi’s childhood dreams.


As the signs of magical cataclysm swirl around them, Joram and Naomi are bound inexplicably closer by love… And destiny.


Two women on opposing sides of the battle between good and evil, both pawns in a game they don’t fully comprehend…




 
 
 
 



Copyright © 2015 by D Jordan Redhawk


 


Bella Books, Inc.


P.O. Box 10543


Tallahassee, FL 32302


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission in writing from the publisher.


 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


 


First Bella Books Edition 2015


eBook released 2015


 


Editor: Ruth Stanley


Cover Designer: Sandy Knowles


 


ISBN: 978-1-59493-473-5


 


PUBLISHER’S NOTE


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.




Other Bella Books by D Jordan Redhawk


Broken Trails


Orphan Maker


Lichii Ba’Cho


Tiopa Ki Lakota


Freya’s Tears


 


Sanguire Series


The Strange Path


Beloved Lady Mistress


Inner Sanctuary


Lady Dragon




Dedication


To Anna Redhawk for introducing magic into my life.




Acknowledgment


As usual there are a lot of folks who helped me over the years as I wrote and edited this book. It’s funny that I love being a writer because it’s an introverted career, but I could never do it alone!


Thanks go to the Redhawk Cheerleader Team—Anna Redhawk, Shawn Cady and Anita Pawlowski. Even when they don’t give me immediate feedback on a manuscript, they’re there for me to vent, bounce ideas off of and distract me from life’s challenges. Can’t beat that!


Christina—you’re a badass suffering an awesome death, as promised. Enjoy! To the original King of the Rats—Dave Harriman, Scott Berbich & Quintin Mauree—whispers in a hurricane, baby! And Danna Pryomski, you saved the day when I asked you what was behind a door. I’ll never forget it.


As usual I’ve butchered another language. This time it’s Jamaican patois…There’s a glossary in the back of the book if you get confused, but most of the words I use are self evident or explained.


And for my metal-head buddies, the soundtrack for this book included Linkin Park, Bullet For My Valentine, Celldweller, the raunchier aspects of Guano Apes and a smattering of Kidney Thieves and Avenged Sevenfold. Rock on!




 


CHOICES




“Tired of being what you want me to be,


Exhaustion creeping into my soul.


I don’t know what you want from me.


Following your path was never my goal.”


Joram Darkstone, Apprentice, Invocation







Chapter One


“C’mon, kid. I’ve got something for you to play with!”


The small child huddled in the dark, back pressed against the cold earth as a grubby hand searched for her. Her tormentor blocked the meager streetlight as he stretched an arm into the narrow drainpipe that separated them. Unable to see anything, she felt the breeze of his grasping fingers bare inches away, instinctively knowing that his limited reach was still too near for comfort. The air was fetid with his breath and body odor—stale alcohol, rotting teeth and sour sweat blending with the smell of concrete dust, raw earth and her own familiar dirty aroma.


A muffled voice said, “Lemme try. My arm’s longer.”


Tormentor Number One grunted in disgust, partially pulling back. Light filtered in as he cleared the opening, followed by a rush of fresh air as he turned to his companion. “You’re fatter than me, idiot. It doesn’t matter how long your arm is if you can’t get your shoulder in there too.” He gestured toward the pipe. “She’s jammed in there pretty good. I can’t get at her.”


Tormentor Number Two’s work boots appeared in her vision. After a brief scuffle, he roughly pushed Number One away. “Let me have a look anyway, asshole.”


Number One swore but rolled aside, allowing his companion room as their shadows flickered across the opening of the corrugated pipe. She shivered, feeling the tears and snot tickling her face as she stared at the second stranger peering into the pipe. They’d come upon her too fast. She hadn’t had time to reach her bolt-hole, the refuge where’d she built a small nest in the middle of the construction mayhem. This opening had offered desperately needed safety from the two large men running her down. Unfortunately, the construction crew working on this project had yet to connect this pipe with any of the others. Once there, she had nowhere to go. It was twisted luck that the men had seen her dive for cover.


The flame of an old-fashioned metal lighter illuminated Number Two’s face, heavy-jowled and beady-eyed. He extended the light into the pipe until he caught sight of her. “Yep, she’s in there.” His voice echoed in the small confines.


“I told you she was,” Number One groused out in the yard.


Number Two ignored him. “Hey, cutie-pie. Why don’t you come out of there and we can get something to eat, huh? You look like you’re hungry.” She didn’t move, didn’t respond. His eyes greedily swept over her. It made her insides feel funny, like she wanted to pee. “You’re a pretty little thing, ain’t you? Come on out. We won’t hurt you, I promise.”


“Hey. I found something we could use.”


Number Two flipped the lid over the lighter, extinguishing it and plunging her back into darkness. He turned back to his friend. Despite his girth, she saw Number One’s ratty tennis shoes beside him. Number Two reached up and took something from One. “That’ll work.” He turned back to her, flicking the lighter again. He tapped a metal pipe against the corrugated steel of her trap, an ugly smile on his face. “You come out of there now, girl, or I’ll smack you with this.”


Her heart thumped in her chest. She shook her head no.


He growled, filling the hole as he pushed forward. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will, you little bitch. Get out here now!”


The pipe slid forward, a metallic scrape filling the shrinking enclosure as his bulk clogged the opening. She winced, turning away from the oncoming threat, closing her eyes as she waited for the pain.


Muffled noises distracted Number Two. She peeked out the corner of one eye. He paused, the pipe mere inches from his prey. Street light bled in from behind him as he turned his head to see what was happening. He slid swiftly backward, his makeshift weapon dropping with a loud clang that rang with the echoes of his abrupt shout. His lighter clattered onto its side, the flame flickering a foot from the entrance.


She flinched from meaty sounds of violence but saw nothing beyond the stretch of dusty ground immediately before the drainpipe—grunts and a deep horrible cracking noise, then the vibration and sound of something heavy hitting the ground. From her vantage point, she saw a beefy hand flop into view for the briefest of moments before it was dragged from sight.


Silence.


Either her tormentors were trying to trick her or someone bigger and badder than them had come along. In either case, she didn’t have much choice but to stay put, until daylight if necessary. She inched forward, listening intently as she neared the entrance, her thundering heartbeat drowning out any other noise. Her senses, honed from forever living on the streets, indicated no one hovered at the other end. With a preternatural quickness, her hand darted out to grab the still glowing lighter, snuffing it out as she scrabbled backward to safety. The lighter was hot to the touch. It burnt her hand. She dropped it in the dirt at her side with a hiss of pain, scooping up the steel pipe and clutching it to her small chest. Wiping her nose on her filthy shirtsleeve, she swallowed away the tears and waited for her next attacker.


She didn’t know how long she sat there. She shivered in the cold, her eyes sliding to the cooling lighter. If she lit it for the warmth, someone would see her. Whoever had chased off Number One and Two might still be out there, waiting for her to poke out her head. What if they didn’t know she was inside? The adrenaline gradually faded, and she crouched in her haven-cum-prison, her eyes drooping in fatigue. Her stomach ached with hunger. Despite her exhaustion, she felt a kernel of anger at herself and the situation. The men had been waiting for her; she hadn’t been as careful as she’d thought. Tonight she’d raided a Dumpster behind a Chinese restaurant. She’d been so surprised when Number One and Two emerged from the shadows, intent on capturing her, that she’d dropped her meal. The chicken chow mein she’d scavenged lay in a heap a half block away from here, rotting on the ground. If she didn’t get out of this pipe before daylight that would be the only food she’d get today. She’d have to wait until nightfall tomorrow to find more or risk being discovered by the construction crew.


Footsteps roused her from slumbering choler. She jerked, the pipe in her hand brushing against the corrugated metal of her prison, announcing her presence. Unable to help herself, she gasped aloud at the sound, eyes darting to the entrance as shadows cast themselves across it.


Someone squatted there. The hands were large, indicating that it was a man. A gold ring flashed in the streetlight as he opened a bag, the crackle of paper heralding a delicious aroma. Using the bag as a makeshift placemat, he laid out a feast—a cardboard tray of french fries, a paper sleeve with a pocket pie and a box, which he opened to reveal a grilled chicken sandwich. Next to these he placed a large cup, the straw jutting upward and bent toward her. Her mouth watered at the heavenly smells filling her tiny domain. Regardless of the banquet sitting just out of reach, she warily watched his feet stride away. He wore polished dress shoes that flashed in the streetlights. The farther away he walked, the more of his legs was revealed. He wore dark pants and a long coat.


He stopped, turning this way and that a moment before sitting down on a dusty concrete block, his form lit by nearby streetlights and perfectly framed in the oval of the drainpipe. He was an older man, his hair going salt and pepper. His dark eyebrows arched majestically, almost peaking into wings at their apex. A goatee surrounded his smile. He gestured at her, as if he could see her crouching there. “Please, allow me. I’m certain you’re famished.”


His accent was strange, and she frowned as she concentrated on his words, tilting her head. Understanding made her heart flip in her chest. She swallowed against a surge of hunger, her eyes flickering back and forth between him and the food sitting so tantalizingly close.


“Truly, you’re safe with me. I’m way over here and I’m alone. You’re fast and agile—I’d wager you can retrieve your dinner and return to your refuge long before I could reach you.” He held his hands out, palms forward. “I promise you, I mean you no harm.”


Maybe he had someone with him, someone just outside waiting to pounce. She debated a moment, warring with her stomach as she extended her senses. He remained quiet, patiently awaiting her decision, a friendly smile on his face. She instinctively didn’t trust that smile—many adults smiled before they reached out to hurt you. Her ears picked up no other sounds nearby. Was he telling the truth?


The tempting aroma forced her hand. She inched forward, watching the drainpipe opening until she got close enough to reach his offering. She fidgeted a moment, chewing her lower lip as her gaze darted out to the man still seated calmly several feet away. With a rush, she snatched the bag and drink cup, dragging them backward with her until she reached the earthen hole once more. She wasted no time in stuffing a handful of still-warm french fries into her mouth, almost choking as she tried to swallow. Sucking mightily on the straw, she groaned as the chilled soda helped lubricate her throat.


“You eat with such gusto, miting. Please be careful. It would be such a waste if you were to make yourself sick.”


She started guiltily at his voice, mouth full of chicken sandwich. In her hunger, she’d almost forgotten his presence. Peering down the drainpipe she saw he hadn’t moved from his perch. She considered his words as she chewed, forcing herself to slow down. Being sick was too dangerous. With growing realization she looked down at her meal—if she safely survived the night, she wouldn’t have anything to eat later. Mournful, she took one more bite of the sandwich and carefully put it back in its container.


“A very smart young lady,” the man said. “It takes a tremendous amount of self-control for a child in your state to consider your future. I applaud you.” He patted his fingers together, making little noise.


The hair on her neck rose a little. It was pitch dark in her hiding place. Could he see in the dark? Picking up the soda, she cradled it in her lap, feeling the cold seep into her already chilled hands. The sharp claws of hunger had been driven back, but the beast in her stomach remained discontented.


Her lack of response didn’t faze her visitor. “So far tonight, I’ve protected you from a pair of thugs and fed you a fine meal. By all rights, you are now obligated to me.” He leaned forward a little, bringing his face well in line with her view. “But I’ll release you from that particular debt.”


He sat erect once more and began rummaging in an inside pocket of his jacket. She tensed, expecting a weapon. His words sort of made sense, but she couldn’t quite understand with his accent. Did he mean she owed him? Or that she didn’t anymore? He must want something, though. Why else was he still here?


“Ah! Here it is.” He pulled a thin metal flute from his pocket with a flourish.


It sparkled, a slither of luminescence independent of the streetlight. The glint caught her eyes, and a strange excitement filled her, sublimating her fear. As she watched, he brought the instrument to his lips, a delightful ripple of sound emitting as he blew on it. Before she’d realized it, she’d set the soda to one side and crouched on her knees to get a better look.


“It has the most agreeable voice, doesn’t it?” He paused in his play to admire the flashing silver instrument. “It’s called a piccolo. Have you ever played one?”


His eyes pierced hers and a tremor ran through her heart. He could
see her in the dark. To test the theory, she shook her head no.


“That’s too bad. I believe you’d make a fine musician.” His smile widened and he tapped his left cheekbone below his eye. “I can see these things, you know.”


She chewed her lower lip, studying him. He had protected her from danger, driven away her persecutors. He’d brought her enough food to feed her for another day. He could see in the dark. Tentative, she asked, “Are you magic?”


His smile broadened and then he laughed. “I am indeed, miting.” He waggled the piccolo. “And this is my magical flute. I’m the Pied Piper of Hamlin reborn.”


Frowning, she tilted her head. She didn’t know what a pied piper or a hamlin was. Maybe that’s why he brought me the apple pie. Pie and a flute would make him a pied piper?


“Would you like to play it?”


She blinked, the urge to scramble forward as strong as the demand to stay put.


His smile became sly and his eyes sparkled. “I know you do. It’s all right, really. To be honest, I brought this as a test for you.”


He stood, his face disappearing from her view as he walked toward her. Scrambling back the few inches she’d gained, she watched him kneel before the drainpipe. With a flash of white and silver, he placed a handkerchief just inside and deposited the piccolo atop it. He retreated a safe distance and sat down once more. “Would you like to play it? If you do well, you may keep it.”


Keep it? Her mouth open in wonder, she stared at the instrument sitting just outside the shadows of her haven. Her fingers twitched with anticipation. Suspicion stopped her. Adults smiled and promised things, then they hit and hurt. Promises meant nothing to adults, not when made to children. “Why?”


His grin became lopsided. “Didn’t I say you were a smart girl? Very good!” Again he made the silent clapping motion. His smile faded in thought. “For a very long time I’ve been seeking a special child, one with an uncommon gift. You are not the first I’ve spoken with nor the first I’ve tested, but none of the others had that…spark that I sense within your spirit.”


Pleasure swelled in her small chest, igniting a sliver of competitiveness. “You think I’m the special child?”


“I do.” He leaned his elbows on his knees, peering into her dark domain. “How old are you?”


She scowled, wondering whether or not to tell him. If he was looking for a special child, wouldn’t he want the truth? Only bad people lied and bad people weren’t special. “I don’t know.”


“Do you know where you came from? Who cared for you before you lived alone?”


Scenes flashed across her eyes, murky and distant memories that offered only pain and sorrow. This time she didn’t answer.


“I presumed as much.” He nodded in commiseration. “I’ve been watching you for several days now, wondering if you’re the one I need to Choose. But you have to Choose as well.”


She didn’t know whether to feel fear or solace that he’d been watching over her longer than just this evening. “If I’m the special child, what will that mean?”


He smiled again, leaning back, arms wide to indicate everything around them. “That means you’ll come live with me! I’ll teach you everything you need to know, feed you, clothe you, keep you safe from harm.” He pointed at the piccolo still gleaming between them. “And you’ll play all the music you’ve ever wanted to play.”


Her gaze settled on the irresistible instrument. The one constant in her life, the one thing that made her existence livable was music. Sometimes she’d hide in the park to listen to the songs played by ethnic performers. Or she’d watch the street dancers with their boom boxes and raucous tunes. On warm nights she’d sneak down the alleyways outside clubs and let the bass and drum wash over her. To be able to learn how to make music…


She glanced up to check his location. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t spoken, letting her decide what to do. With a swallow, she scooted forward. At the halfway point, she paused to sense whether or not he was truly alone. Again she didn’t feel that anyone waited just out of sight to attack her. She snatched the piccolo, holding it close but not withdrawing back to her safety net.


Nothing happened.


After several long moments she relaxed, looking down at the instrument. It was so pretty, glowing even in the limited illumination of the drainpipe. Her fingers were dirty, dark against the pristine silver, and she felt a moment of dismay. She shouldn’t be touching something this nice. A smear of oil from the french fries marred the piccolo’s surface. She carefully cleared it away with the edge of her shirt, wiping her hands on her soiled pants. Once it was clean, she was at a loss. Her eyes flickered up to see the man still seated several feet away. “I don’t know how.”


“Oh, it’s easy, miting,” he said with a jovial chuckle. “Blow into the hole at the top like I did. Use your fingers to manipulate the keys running up and down the side.”


She did as instructed but nothing happened. It wasn’t like a toy whistle where you could blow into it and a little plastic ball rattled inside. Frowning, she examined the mouthpiece, noting the peculiar opening. She recalled how he had pursed his lips when he had played it and copied the motion. It took a couple of minutes of practice before a wispy thin note played.


Enthralled, she continued experimenting until a solid tone rewarded her. Her audience forgotten, she began to use the keys, learning the sound of each in turn as she ran up and down the instrument. Once she had a feel for the instrument’s range, she remembered a song she’d heard the night before behind a dance club and began playing the refrain. The drainpipe had excellent acoustics, and the music swelled and danced about her, echoing off the corrugated metal. She stopped copying the song and played with the sounds, seeing them in her mind as she watched them capriole and cavort around her. She played until her lip began to chafe from the unfamiliar effort. Silence reigned as the last of the notes dissipated into the night.


“Brava, my dear.”


She gasped, having forgotten the man. Her eyes flew open in a rush of terror, but he hadn’t moved from his position. He clapped his hands together, standing as he applauded aloud. She scrambled back an inch or two.


He didn’t come forward. “That was beautiful! Thank you.”


Swallowing, she felt tears burn her eyes. “Am I the special child?”


He squatted in place so she could see him. “I’m positive you are. No child has ever displayed such a wondrous gift before. You are the one I Choose.”


She felt pride and relief flow through her, making her shake. But she still didn’t trust this man, this stranger. This could still be an elaborate game to capture her, to hurt her.


His smile was gentle. “But you have to Choose as well. I can’t take you with me if you don’t decide to come.” He watched her struggle with indecision. “Perhaps I have someone who can help.” Scooting backward, he reseated himself on the concrete and fished into his jacket pocket. He produced a cell phone and made a call, his words muffled.


Mistrustful, she scooted back to the relative safely of the earth, almost knocking over the soda. She clung to the piccolo, absently nibbling a cold french fry as she watched.


The man ended his call and pocketed the phone. “She’ll be here in just a few minutes.”


She? In the distance she heard a car door slam and footsteps crunch closer. Unable to sit still, she cautiously packed the food back into the paper bag. The lighter and handkerchief went into her pants pocket. In one hand she clutched the bag and piccolo, in the other was the steel pipe.


A pair of light-colored slacks appeared near the man. He pointed at the drainpipe. “She’s in there.”


“She’s the one?” The woman’s voice was warm.


“Oh, yes.”


The woman approached the pipe. She knelt in the dust of construction, peering inside. Her hair was spun gold, and her smile was easy and innocuous. “It’s all right, honey. You’re safe now. My name is Madeleine. What’s yours?”


A rush of confusion filled her as she stared at the kindly woman. It had been so long since anyone had used her name, she’d all but forgotten it.
Who am I? Sniffling, tears began to spill from her eyes. In a cracked voice, she said, “I don’t remember.”


“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry,” Madeleine murmured. She held out her arms, gesturing for the child to come out. “Come on. You’re sleepy and hungry. Let me get you cleaned up and into a warm bed, okay?”


Sobbing, the little girl inched forward, clutching her only possessions. Madeleine gathered her into welcome arms, standing and rocking her as she cried. After an eternity of being alone, the little girl allowed the strange woman to succor her. When the tears faded, she looked up to see the man standing close. She tensed but didn’t fight Madeleine’s hold.


He slowly reached out and brushed his knuckles along her cheek. “Do you Choose to come with me?”


Despite the kindness of the gesture, his touch seemed to leave a greasy film upon her dirty skin. She still had a choice? If she said no, tomorrow night she’d come out of her nest and search for something to eat in a Dumpster. She’d be more careful of her surroundings after tonight’s lesson, but eventually someone would catch her. She was too little. It was just a matter of time. She didn’t know what would happen when they did, and that frightened her. This man offered her food and music and a safe place to stay, and Madeleine’s embrace filled an empty place in her heart. She wiped her nose on her sleeve, still being jostled in Madeleine’s arms, and nodded.


His smile widened. “Outstanding. My name is Professor Anders.”


She swallowed, unable to reciprocate.


Madeleine answered for her. “She doesn’t remember her name.”


Anders’s smile faded, then quirked. “Not a problem. Today you’re starting a new life. It’s only fair you have a new name to go with it, don’t you think?”


The child considered the idea and liked it. She nodded cautiously as the adults began walking away from the construction site she’d called home the last few weeks.


“How about Joram? You look like a Joram to me.” He waved a hand across the sky as if reading the name on a billboard. “Joram Darkstone, the Chosen One. It has a nice ring.”


“Is it a special name?”


He laughed as they climbed out of the depression in the lot and onto the sidewalk. “It is indeed, miting. A very special name for a very special little girl.”


She tried the name on for size. “Joram Darkstone.” It did feel special. She’d never heard of anyone named Joram before. “Okay.” Weary from all the emotions that had assailed her, she leaned her head against Madeleine’s shoulder, basking in the loving caress along her spine.


Anders continued speaking as they neared a limousine. “And today will be your birthday. How’s that?”


That perked Joram’s interest. “What day is it?”


“September seventeenth,” he responded. “You look about four years old. Since it’s your fourth birthday, you deserve four birthday gifts, you know. After you’ve had some food and sleep, I’ll take you shopping.”


The prospect of celebrating a birthday she didn’t know she had made her smile. Despite the idea, her eyelids drooped closed. The last thing she heard was a car door being opened and Anders’s voice.


“And when you’re all grown up, you’ll be the Harbinger of the Invocation. All will bow to you, sweet Joram.”




Chapter Two


“Where’s your mama?”


Distracted from her play, Naomi frowned. She looked over her shoulder, pointing a sandy hand at the stone bench where two women spoke together. “Over there.” Returning her attention to the tunnel she’d dug, she carefully reached as far as she could into the hole and deposited a twig at the very end to represent a little girl. It had rained in the wee hours of the night, and the sandbox had become the perfect place to build a construction site. The sand had firmed and easily took shape as she carved through and around it. The little twig-girl was trapped because there were bad men after her. She stood two fat sticks in the ground before the hole. Those bad men couldn’t get inside because they were too big. The third “man” was a rock sitting a few inches away. He didn’t have to go inside the hole, he just had to talk the little girl into coming out. I’m going to save her.


Her playmate, Divna, studied the two women Naomi had indicated. “The lady with the ponytail?”


Laughing, Naomi shook her head and looked up. “No, silly. My Inanna’s sitting right there.” She waved at the serene brown-haired woman. Inanna didn’t see the greeting, busy smiling at her ponytailed visitor and speaking gently with her.


“She’s pretty.”


Naomi admired her Inanna’s appearance and nodded. She picked up the toy shovel she’d used to carve through the damp sand, returning her attention to her project. What she needed to do was build another tunnel that would let the little girl inside escape without anyone the wiser. The two big men would fight with each other and go away, and the rock-man could sit forever where he was like the stone that represented him.


“What did you call her?” Divna asked.


“My Inanna.” Naomi scooped sand out of a new hole, planning a perpendicular tunnel. If she got close enough, she’d only need to break her fingers through to where the little twig-girl cringed in fear. Then they’d both escape and live happily ever after.


“You call her by her first name? That’s weird.”


Naomi focused on Divna, confusion running through her mind. “No, she’s my mama, my Inanna. That’s not her name.”


Divna laughed. “No, her name is Inanna. I’ve heard my mama say it. Don’t you know any better?” She’d wrapped an air of “I’m-so-smart-and-you’re-not” about her shoulders. “You don’t even look like Inanna. She has darker skin and your hair is almost black.”


Concentration interrupted, Naomi sat back on her knees and scowled. She wanted to stick her tongue out at Divna but knew she shouldn’t. Inanna said two wrongs didn’t make a right. Naomi was of the private opinion that taking Divna down a bit wouldn’t be a wrong. Pleased to have flustered Naomi, Divna continued to fool with her wooden horse, a smug grin on her face as she made it gallop across the sand and jump over makeshift fences.


Naomi looked down at her sandy hands. Even playing in the sun every day didn’t drive away her pale complexion. She glanced at Inanna, who now smiled fondly at a toddler stumbling toward her. Naomi’s lips echoed Inanna’s smile. It was true that she and Inanna didn’t look much alike. Inanna’s skin was the color of caramels, her hair varying shades of dark blond and brown. Even her eyes weren’t as deep a brown as her daughter’s, more a light cinnamon than dark. Inanna had high cheekbones and an oval face. When Naomi looked in the mirror she always saw a triangular chin. Maybe I look like my daddy.


The thought caused her abrupt consternation. Did she have a daddy? There’d never been a man around the complex that wasn’t a servant, no man that picked her up and carried her, none that ate at their table and played with her. Inanna had never mentioned a father before. Naomi felt stupid as the lack opened a chasm before her. Why had she never asked about a daddy? Didn’t everybody have a daddy? Why don’t I have a daddy?


Inanna looked up from the toddler, soft cinnamon eyes seeming to read Naomi’s sudden anxiety. Her smile faded into an expression of kind understanding. She broke their mutual stare long enough to transfer the toddler to his mother as she stood.


Naomi swallowed a lump in her throat, wondering why she wanted to cry. She left the sandbox, the little twig-girl in the hole forgotten. She met Inanna at the halfway point between them, bursting into tears as the woman gathered her up. Strong arms embraced Naomi, and Inanna crooned a comforting song as she carried Naomi away from the playground. Naomi barely noted their passage as Inanna carried her back to the residential wing where she’d lived as long as she could remember. Instead, she savored the familiar touch on her back and through her hair, the warmth of Inanna’s voice as she continued to sing in a strange language as Naomi cried into the crook of Inanna’s neck.


When her sobs finally faded, she was laying on Inanna’s bed, still wrapped in her arms, her head pillowed on Inanna’s breast. Caramel-skinned fingers wiped tears from Naomi’s face, and she snuggled closer, sniffling.


“Now what was that all about, sweetness?”


Naomi’s bottom lip trembled. “Divna said you weren’t my mama.”


“I see.”


As they lay in silence broken only by birdsong, Naomi’s heart swooped in her chest. If Inanna was her mama wouldn’t she be quick to say so? She struggled with the question, debating whether she wanted to ask it or continue on in ignorance. Inanna always said it was better to be smart than stupid. Smart people were strong and capable; stupid ones, the ones who chose to be ignorant, were to be pitied because they would never know true happiness. Naomi didn’t know if she wanted to hear the answer to her question. If Inanna answered it in a bad way, how would that make her happy? Eventually she found her voice, though it was very quiet. “Are you my mama?”


Inanna thought for several long moments, and Naomi had an urge to jump up, run away, somehow take back the question. Before she could take any action, Inanna spoke.


“If you mean am I the woman who gave birth to you, then no.”


Naomi’s world shattered, only held together by the light bronze-toned arms enveloping her, the lips kissing her forehead, the vanilla-like scent of Inanna’s perfume.


“But I am the woman who saw a beautiful baby and fell in love with her. I’m the one who changed her diaper, cleaned and fed her, sang to her and played with her. I chose you, out of all the baby girls I could have selected. I’m the one who loves you, Naomi, and I always will.”


The words soothed the hurt, the sense of abandonment Naomi felt. Emboldened by them, she asked, “And my daddy?”


“I do not know who your father is, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”


Now Naomi wept for the father she’d never considered but now desperately missed, the mother who hadn’t held her or read her stories at night or bathed her in the overlarge tub sitting in the corner of Inanna’s suite. Through it all, Inanna caressed her, letting her cry herself out.


When the tears dried on Naomi’s cheeks again, Inanna sat up and urged Naomi to follow suit. They faced each other, sitting Turkish-style. Inanna straightened Naomi’s mussed hair, tucking wayward strands behind her ears as she peered down at her daughter. “When your mother came here, she was so heavy with you.” She smiled, gently patting Naomi’s belly. “It was a wonder she could walk! But walk she did, all the way from Greece. She said she’d been on the road for several months, leaving her home not long after she discovered she was pregnant.”


“Where was her home?”


“I don’t know. She would never say. I know she was Greek, but that’s only because she spoke the language so fluently. For all I know she came from somewhere even farther away.” Inanna caressed Naomi’s cheek with one thumb before linking their hands together. “You were born no more than two weeks after her arrival.” She laughed, bringing a hand to her chest. “Oh, the noise! No one in the complex doubted you had a healthy set of lungs, sweetness.”


Despite her sadness, Naomi smiled, blushing a little at the backhanded praise. Inanna’s grip strengthened on her hands, her expression sobering as Inanna’s did the same.


“Three weeks after you were born, she disappeared. She made sure you were comfortable and left a note under my door. She didn’t think she had the ability to properly care for you. She wanted you to have a beautiful life and didn’t think this was something she could offer.”


A well of sorrow opened up inside Naomi and she felt the lump reassert itself in her throat. “She left me?”


Inanna leaned close, capturing Naomi’s eyes. “She didn’t abandon you, she loved you. She didn’t leave you. She gave you to me.”


Naomi didn’t understand the difference, her confusion evident in her tone. “She left me.”


With a smile, Inanna kissed Naomi’s forehead. “My stubborn little girl, never forget that your mother never deserted you. She cared too deeply to allow you to live on the road with her, dirty and starving. She wanted you to have everything she could not provide—a roof over your head, friends to play with, an education and the love of everyone around you.”


Still not comprehending the difference, Naomi dropped that line of thought for the moment. “She gave me to you…like a present?”


Inanna laughed aloud, releasing Naomi’s hands to clap. “Exactly! The best present I have ever received.” She ran her fingers through Naomi’s hair, tenderly cupping her face. “Another thing you should never forget, sweetness, is that I Chose you. Had I not, you would be living with another family, perhaps ignorant of all this as they raised you as their own.”


Ignorance was a bad thing, stupid people were ignorant. Naomi had a fleeting sense of fear that such an option had been available to Inanna. Though Naomi was unhappy that she didn’t have a real mother and father, the idea of living in ignorance wasn’t something she wanted either. Rather than dwell on the subject, she latched onto the one good thing she’d heard. “You chose me?”


“Oh, yes, my darling.” Inanna sobered, though her brown eyes twinkled. “You may not be my daughter in blood, but you are my daughter in spirit. You will grow up to do wonderful things, I know it.”


Naomi basked in Inanna’s regard, the confidence radiating from the woman acting as a balm against her wounded soul. She got to her knees so she could hug Inanna. “I’m glad,” she whispered. “I choose you too. You’re the best mama in the world. Can I call you Mama?”


Inanna scooped Naomi into her lap, holding her tight. “Of course, my daughter. I’m honored you’ve Chosen me.” If there was a suspicious hitch in her voice, Naomi didn’t notice.




 


TRANSITIONS




“A year of mistakes,


Living and dying every single day.


I wish I could disappear,


Push everything away


(Just like I did with you.)


Refrain: “Don’t turn your back on me!


I’m talking to you!”


Joram Darkstone, Christina, Invocation







Chapter Three


Joram sat up in bed, scowling in concentration as she tried to catch the wisps of a dream that eluded her. There’d been a laughing girl, about her age, with dark hair and black eyes. As things went in dreams, they’d been the best of friends for as long as she could remember though in waking Joram had no memory of meeting her. Over the years she’d often dreamt of the girl—playing board games together while snow fell on pine trees outside, teaching her to surf on a hot Jamaican beach or talking for hours as the moon rose and set overhead. The girl had personality to spare, and laughter spilled generously from her lips. The fuzzy specifics of the dream quickly faded, usually leaving Joram with faint recollections of a joy that she’d never experienced. This morning those emotions were sharper and more robust, compounded by an almost spiritual grief. Unbidden, tears sprang to Joram’s eyes as she consciously accepted that the rich friendship she’d just awakened from didn’t actually exist and never would. Their parting this time had held a note of finality, as if she and her dream-friend had both known they would never see one another again. What’s her name? It’s my dream, I should have come up with one by now. She tried to remember. It sat stubbornly on the tip of her tongue, refusing to come forth. She could almost grasp it. It starts with an…N, right?


A sharp knock on her bedroom door startled her, breaking her concentration. “Joram? Are you awake?”


She quickly wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. “Yes, Madeleine.”


Her nanny, Madeleine, cracked open the door to smile in at her. “Time to get up, sleepyhead. It’s a big day for you.”


It had been nine years since Madeleine had coaxed a nameless little girl out of a construction site drainpipe, an event Joram barely recalled. It was easier to remember the dark-haired cutie of her diminishing dream. It seemed to Joram that Madeleine had always been in her life, taking care of her. Madeleine liked saying she was “chef, chaperone, chauffeur and chief bottle-washer.” She wasn’t wrong. No one else in Joram’s life had been with her every single day, soldiering through temper tantrums, chicken pox and scraped knees. Madeleine had wiped Joram’s nose, given her occasional kisses and hugs and read Joram to sleep nearly every evening, up to and including last night. With the emotional upheaval from the dream already upending her heart, Joram studied Madeleine with fresh eyes, noting gray hair beginning to overtake the blond at the woman’s temples, the deepening crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes.


Having received no response, Madeleine’s smile quirked in puzzlement. She pushed the door open a little more and leaned inside. “Are you all right, honey?”


Joram shook off the dismay. Today was a day of profound significance. She didn’t have time for impotence. Anders would be waiting, and Madeleine couldn’t wash these fears away. “I’m fine.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and threw her legs over the side. “I’m getting up.”


Madeleine studied her a moment longer. Her smile widened, and she nodded. “Okay. I’ll see you at breakfast in a half hour. Remember to take a shower.”


“I will,” Joram promised. She waited for the door to close before climbing fully out of bed. Today was September seventeenth and she was officially thirteen years old. According to Professor Anders, once she was finished with Them, she would no longer be a child at all.


Swallowing, her mind shied away from her upcoming trials.


* * *


Anders was at the breakfast table. Joram had half-expected him to be here; today was too vital for him to miss. He smiled with jovial confidence as Joram emerged from her bedroom. “Ah, there’s my girl! You slept well, I hope?”


She forced a smile, falling back on well-developed impertinence. “Like a rock.” She swaggered to her chair and sat down before a heaping breakfast. “This looks great, Madeleine!” Not waiting for anyone else, she tucked into her meal.


“A hearty appetite. Good, good! You’ll need your strength.”


Joram gave Anders a wolfish grin that she didn’t feel. The reminder of the coming ordeal made her stomach churn. Regardless, she continued to shovel pancakes into her mouth.


Anders had made it abundantly clear through the years that he didn’t respect weakness. He preferred bold action to timorousness. Gone were the days when she’d cower and cringe from him. The more confident she acted, the less likely he’d give her grief. Besides, she was his Chosen One. She’d learned early on she could get away with just about anything she could conceive of with few repercussions. The more outrageous the crime, the greater was Anders’s regard for her. Madeleine’s sense of right and wrong and the threat of her disapproval were all that curtailed any serious infractions on Joram’s part. Anders rarely took her to task no matter how immoderate her behavior. He seemed to like her more when she portrayed insolence. He demanded the best of his Chosen One in all things, no matter her age, and that included self-assurance.


Sometimes Joram wondered what would have happened if she’d never come out of that hole in which he’d found her.


Anders draped his napkin across his lap and absently salted his eggs. “Now, I expect you to excel with Them. Don’t think you can just walk in and coast.”


“I won’t.” She smiled thanks to Madeleine who poured her a glass of orange juice.


“You’d better not.” Anders pointed his fork at her. “It’ll be tempting to go in there and do only what it takes to survive. That’s what most do. You’re better than that, however. You’re my Chosen One!”


Joram stopped eating to give her patron an earnest look. “You can count on me, sir. I’ll make you proud.” At least she hoped she’d please him. While he’d never outright threatened to expel her from the compound, his rare moments of disapproval always came with a question that perhaps he’d chosen the wrong child. Though Joram didn’t remember her early childhood well, the terror and darkness of those days had left a lasting impression. Losing her place here would devastate her.


Anders smiled, reaching over to grip Joram’s shoulder. “I know you will.”


A mixture of pleasure and revulsion washed over her. She was relieved when he released her and attended to his meal. Touches were rare enough, even from Madeleine, that Joram gladly suffered even Anders’s occasional gestures. She’d watched other children and always wondered what it would be like to have parents in constant physical contact. They seemed to like it well enough, but she had trouble comprehending why. When Anders deigned to touch her, she always felt a gossamer skin of slime spreading across her spirit, like motor oil dripping into a puddle of rainwater.


Breakfast continued with little conversation. Anders had said his piece, and Joram hers. They had an understanding. Their relationship hadn’t evolved to include sensitive conversations. Besides, he still scared her even after all this time. In the darkness of her heart, she suspected it was more than the ultimate control he held over her life. There was something more behind his eyes that she never wanted to see revealed.


After they finished eating, Madeleine fussed a little over Joram but didn’t embrace her. Instead she wished Joram good luck. Joram paused to scan the apartment she’d lived in since her arrival all those years ago. She looked out the window, viewing the beautiful blue Jamaican sky and the surf foaming up onto the beach where she’d played so often. It would be a year before her return. She tried to burn the image into her memory, something to remind her of what awaited her during the grueling challenges ahead.


“Are you ready?” Anders asked.


Swallowing, Joram turned toward him. She refused to look at Madeleine, knowing she’d start crying if she did. “Yes, sir. Ready and eager. Let’s get this show on the road.”


He laughed and opened the door, gesturing for her to precede him out into the hall. “Indeed, miting.”


* * *


Anders had informed Joram two weeks ago that she’d spend her birthday and the year following with “Them.” Every thirteen-year-old child in his compound did, yet no one she’d interrogated would answer her questions. Who were they? Where were they? What would happen to her while she was there? Adults rebuffed her questions though Madeleine’s expression became somber. Anders had only given Joram an evil smile.


She’d spent time locating older teenagers living in the compound, demanding answers, even threatening them with visits from Anders if they refused. Regardless of her threat, none of them were forthcoming.


That wasn’t to say that she didn’t receive some sort of response. Every teenager she questioned regarded her with haunted eyes. Most refused to talk at all, their initially open demeanors chilling as they ignored her repeated ultimatums. Some—especially the girls—became emotionally distraught, bursting into tears. One boy had snapped, surprising Joram since everyone knew she was Anders’s charge. None of her peers bullied or threatened her for fear of reprisals. The boy had invaded her space and told her to leave before he hurt her. She hadn’t doubted his veracity and retreated before he could make good on his declaration.


Certainly there was no indication that a group of dangerous people hovered on the outskirts of the township that served the complex, torturing frightened thirteen-year-olds for entertainment. Wherever “They” were had to be far away. She envisioned a town car to the airport and a plane trip to some godforsaken jungle in another country.


Therefore, it was with some surprise that Anders didn’t escort her through the lobby to a waiting car. Instead he led her to a door behind the lobby security desk to which Joram had never paid much attention. Her eyes widened at the sight of two large men in combat gear waiting for them in the antechamber beyond, each bearing a wicked-looking automatic machine gun. They filled the room with bristling danger, inciting a faint sense of claustrophobia.


Anders ignored them, crossing the room to an elevator on the opposite side. He inserted a key and the doors opened. Smiling, he turned and gestured Joram inside. “We’re almost there.”


So soon? She felt her heart jump in her chest as she forced herself to saunter into the elevator car. Scanning the interior, she saw four buttons on the utilitarian panel. She heard the tromp of booted feet behind her and hustled forward as the two guards joined them. If she thought them overlarge in the small room, now they ballooned in the more minuscule space.


Her surprise must have been evident as Anders chuckled. “Insurance,” he said, gesturing at the guards with a thumb. “Some of Them don’t appreciate visitors.”


Joram felt the blood drain from her face. As the car jolted into motion, she wondered if she’d ever see her beach or Madeleine again. In an attempt to distract herself from the dread expanding in her heart, she studied the four buttons. Two held standard arrows pointing up or down, the down arrow currently glowing red. The third and fourth held the universal symbols for “open” and “close.” She scanned the front wall, not seeing any indication of floors. If it weren’t for the sense of motion, she’d have no idea the elevator was going anywhere. The trip seemed to take forever, and she wondered if the time dilation was caused by her fear. She lived on an island near a beach; how far down could they really go? Her physical science scores weren’t off the charts, but everything had its limits and those boundaries must have long passed. The red light went out and a soft ding filled the slowing car. As it came to a halt, an abrupt and expert sound of metal-on-metal made Joram jump as the sentries on either side of her chambered rounds and brought their weapons to bear on the door.


Anders grinned. He moved to one side of the door, leaving the control panel clear as he gestured her toward it. “The Choice is yours.”


Joram swallowed, inching closer to the buttons. This was a test, one of many she’d participated in throughout her life. He would set up a situation, allow a question-and-answer phase, and she’d make the decision whether or not to continue. Considering what she suspected would happen if she refused, she’d always done what he had wanted. The longer she stayed with him, the less inclined she was to back down from his challenges. Her street experience was that of a small child—she had no idea how to survive as a homeless teenager. “Did everybody else get a choice?’


He raised a pointed eyebrow. “Of course not. It’s not a matter of choice for them as it is for you. You are my Chosen One. You must Choose. The others are tools to be seasoned and honed until they are strong enough to be used.”


This wasn’t the first time she’d heard him call his people tools, so the words didn’t affect her. Instead she remembered the girls who burst into tears during her interrogations, the boy who had threatened to hurt her unless she dropped her inquiry. “Does it really make them stronger?”


Anders’s smile was thin, but he nodded concession. “Not always. In some this trial reveals their weaknesses, their faults.”


Joram looked at the doors, wishing she could see through the metal to “Them” beyond. “What if this reveals my weakness?” His rich laughter startled her. She whipped her head around to stare at his mirth.


“You’re my Chosen One. You have no weaknesses!” He sobered, stepping close and invading her space as he glared at her. His demeanor and proximity almost made her step back but she forced herself to remain still. “You will do magnificent things, young miting. Magnificent! You already have. You don’t realize the power you have locked deep inside.” He rapped the elevator doors with a knuckle. “Once you’ve passed this stage, I can begin teaching you how to access that power. With your voice, your musical genius and your strength of will you will open the doors that have been sealed for millennia.” A grin cracked his intimidating expression, and he stepped back. “You must only Choose.”


It was funny in a humorless way that he constantly demanded she choose when she ultimately had no alternative. Every test boiled down to Anders’s way or the streets. At this moment, neither option was pleasant. But then, they never are, are they? Wrapping herself in her arrogant attitude, she tamped down her growing terror and pushed the Open button.




Chapter Four


The elevator door closed behind her, taking Anders and his guards back to the real world. He hadn’t said anything more once she’d made her decision, and she hadn’t spoken to him either. Joram stood in another antechamber, about the same size as the one topside. That was where the resemblance ended.


Here the floor was concrete, stained with God only knew what. Broken pieces of what had once been a pallet lay in a corner, wisps of dusty plastic wrap still attached to the splintered wood. An indistinguishable riot of thick graffiti plastered the walls, a perpetual band of fluorescent colors six feet tall circling the room. The air smelled of dusty dampness and something she couldn’t identify. Something moldy, something rotting. It reminded her of an old basement, cool and dank with a long forgotten sprung rattrap lurking in the shadows. She shivered, thinking she should have brought a jacket with her, which brought up a host of other issues. Her T-shirt and jeans were all she had. Would “They” feed and clothe her over the course of the next year?


The absence of a greeting party felt anticlimactic, not that she was complaining. Where were they? Her racing heart slowed as she stood in the empty room. Several minutes passed. Nervous, she wiped her palms on the legs of her jeans and eyed the circular staircase to her left. Looking back toward the elevator, she noted no call button, not that she would have used it in any case. She spotted a camera imbedded in one corner, safe behind a shield of metal and plastic. Of course Anders would be watching her every move. There were probably camera and microphone pickups everywhere.


With false bravado, she flipped off the camera and turned to the staircase. “Here goes,” she muttered to herself as she began her climb into the unknown. Her footsteps rang unpleasantly on the rusting metal. She slowed her step in an attempt to lessen the impact, but the small room below echoed with her departure. At the top of the stairs stood a metal door with an industrial-style push bar rather than a conventional doorknob. Unable to help herself, she reached out and rested both palms against the door, her clean hands contrasting the spray painted warning there, the only legible message in the entire room.


“Welcome to Hell.”


The door was cool to the touch. She leaned close, putting her ear to the steel as she held her breath. Nothing. Would they know she was there at all until she came across them? Gathering her courage, she pulled back. Nowhere to go but up. She shoved the door open and sauntered through. A piercing klaxon thwarted her bluster. She winced, jumping away from the door and farther into a room that wasn’t much bigger than the one she’d just left. The overhead lights dimmed, pulsing twice before the alarm silenced itself. An intercom clicked on, a neutral male voice stating into the appalling hush, “Joram Darkstone.”


Her eyes widened. The door thumped closed, punctuating the silence and causing her to jump again. Great, a warning system. Her hands shook, but she knew better than to return downstairs. The last thing she needed was to get cornered. It wasn’t like the elevator would be arriving any time soon to collect her—if it did, it would be to deposit another hapless soul for his or her year of natal celebration. She doubted the two muscled goons inside would allow her to return before her “sabbatical” was finished. My choice.


This room appeared to have been some sort of pub, a wooden bar splitting it in half. Dust, overturned tables and broken chairs were scattered everywhere. She saw a door on the far side, half off its hinges. Getting trapped here was no better than downstairs so she went behind the bar and through the broken entry, arming herself with a chair leg as she went. The next room seemed less a danger with wide-open spaces, the area at least five times the size of the pub. It was also already occupied.


To Joram’s right, ragged teenagers bearing weapons similar to her own streamed down a staircase, their shouts echoing off the cracked but tasteful marble floor. Across the room, more emerged from behind a pair of freestanding walls. Their clothes were ripped and torn piecemeal, whether by poverty or artifice she didn’t know. Before she had much opportunity to look for a defensible position she was surrounded.


Terrified, she held her chair leg like a two-handed sword in front of her, her gaze darting among the crowd. There were at least twenty of them, boys and girls, all whooping and yelling as they leered at her. Some of them reached out with their handmade weapons—metal pipes or table legs with sharpened butter knives lashed to the ends—tapping her meager wooden protection. She turned in a circle, trying to keep them all in sight, whirling about as one or another touched her shoulder or buttocks, never catching the perpetrator before someone else on the other side prodded her anew. She noted a slower moving audience strolling down from the stairs but couldn’t spare them any attention. The others did, opening a path for the new arrivals. As the group neared, the vicious teasing pokes eased and the rambunctious crowd quieted in anticipation.


Her immediate attackers were others like herself, teenagers brought here and dumped by Anders. Are they “Them”? Though her assailants were roughly her age, she didn’t recognize most of them. How many people did Anders reign over that he could fill this abandoned area with thirty teenagers she’d never met? She braced herself for the oncoming party, assuming these were the boogeymen of which she’d been warned. But they were teenagers too, and she knew the one leading the way.


A malevolent smile graced the face of an Asian girl as she came to a halt just out of reach of Joram’s chair leg. “What have we here?”


Getting a better grip on her wooden armament, Joram tried to stop her hands from shaking. The end of the chair leg continued to wobble. She glanced around at the others, her fright finally allowing her to pick out the children she knew. There weren’t many. She’d played on the beach with some and attended classes with others, at least when she’d first arrived at the compound. These days her instructors were private tutors, and she’d spent a good portion of her time gaining Anders’s approval by harassing her peers. Chief among her victims was Christina Yahiro who now studied her with an expression of immense gratification.


Having not received an answer, Christina abruptly spun about, her foot lashing out and connecting with Joram’s weapon.


The chair leg flew from Joram’s hands, stinging splinters digging into her palm. She refused to cry out in pain, drawing upon her years of pugnacious behavior to glare at the girl. Nevertheless her heart stammered with panic as she realized the exact sort of Hell in which she’d been dumped. “What goes around comes around,” was a phrase that made sickening sense. Karma is indeed a bitch, Darkstone, and she’s going to get her due. Any hope she had harbored of surviving this year in one piece struggled against the pressing knowledge that many kids here held a boatload of old debts against her.


Christina’s manner was calm, her voice reasonable despite the sneer curving her upper lip. “You know, when I first got here, it didn’t even occur to me that you’d be dumped here too. I thought your daddy would have exempted you from such unpleasantness.” She waved at their dilapidated surroundings.


Joram hated it when people referred to Anders as her father. The man, though powerful and rich, inspired feelings of terror and revulsion within her. The last thing she wanted was to have people say they were related. “He’s not my daddy.”


“Oh, I’m sorry!” Christina covered her mouth with her fingers in a comic gesture of apology. “I forgot. You’re the poor orphan being raised by an asshole. My mistake.” Some of the others shifted in discomfort at her lack of respect for Anders, their malaise ingrained from birth as they’d watched their parents show deference to the man they revered. Christina ignored their unease. “You’re a regular Little Orphan Annie, aren’t you? Born and bred trash, raised with a silver spoon in your mouth. It must be tough being you. Tell me, can you even take a shit with your head so far up your ass?”


Her fear fading, Joram didn’t allow the anger to overcome her common sense. Christina held the upper hand at the moment, but who knew what could happen in the next few months. Besides, Anders was watching—she knew it even if these people didn’t. If she ever backed down, she’d fail his test. Which was worse? A year of repercussions for her past behavior, consequences she had to admit were richly deserved, or being dumped on the side of a highway like a misbegotten dog for the rest of her life?


Christina’s eyes narrowed at Joram’s lack of response. She spun again, her foot connecting with the side of Joram’s head.


Joram fell to her hands and knees. Stars flickered in her vision as she came to terms with the fact that she had nothing protecting her. On the outside, Anders not only encouraged her behavior but was also a shield against retaliation from those Joram badgered. He may have cameras all over this place, but she knew he’d never rescue her. “You’re my Chosen One. You have no weaknesses!”


“I asked you a question, Annie.”


Joke’s on him, isn’t it? Joram snorted as she forced herself to stand. “My name’s Joram Darkstone, bitch, and you’d better kill me before I kill you.” Her words caused a burble of whispers from their audience. She didn’t know if it was respect for her bravado or awe at her stupidity. She didn’t think she’d have to wait long to discover which way her tormentor would jump.


Christina stared in shock for a brief moment. She also noted the rustle of voices, her eyes flickering away to gauge the temperament of the crowd. Scowling, she turned her attention back to Joram. “Smart-ass, huh?” She dropped into a fighting stance and, with a flurry of movement Joram couldn’t even begin to catch, knocked Joram back to her hands and knees.


Joram shook her head, tasting blood and not liking the way the floor swam before her. Gritting her teeth, she began to rise only to feel a freight train punch into her stomach as Christina kicked her again. She rolled over, her back to her attacker, clutching her abdomen as she attempted to jump-start her lungs. More blows rained down upon her. She curled up into a ball, trying to protect her head as pain swept through her. The beating happened so fast yet seemed to take forever. She lost track of when she was hauled to her feet, when she was knocked back down, when she tried to crawl away only to be forcibly pulled back into the fray. It wasn’t like she had any experience in fighting like Christina apparently had. When everyone kowtowed to your every intimidation there was little need for formal defensive instruction.


At some point she realized the pain remained a dull roar. Her stomach felt bruised and the taste and smell of vomit stained her senses. So much for breakfast. I knew I should have skipped it this morning. She dangled between two people, unable to stand up on her own. Her vision was red on one side due to the blood streaming from a cut. It was just as well because all she could really see was Christina filling her view with an ugly smile. She was saying something, and it was all Joram could do to concentrate on her words, make sense of them.


“I’m not going to kill you just yet, Annie. This is just the first of three hundred sixty-five days for you. I want you to know how it feels to be shit on every waking moment.”


The people supporting Joram released her, and she collapsed to the marble floor. With her one good eye she watched as dirty sneakers, boots and bare feet trooped past her, carrying their owners back the way they had come.


* * *


How long had she been here? A week? Two? Minutes and hours and days all ran together so much that it was difficult for Joram to concentrate, to mark the passage of time. For all she knew it had been a full year and her name would be called for release. A wistful pang almost incited the tears that never seemed to leave her eyes. The rational part of her mind reminded her that it hadn’t been that long since her arrival, that only one name had been called during that interim and that she’d received multiple beatings at the hand of Christina and her goons.


A week or two, no more. Fifty weeks to go.


She huddled beneath the pub’s bar, making her new home-away-from-home in the hollow left where a dish machine had once dwelled. It was the farthest she’d been able to crawl after the first beating and had become a likely enough residence. Though it didn’t afford much protection from Christina, the hole did give Joram the feeling of security, her small cave, her refuge. A leaky pipe trickled water that had eroded the tiles over the years—how old was this place?—giving her a method to counteract dehydration. The rusty water was cold and bitter and better than nothing at all. Hunger was beyond her, no longer gnawing at her belly like an angry monster. That was a relief. In her first dreams, she’d felt the pain of starvation and looked down at her abdomen to see Anders, his mouth full of bloody meat as he ate his fill. Usually Christina stood behind him, hands and face glistening with crimson, a hoary knife and fork gripped in her hands. Cloudy people stood behind her, all sharp teeth and red eyes glowing in the dimness.


True to her word, Christina hadn’t killed her. Instead, she’d had food delivered though Joram couldn’t tell if it was on a schedule or not. The lights never dimmed unless someone’s name was announced over the intercom, so it was difficult to gauge night from day. It didn’t help that the sustenance offered was mostly inedible, usually unidentifiable scorched meat that tasted more of charcoal than protein. In any case, the food was never enough to energize her, to drive away the Beast that was her stomach. Initially Joram had shied away from the offerings, both out of stubbornness and her overactive imagination conjuring up a hundred different origins of the food. Most visions involved four-legged rodents like the rat with which she shared this room. She couldn’t deny that there were two-legged rats here too; had the kids resorted to eating their own?


In between beatings, Christina chatted up a storm. She’d have her sycophants drag Joram out into the big room and verbally taunt her before taking her aggravations out in a more savage manner. Joram listened but didn’t speak, refusing to be drawn into an argument, a final bit of defiance that didn’t require too much of her waning energy. Her lack of response infuriated Christina, resulting in severe punishments. After each altercation, Joram would drag herself back to her hole as the others returned to the upper level.


If Christina’s boasts and brags could be believed, there were almost seventy teenagers here, wherever “here” was. Joram had only seen around thirty, Christina’s little army. Anders apparently had multiple compounds all over the world—news to Joram—and every child was shipped to this primary facility and admitted to this infernal hole at thirteen. Considering Joram only recognized about six of the kids in Christina’s bunch, the theory made sense. There weren’t that many children her age at the Jamaican compound to account for the numbers. She knew of at least a handful of others that should have been here but she hadn’t yet seen. Did Christina rule over all of them with an iron fist, or were there tiny enclaves somewhere beyond Joram’s prison? Christina might have the desire to reign supreme over this little kingdom, but there had to be kids who wanted nothing to do with her. Besides, not everyone would have served Christina’s needs, not everyone could be on their best behavior with her at all times. There would be many more children held in this room for her pleasure if she had total control. Joram would simply be another of the masses.


The biggest revelation was that there were no other people here, no blood-crazed “Them” overseeing their charges with wild eyes and gory whips. The children were “Them” and always had been. They were the boogeyman used to terrify new arrivals, though no one knew how that rumor had come about. What was the purpose of dumping all fresh-faced teenagers into this hellhole? Why did those loving parents bow and scrape when Anders demanded their children? If Joram survived this, she’d ask him why he perpetuated the myth, why this barbaric practice existed.


If.


Footsteps crunched through the debris in the main room, nearing her domain. She didn’t know which was worse, the sudden desire to cry or the faint moan she couldn’t hold back as she realized it was time for another round. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to gain some control, using the pain in her bruised ribs as a focal point. She hugged herself and sat up, waiting for the inevitable. She heard only one set of steps, though. Maybe it was feeding time. If it were time for a beating, there’d be a good deal more noise as Christina’s followers whooped and called out in excitement in the main room.


A girl appeared in the doorway, her blond hair pulled back in a ragged ponytail, wisps of bangs falling down to her cheeks. Her hair was so pale that her eyebrows and eyelashes looked nonexistent. She wore a pair of cutoff jeans and a baggy gray T-shirt knotted on one side. Her sky-blue eyes darted around until she saw Joram’s dirty feet sticking out from beneath the bar. She glanced back over her shoulder, chewing her full bottom lip before slipping into the pub.


Not a beating then. Joram relaxed but only slightly. There was always the chance that this was another kid who thought she could retaliate against Joram for all the perceived wrongs of which Anders seemed responsible. If Joram wasn’t so hurt and exhausted, she’d have found it humorous exactly how much she had in common with her enemies. They all hated and feared Anders, right up to and including their parents.


The girl squatted just out of reach, peering into the shadows of Joram’s haven. She held out a bundle of cloth. “Here.” Again she peeked behind her, as if worried someone had followed her. When Joram didn’t immediately take the item, she scooted closer, shoving it into Joram’s hesitant hands. “Here, take it!”


Joram did, studying the girl’s half-panicked expression. “What is it?” she asked, her voice croaking from disuse.


Her visitor shook her head, putting her finger over her lips. “Hush.” Uncertainty flickered across her even features before being replaced by the firm chin of resolve. “It’s a gift. Use it well.” She scampered out of the room.


Staring after her, Joram waited long minutes. No one else came and no noise indicated anyone waited in the big room beyond. Not a beating. Not food. Joram looked down at the lightweight bundle in her hand. She pushed aside the flap of cloth, her eyes widening.


With shaking hands, she held up a battered steak knife.


* * *


Joram’s next assault came and went, the knife safely tucked away in a crack between the warping panels of wood that walled her haven. She didn’t know if her benefactor had set her up, giving Christina an opportunity to “find” the weapon and penalize Joram. Not that any punishment would be worse than their usual confrontations, but there was always the chance Christina had other disciplinary problems among her lackeys that could use the reminder. Christina didn’t appear to be overly concerned, however, falling into the same pattern she always did when dealing with Joram—verbally taunting her, becoming angry at her lack of response and kicking her to the ground to pummel her with fists and feet until the entertainment factor had dissipated. If Joram wasn’t in so much pain, she might have found the chronic mistreatment tedious. The developing habit of abuse had its high points. Though Joram couldn’t pinpoint exactly when Christina’s ire and boredom would drive her to “play” with her new toy, Joram at least knew the exact sequence of events.


In her ample spare time between aching and bleeding, Joram tore the rag in which the knife had come gift-wrapped into strips. She debated using a chair leg to create a rudimentary spear but decided against it. Christina’s martial arts training gave her the advantage. She’d never let Joram get close enough to strike with something so obvious. No, Joram needed to take another drubbing, at least until Christina came within reach. Using the strips of rag and the sleeves of her frayed T-shirt, she strapped the knife to her left calf. For several hours, she practiced pulling the knife from its hiding place, imagining how it would look to witnesses. She had to make it look like she was writhing in pain, that there was nothing new to see. She had to be ready.


She didn’t have long to wait.


“Come on, meat sack!”


Joram woke with a start, pulled from her nest by two boys before she knew they were upon her. For a frantic moment she fought against their grip, terrified she’d forgotten to position the steak knife. As she came fully awake, she felt the discomfort of bared metal against her calf. The wave of relief rolled through her with such strength that she sagged in her captors’ grasp. The abrupt switch between aggressiveness and dead weight almost caused them to drop her.


“Get up, bitch! We ain’t gonna drag you.”


Shakily, she got her feet under her, stumbling as one of them pushed her toward the door. As she shuffled forward, bare feet cringing away from the debris littering the floor, she heard the others gathered in the big room. They sounded like they always did, excited and roaring in laughter at some jest Christina had made. Joram wondered why they followed her; she wasn’t amusing and she couldn’t be the only person in this pit who knew martial arts. Why couldn’t Christina see that her toadies overreacted to her jokes? Was she so imbecilic that she thought they liked her? Did you think Anders liked you more when you did the same thing? That thought was too close to home, and Joram shied away from it. The last thing she needed right now was to empathize with the girl who was making her life a living hell, not if she wanted that inferno to end.


At the doorway into the main room, Joram received another harsh push. Unable to catch herself she fell to the floor, causing the closer children to scatter. More laughter erupted from her audience, making her skin flush. She was Anders’s Chosen One, whatever that meant, and she’d be damned if she’d give Christina the satisfaction of cowing her. With as much dignity as her battered body could muster, she pulled herself to her feet to glare at her enemy.


As usual Christina smiled, the humor never reaching her eyes. “Aw, did you fall down, go boom?” she asked, her tone sweetness and light. Her companions laughed.


Joram refused to answer.


A flash of anger marred Christina’s face, disappearing with brisk efficiency as she chortled with the others. Without preamble, she dropped and spun, swiping Joram’s feet out from under her, punishment for refusing to play the game.


Crashing to the ground, Joram felt the looming black cloud of terror steal over her. Her stomach, long past feeling hunger, now twisted with queasy expectation. No matter how often this scenario played out, she always woke up alone and in agony. Rather than buckle under the weight of probability, she closed her eyes and brought Anders to mind. Whereas such visions usually incited uncertainty and fear, anger now burned through the worst of the depression. She’d survive this thing somehow and she’d make him pay, not just for her own sake but also for every child who had suffered this bestial treatment. The fury warmed her, and she pushed up to her hands and knees. Around her, the kids laughed and shouted, urging Christina to drop her again. Before Joram could fully stand, Christina obliged her followers with a high snap-kick that knocked Joram’s head back. She landed on her butt, her vision blacking out for a brief moment as her consciousness wavered. Blood trickled down her throat and she realized she’d bitten her tongue.


“Oopsie!” Christina rolled her eyes in mock apology, fingers on her mouth like an overgrown Cupie Doll, another of her favored poses that grated against Joram’s nerves. “Guess I don’t know my own strength.”


“Hit her again!”


Christina basked in their attention, turning in place with arms wide as the others called out suggestions. By the time she came back around, Joram was halfway back up. “Oh, no. I like you better down there.”


A spinning kick dropped Joram with a heavy crash. Rather than stand again, Joram curled into a ball, one arm over her head. With her other hand she patted the knife beneath her jeans, fingers inching beneath the hem. She prayed Christina would decide to attack on her own rather than have others hold Joram up as a punching bag. It was even odds, dependent on her mercurial moods.


Accepting her accolades, Christina sauntered to her target. She nudged Joram’s shoulder with her toe. “Some badass you are. I should have kicked your butt years ago, saved us all the heartache.”


Joram affected a wince, shrinking away from the contact though it was only half an act. Her stomach tensed as the cusp of decision arrived, her fingers digging beneath her pants leg to find the comforting handle of retribution. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as Christina bent down and grabbed her by the hair.


“Sit up, bitch. I’m not done talking to you yet.” Christina pulled hard, forcing Joram to rise or have her hair yanked out by the roots.


Focusing on the pain brought tears to Joram’s eyes and she sniffled. She looked up to see an exultant expression on Christina’s hated face, pleasure that she’d finally broken Joram Darkstone. The sight seemed to meld with Joram’s image of Anders. With a snarl, she lunged forward with the knife.


Jubilance drained as explosively as the sharp expulsion of breath Christina emitted into Joram’s face. She still held Joram’s hair, staring not at a broken girl but an angel of death. With a slight whimper, she released Joram while around them the others continued to whoop in exhilaration, ignorant of what had just occurred. She attempted to step backward, away from the blade buried in her abdomen, but adrenaline strengthened Joram’s resolve. Joram grabbed Christina’s upper arm, holding her close, digging with the knife as hot blood splashed over her hand.


One of the spectators finally realized what was happening. “Holy shit! She’s bleeding! Christina’s bleeding!”


Joram’s steely gaze swept toward the speaker. She felt the curl of her lips as she bared her teeth at the boy, daring him to interfere. Whatever he saw persuaded him against taking action. There was a rush of movement and whispers, the clamorous laughter and jeers no longer ringing through the air as the others cleared the floor around the two girls.


Christina grunted, pushing clumsily to escape the pain.


Her attention returning to her prey, Joram moved forward, using Christina to help her stand. “Oopsie,” she whispered. “You probably should have killed me when I got here, huh?” For good measure, she shifted the knife, watching Christina’s face contort in agony. “Yep. Guess you blew that call. I’d say maybe next time, but…we both know that’s not going to happen.”


Christina’s complexion was turning gray, her eyes seeming to swim lazily around the room as she searched for an avenue of escape. Weakened, she fell back, finally dislodging the steak knife from her gut. Blood pooled beneath her as her heart continued pumping.


Joram stared, watching her die. Part of her admitted she enjoyed this act of vengeance, but the vivid reality of Christina’s demise nauseated her. This wasn’t a video game or a movie. There was no reset button or saved game. It wasn’t a schoolyard brawl during recess. This was permanent. Even though she knew that she’d been defending herself, she wished she could take it back. The loathsome sight and sound of this violence sickened her, made her question what sort of world this was, what sort of person she was to have allowed this travesty to be born.


Christina stopped moving, her last exhale rattling through the silent room. Joram fought with her gorge, knowing she didn’t have anything to throw up but rusty water. She looked up at the others, thirty wide-eyed kids staring at the tableau in shock. Any moment now one of them would come to his or her senses and realize the leadership was there for the taking. Whoever was strongest led the pack. And right now, you’re the strongest.


Joram’s exhaustion and horror wouldn’t allow her to dredge up the dismay that her inner voice sounded like Anders.


The only thing these kids would respect was strength; that’s why they followed Christina. And if there was one thing Anders had taught her it was how to be confident in the face of fear. She had to seize control now regardless of how much she’d rather go back to her den under the bar and forget this had ever happened. Scanning her peers, she spied a boy. Scowling, she pointed the dripping knife at him, her entire hand glistening with blood. “You’re next.”


The kid squeaked, eyes wide as he gripped a cudgel. He took a half step back. “W—w—why me?”


Joram scowled, willing him to figure out her intentions.


A girl came into view, the blonde with hair so pale that she didn’t look to have eyebrows or eyelashes. “Probably because you’re wearing her boots.”


The kid dropped his gaze to stare at the boots Christina had taken from Joram. He glanced around at his companions, not seeing any support. With panicky haste, he dropped to the floor and pulled the boots off, tossing them to Joram. “Here! They’re yours.”


Joram studied him a moment, deciding she’d made her point. Refusing to focus on the girl, she again scanned the others. “Anybody else?”


No one seemed inclined to take her up on the offer.


The girl stepped forward, her smile easing the pinched expression that Joram had seen before. “I’m Chloe. Come on. Let’s get you something to eat.”




Chapter Five


Naomi yawned and stretched, a smile on her face as she greeted the day. Today was her thirteenth birthday and she was going on an adventure.


Though the sun had yet to rise, she pushed aside the thick down blankets, not letting the winter chill do more than caress her sleep-warm skin. She pulled on slippers and crossed her bedroom to stir up the banked fire, adding more wood. Soon it cheerily burned off the worst of the cold, and Naomi used a long piece of kindling to light a lamp. Though the complex had electricity, accessibility was slipshod in the mountains during harsh winters. Power outages were so much the norm that unless Naomi needed modern lighting for homework, she rarely used it. She sat before the fireplace and watched the flames dance, imagining them celebrating the coming new year and her good fortune. Soon she’d be leaving for a year’s spiritual sabbatical. The knowledge of her impending journey left a bittersweet taste in her soul as she contemplated leaving all that she knew for the unknown.


The night faded, gray dawn stealing over the room. So engrossed in the fire, she hardly registered the first light brightening her surroundings. There came a gentle tap at her door, and she stood to greet her guest.


“You’re awake, I see,” Inanna said with a smile. She flowed into the room wearing warm booties and a thick robe. Without pause she approached Naomi and they slipped into a close embrace. “Did you get any rest at all, sweetness?”


Naomi laughed softly, holding her mother close. Over the last year she’d grown, and they were now the same height. It felt odd that she could see eye-to-eye with the woman that she’d loved and admired as omnipotent throughout her childhood. “I did. Some anyway.” She gave Inanna an extra squeeze before pulling away. “I have a gift for you.”


“You’re aware that it’s your birthday, yes?” Inanna watched her cross the room and rummage through one of her drawers. “That means gifts are given to you.”


Wrinkling her nose, Naomi stuck her tongue out. “It’s Solstice too, Mama. Everybody gets presents.”


Inanna attempted to appear contrite, though the barely constrained smile ruined the effect. “I stand corrected.”


Her stilted words caused Naomi to roll her eyes. Rather than spoil this special morning with adolescent snippiness, she instead took her mother’s hand and led her to the bed where they sat side by side. She held out a thin box. “Happy Yule, Mama.”


Smiling, Inanna carefully unwrapped the gift, revealing a golden picture frame. Two eight-pointed stars graced the top corners, sparkling in the first rays of cold sunlight. The photo was a close-up of her and Naomi taken the past summer when they’d joined a party of Inanna’s followers at a nearby river. Naomi was dripping wet, her long black hair pulled back in a braid, looking over Inanna’s shoulder at the camera. Both of them were laughing. Inanna caressed the photo with caramel-colored fingers. “It’s beautiful, Naomi. Thank you.” Her quiet tone indicated how favorable she found the simple gift.


The tears shining in her mother’s eyes sparked heat in Naomi’s own. “I’d hoped you’d like it. I’m going to be gone for so long…” She trailed off, looking away.


“Sweetness?” Inanna put her arm around Naomi’s shoulders, physically cajoling her to speak.


Naomi shrugged, sniffling. “It’s ridiculous, really.” She glanced back to the concerned expression and blushed. “I didn’t want you to forget me.”


“Oh, daughter-of-my-heart, that will never happen.” Inanna pulled her into a hug. “I Chose you all those years ago, and then you Chose me. We are bound together forever. Never forget that.”


Having heard similar remarks all her life, Naomi allowed them to soothe her fears. “I won’t.” It was odd how the silly insecurities sometimes popped up when she least expected them. It didn’t matter what Inanna said or how often she repeated phrases such as this; every so often Naomi would emotionally stumble over their relationship, expecting it to disappear in a puff of smoke. She’d never been able to explain her anxiety to Inanna, let alone herself. Nevertheless, when the subtle panic began to make its presence known, her mother always stymied it with grace and calm acceptance.


Inanna had continued speaking. “I’ll think of you every day while you’re gone, sweetness. Not a day will pass that I won’t come to this very room to sit among your things. Though we may not be physically close, I will always be in your heart, and you in mine.” She rubbed Naomi’s arm, their heads bent together, black and brown strands of their hair meshing between them.


Naomi smiled, dashing the tears away with a short laugh. “Always.”


“Always,” Inanna repeated.


They sat in comfortable silence for several minutes. Naomi absorbed the serenity that was Inanna’s soul, filling her heart with the love and acceptance she wouldn’t receive over the course of the next year. They stared down at the framed photo in Inanna’s lap.


Inanna caressed the photo again, her fingers drifting up to one of the eight-pointed stars in the corners. “Why did you choose this frame?”


A grin tugged at Naomi’s lips. “I was doing research for that mythology paper Mr. Pavin wanted me to do, and I found your name in the Sumerian pantheon.”


“My name?” Inanna pulled back to look at her.


Something moved within those brown eyes, something Naomi couldn’t name. Slightly nonplussed, she pushed the sensation away. She was overly emotional from anticipation and lack of sleep. “Yes. Inanna was the name of an ancient Sumerian goddess. She was the goddess of sexual love, fertility and warfare.” Naomi wiggled her eyebrows.


Refusing to be distracted by the slightly risqué turn of the conversation, Inanna smiled. “And the frame?”


Naomi deflated a little at Inanna’s lack of response. “Oh. Well, the Sumerian goddess Inanna used the eight-pointed star as her symbol. When I saw the frame, I thought of you.”


“Ah.” Inanna shared a wry grin with her. “Thank you. But I’d hold off on deifying me just yet if I were you. The last thing you need is a mother goddess of warfare, especially when you need to get dressed and prepare for the day.” Her fingers dug into Naomi’s ribs.


Squawking in laughter, Naomi lost herself to the familiarity as they played together. She didn’t have much longer to enjoy it before she’d be gone. Somehow she doubted things would be the same when she returned.


* * *


Naomi stood in the central courtyard with Inanna, their breath fogging between them. The sun had slipped behind dark clouds and snow had begun falling, each flake adding its density to the heavy drifts already on the ground. Snowfall muffled the sounds of preparation in the kitchen and common room, leaving the two of them in a sphere of white silence. Warmth enveloped Naomi, her archaic clothes only baring her cheeks to the elements. She wore fur and leather rather than more modern materials, something that Inanna had insisted upon.


About Naomi’s shoulders was a heavy cloak rather than the parka she’d normally wear outdoors. Inanna tied the cord about her daughter’s throat with the deftness of long practice. She smiled as she tucked Naomi’s hair back and lifted the hood. “There. That will keep you safe and warm.”


Not one to argue, Naomi looked down at the burgundy material. “I could have worn my coat, you know.”


“No. You’re growing more every day. The monastery won’t have the resources to clothe you.” She lifted Naomi’s chin. “This way you’ll have something that will stay with you, something from home.” She smiled. “Something to remind you of my love for you. Consider this my birthday gift to you—something to remember me by.”


Naomi snorted as her early morning words were thrown back at her. Despite her mother’s witticism, tears flooded her eyes. As excited as she was to take this next step in her life, she didn’t want to leave. “Like I could ever forget you,” she murmured, falling into an exquisite embrace. They held tight for an eternity, but it wasn’t long enough. It occurred to Naomi that she’d never been away from Inanna for longer than a day, not once. It wasn’t any wonder that she found the prospect now both exhilarating and unnerving at the same time.


Inanna broke away first, a gentle smile belying her wet cheeks. “Remember, you head north until you reach the saddle between two peaks. There will be a stone building there, not much more than a hovel. You can rest there for a short while but you must push on. I fear the weather won’t be kind if you’re out all night.”


Naomi nodded, wiping her tears away and focusing on the practical aspects of her journey. “From there I turn to the eastern peak, I remember. After an hour or so, I should be able to see the monastery.”


“Yes.” Inanna smiled with fondness, cupping Naomi’s face with bared hands that seemed strangely warm regardless of the temperature. “Be careful and learn well. When you return, you’ll be a young woman with a purpose in life.”


Naomi grinned, leaning forward to kiss her mother’s lips. “I love you, Mama.”


“I love you too, my sweet child.” Inanna released her, stepping back and away.


Nothing more needed to be said. Naomi drew in a deep breath, scanning the courtyard, seeing the people decorating the common room with festive paper decorations. This would be the first Yule she’d ever been absent and, despite the filling breakfast she’d just eaten, her stomach grumbled at the delicacies she’d be missing at the afternoon feast. She forced her appetite away from what couldn’t be and turned toward the open gates.


Each step she took became easier, at least until she’d left the complex itself. She knew the road outside split. One branch led south, down into the valley and the villages that helped support Inanna’s complex. People there delivered food and goods to the complex. In return they received holistic medical treatment or decent educations for their children. Many of Inanna’s graduates went on to win scholarships from prestigious universities throughout the world.


The other branch turned north and it was this one that Naomi followed. This was a path she knew well and she wouldn’t be on it for long. She walked through the playground where she’d spent so many hours of her childhood, moving on to the clearing that had been converted into a football field. A bittersweet smile caressed her face as she touched the makeshift net, fuzzy with frost, where she’d blocked and won the final game of the season last year. She wondered at the coincidence of this trek through her puerility as she left it behind for adulthood. It seemed so symbolic.


She reached the end of the field and paused at the tree line. Playing in the forest was a pastime that was frowned upon. Eurasian wolves still randomly traversed these woods, and she’d grown up with a healthy respect for the deep darkness ahead. Nervous, she glanced over her shoulder, seeing the complex beyond a whirl of falling snow. She girded her mental loins and turned back, taking a decisive step into the future.


* * *


Exhausted, Naomi breeched the forest, clambering on all fours as she negotiated the steep grade. Her toes were numb, and her mittens soaked through, icing the tips of her fingers. Though the snow had stopped, the sky remained overcast. Thick cloud cover had made it difficult for her to pinpoint direction as she tramped through the wild. It seemed she’d wandered the forest forever, going around in circles before finally finding an upward slope to follow. Shivering, she continued her stumbling climb as a strong wind plucked at her cloak. The brisk breeze picked up grains of fallen snow and ice, driving them about her. They stung her bare face, and she paused long enough to pull her hood closer. Even in her cold-weakened state, she felt thankful to Inanna for insisting on the cloak rather than a parka. The parka wouldn’t have been nearly as warm. The last thing she wanted to do was retreat back to the complex a shameful failure before she’d even begun.


Shuddering at that sluggish thought, she pushed onward and upward. The crest was visible only a few feet away. From there she’d locate the little stone hovel and rest in relative safety until she caught her breath. The already bracing wind picked up as she reached the apex of the hill. She had to squint to see through the driving whiteness. The hilltop was wind-scoured and barren, not a stick or stone anywhere to be seen. Her visibility hampered, she scanned her immediate surroundings for the hovel.


There was nothing there.


Panic gripped her heart, its adrenalized rippling doing much to dispel the perception of exhaustion and cold. She rubbed snow from her eyes and turned in a circle, trying to figure out where she was in this vast mountainous wilderness. She located one peak rising away from her to her left. Presumably, that was west. Turning the other direction, she peered into the worst of the wind, unable to see anything.


“No, no, no, no, no,” she muttered, relocating the peak to her left. Before the fear welled up to fully overtake her common sense she stood still, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Trembling, the animal part of her brain wanted to turn tail and run, anywhere would do but preferably back home. Even becoming lost in the forest was better than being exposed up here on the mountain. She’d have a better chance of survival at any rate. Pushing the anxiety away, she sank into herself as Inanna had taught her. As her inner consciousness slowed, so did the terror. Inanna had tutored her in meditation as a child, and Naomi had learned to trust her inner awareness when no other actions or advice seemed acceptable. She remained like this for precious minutes, searching for answers as the frost-bound atmosphere leeched away her body heat.


“It’s this way, silly.”


Naomi’s eyes popped open, and she looked to her right. No one was there though she’d distinctly heard someone speak. The voice had seemed almost familiar, but not quite. A girl’s voice, a little low with an edge of gravel to it that tonally portrayed long-term companionship. “Who’s there?”


No one answered.


She shivered, knowing she needed to get out of the wind and regain her dwindling strength. Inanna had said the stone hovel was between the two peaks. Here was one, the other peak had to be in the direction of the voice Naomi had heard. I must have come out of the forest too far west, that’s all. The monastery is on the eastern peak. That’s the way I need to go.
Despite the common sense thought, she wondered if she’d gotten turned around. Perhaps this wasn’t the saddle Inanna had mentioned at all. Maybe Naomi had traveled for hours in the wrong direction and was lost.


Walking along the ridge, she forged through the prevailing wind, puzzling over the voice to distract her from bone-deep fear. She was certain it was someone she knew well; she just couldn’t place to whom it belonged. As she trudged along, she mentally ran through each person she knew at the complex in an effort to match the sound to the person with little success. She was so engrossed in her rumination that she almost missed the hovel, belatedly noting the obstacle in her path as she veered aside to walk past. The relief at finding shelter made her shiver uncontrollably as she circled the building. Locating the entrance, her numb fingers fumbled with the latch.


Naomi stumbled inside, closing the thick wooden door against the cold. The cessation of wind made her dark surroundings feel almost balmy. With a groan, she sank to the frozen ground, leaning back against the door. She had no way to make a fire and shouldn’t anyway. A brief glimpse of the interior when she’d opened the door had shown there was no obvious fire pit or stove available. Without some sort of chimney, the smoke from a fire would kill her long before she became warm. No, she’d use this time to gather her strength for the next leg. At least now she knew she was in the correct place. That particular terror could be retired. Another hour’s hike eastward would put her within sight of the monastery. Her journey was nearly completed.


Utterly spent, her eyes drifted closed. In a few moments she was asleep.




Chapter Six


Blinking, Naomi jerked upright with a frown. The wind howled just outside the door but the sound of it was drowned out by the merry crackle of the fire. Confused, she shifted and stretched, grunting at the muscles that had stiffened in slumber. She distinctly recalled there being nothing but bare floor when she’d entered the hovel. The door was a solid block of ice at her back. With a frown, she scanned the tiny room. If she hadn’t built the fire, then who had? No one could have entered without shoving her out of the way. Even as exhausted as she felt, there was no way she could have slept through that.


The campfire cheerily drove back the darkness though its light didn’t reach the darkest corners. The smoke rose up to the ceiling, escaping through a hole in the roof that hadn’t been there before. Through it she saw the brightest of stars in a tapestry of black, as if full dark had fallen while she slept. Apprehension swept through her. Inanna had said she couldn’t survive out on the mountain at night. “I have to get to the monastery.”


“You’ll get there.”


It was the same voice that she’d heard on the saddle earlier and it came from one of the dark corners. Naomi still couldn’t pinpoint to whom it belonged. Avid curiosity drove away her trepidation as she leaned forward, trying to peer through the murkiness. “Who are you?”


“A friend.”


The answer was less than forthcoming. Naomi frowned as she pushed her hood back. “You’re no help.”


Surprisingly, laughter emitted from the darkness. “No, I’m not. That’s not my function in your life.”


Naomi tilted her head. “So you have one? Other than being a tease?”


The voice was sly. “I think you’ll like the way I tease you.”


A rush of pleasurable tingles coursed through her abdomen at the alluring sound. She’d kissed both boys and girls through the years. If the words had been meant to scare her off, the girl in the darkness would be surprised. Naomi smiled, responding in like manner, “You might change your mind.” There was no answer, but she didn’t think the presence had dissipated. Setting aside their amateur flirtation, she decided to try another angle. “Do I know you? You sound so familiar.”


A long pause stretched between them. “Not yet. But you will.”


Naomi wrinkled her nose at the perplexing answer. “If I haven’t met you, why do I know your voice?”


“Because we’re meant for each other.”


Now Naomi noticed a light accent, not certain why she hadn’t recognized it immediately. Australian? No…Caribbean. “Meant for each other?” She puzzled over the comment, not comprehending. The room had begun to darken. “What do you mean?”


“I mean you have to wake up now.”


“What? I’m not asleep.” The fire burned as high as it had upon her waking but seemed to dim as the shadows grew longer.


“Wake up, Naomi.”


“But—”


“WAKE UP!”


Naomi jerked awake in icy darkness. No fire warmed her toes, no stars looked down through a smoke hole in the ceiling, and she had an overwhelming sense of being unaccompanied. The only constants between her dream and this reality were the whistle of the wind as it continued to blow past her haven and the ice running along her spine where it rested against the door.


Again panic assailed her as she struggled to her feet, memories of Inanna’s warnings in her ears. “How long have I been in here?” No one answered. She felt a moment of loss as she realized her Caribbean friend didn’t exist. You’re tired and cold, that’s all. She cracked the door and peeked outside. Snowy daylight made her blink and squint until her eyes adjusted to the brightness. Not much time had passed at all. She pulled the door open, pausing to look back into the hovel.


No fire pit, no smoke hole and no girl in the now illuminated corner.


Shaking her head at the strange dream, unwilling to focus too much on the sense of loss in her heart, she left the hovel.


* * *


As Inanna had promised, the monastery loomed ever closer as Naomi climbed. Glaciated exhaustion seeped into her bones, her cloak no longer the boon it had been when this hike had begun. The ice in her fingers and toes had spread up her extremities, freezing her very blood. When Naomi could spare a thought for her physical well-being, concerns about frostbite were becoming an all too real fear. Such worries required resources she didn’t possess at the moment. Rather than waste energy dwelling upon them, she stumbled forward. Such was the way she arrived at the rough steps of the monastery, half asleep from the effects of hypothermia, walking with mechanical steps as her mind played games with her. The girl’s voice urged her onward, her tones promising hot sandy beaches and warm ocean water, her words gentle reminders that they would meet soon. Naomi had stopped looking for her, somehow realizing that the voice was in her head, in her heart, not out among these frigid mountains.


Naomi tripped on the icy steps, falling. The pain of impact from her knees meeting paving stones woke her from her trance. A pair of doors rose before her, intricately carved with various images. A large eight-pointed star took up their center. Beside it hung a thick rope, rimy with frost. She floundered to her feet, too tired to feel relief at reaching her destination. With staggering steps she neared the rope and pulled. It hardly budged. Using the last of her strength, she grasped the rope with both hands and transferred all of her slight weight to it. A gong sounded somewhere inside. Naomi released the rope, fumbling with her cloak as her hands sought the meager warmth under her arms.


Nothing happened for long moments. She stamped snow from her boots, feeling the jarring impact up her legs more than in her numb feet. Dread simmered under the surface of her mind. What if no one’s here? She glanced over her shoulder at the darkening day. Though there’d been no hard snowfall, the wind still gusted and swirled about her, leaching the warmth her body fought to provide. Turning back to her destination, she studied the great doors. No knobs, no handles. Would she even be able to get it open? Her gaze drifted to her right, following the rough-hewn stone as she debated circling the structure. There has to be another door somewhere. A deep grinding noise scared her, and she whipped her attention back to the door.


The eight-pointed star in the center split vertically in half, the bright golden light shimmering beyond almost blinding in its intensity. Naomi squinted, turning her head away for a brief moment. Heat seemed to rush from inside as the doors opened wider, the sensation palpable against her frozen cheeks. She bumbled forward toward it, her body intent on survival even if her benumbed mind hadn’t yet caught up to her circumstances.


She stepped into a large antechamber, snow spilling over the threshold behind her. Torches flickered at regular intervals along the walls, the blackened stone behind and above thick with years of sooty deposit. The walls were made of the same rough-hewn stone as the exterior. A vast fireplace of smooth river rock stood stalwart on the opposing wall, the flames there as tall as her and licking logs twice the circumference of her torso. The air smelled of heat—if heat had an odor—and sandalwood and cherry tobacco and…turkey sandwiches? Stupefied, she stared at the oddest scene. Two modern leather recliners sat before the hearth on a simple but large braided rag rug. Between them sat a low incidental table currently carrying a plate of sandwiches, a glass of milk, a bottle of American whiskey and a full shot glass.


A hand reached out from the recumbent recliner on the left, long and thin, the skin as pale as the snow melting at Naomi’s feet, revealing a knotted silver ring that flashed in the torchlight. The hand snagged the shot glass and disappeared back from whence it came. A generous puff of smoke drifted above the recliner, adding to the rich scent of the air. “What? Were you born in a barn? Shut the damned door! You’re letting all my heat out.”


Naomi’s mouth snapped shut, her first indication that it had been hanging open. Turning around, she saw snow drifting in behind her. The doors hadn’t fully opened, only allowing enough room for her passage. She marveled at the thickness of the wood, wondering if each door was made of one piece. Despite their massive size, she had no difficulty. They moved with balanced efficiency as she shoved them closed, quickly sealing her away from the elements. The abrupt lack of icy wind caused her to shiver violently, and warmth caressed her cheeks. Her shakes made it difficult to walk. She shuffled forward, instinctively straining toward the welcome blast of fire from the fireplace.


Another cloud of smoke emitted from the left chair, reminding her she wasn’t alone. She recognized the pungent smell of a cigar. When did monks smoke cigars? Her eyes fell on the bottle of whiskey, noting it was half empty.
Or drink alcohol? The idea of a smoking, drunken monk was both stereotypical and offensive. The absurdity of the situation gave her pause. She might still be outside, curled up to sleep in a snowdrift, and this another dream. Her heart beat harder as she glanced around her surroundings. It seemed real but so had the dream she’d had in the stone hovel.


“You’re awake, darlin’, don’t worry your pretty little head.”


Naomi chewed her lower lip. She couldn’t yet see the man in the chair, but she saw his lower legs and feet where they extended out before him. He wore jeans and black square-toed boots. His accent reflected the harsh tones of American English. She recognized it from the occasional movies she’d watched at home. Carefully skirting the braided rug, she circled to the right, her attention caught between wary curiosity toward her host and welcome relief for the warmth from the flames.


He set the glass down, revealing the cuff of a royal blue shirt as he reached down to the lever on the side of the chair. With a tug, the recliner folded in on itself. Just as Naomi reached the back of the second chair, he rose to his feet and turned toward her. She stared, not sure what she was looking at, hypothermia forgotten.


The man was tall and emaciated, far taller than anyone she’d ever met. The planes of his long face indicated severe gauntness, dangerously sharp with edges that could cut mortal flesh. The tops of his ears curved delicately upward, ending in obvious points. His skin was snowy white, as colorless as his long silver hair, giving him a translucence that compounded his alien appearance. Naomi’s mind latched onto that word, “alien.” Whatever this person was, he wasn’t human. Her mind, already sluggish from the day’s adventures, stuttered with the thought.


He grinned at her, a severe expression that revealed glistening teeth of pearl. Though depicting amusement, it was the smile of a predator looking upon its prey. His silver eyebrows quirked in question, crowning golden deep-set eyes. “Not what you expected, huh?” Naomi’s lack of response made him laugh, the sound filling the room with ethereal music. Despite her visceral terror, she found the sound of his laughter haunting. “You should see yourself, kid! Shut your mouth before the flies get in.”


For the second time, Naomi snapped her mouth shut. A blush crawled up her face, the sensation prickling beneath her icy skin.


“I wondered if you’d make it tonight. The weather being what it is, I had my doubts.” He gestured to the second chair and sat back down. Busying himself with pouring another glass of whiskey, he continued, “Inanna told me last summer you’d be here today. She’s got a lot of faith in you.”


His exotic eyes pierced her, and she froze an instant before recognizing a very human delight in his expression. Emboldened by his mention of her mother and his apparent humor with the situation, she eased around the chair and perched on its edge.


Still smiling, he capped the bottle and leaned back in his recliner, using the lever to extend his legs. “The sandwiches are for you, Naomi. I’d bet you haven’t had anything to eat since this morning. Do you want something besides milk?”


She relaxed more at the use of her name and shook her head. Her first attempt to speak faltered. She cleared her throat. “Thank you. Milk is fine.”


“Suit yourself.” He shrugged, puffing on the thick cigar between his fingers as he settled back to enjoy his whiskey. “You might consider removing the cloak, though. You’ll warm up faster. Take the plate to the hearth if you want. I don’t stand on ceremony much here.”


His extraterrestrial appearance, the American accent and his American Western affectation and clothing threw off Naomi’s sense of propriety. This morning, she’d had visions of Tibetan-style monks, much bowing and hard physical tribulations in her immediate future. Now she sat on a recliner with a whiskey imbibing… Her mind shied away from the word even though she’d noted his pointed ears. As she took up her host’s suggestion, easing out of her heavy cloak, she wondered what the next year would hold. Certainly not what she’d initially thought. She doffed her scarf and mittens. Carefully reaching for a sandwich, she felt a different sort of weariness steal over her, this one a more natural debilitation after a strenuous day without much food or drink. The first taste of turkey on her tongue inspired her stomach to complain at length of her neglect. A ravening hunger overtook her current concerns, and she ate with fresh alacrity.


The plate was half empty when she finally slowed, the milk nothing but a white film on the glass. She’d relaxed more as warmth returned to her fingers and toes, having sunk back into the recliner without thought. She curled up in the chair, her boots on the floor and her cloak pulled over her lap to protect her feet. Though drowsy, she didn’t feel nearly as depleted as she’d been upon arrival. She turned her attention to her host. He watched with a contented smile, his cigar no longer producing smoke. The butt of it lounged in an ashtray on the table. His whiskey bottle was almost empty, but he didn’t give any indication of being inebriated. Not that Naomi would know much about how alcohol affected a man. But he’s not a man, is he? “Who are you?”


“Ah, much better. Glad you could make it to the shindig.” His grin widened, revealing those wicked teeth. “Don’t you mean what am I?”


Naomi blushed but didn’t look away. “Yes.”


“Silly girl,” he said, his tone teasing. “Didn’t Inanna read you stories as a child? What do you think I am?”


She lifted her chin at his challenge. “I may be silly, but I know that elves don’t exist.”


He laughed again, the sound of it enamoring her. “Maybe not in the plural sense, no. But I assure you, I do exist.”


Emboldened by his lack of umbrage and the swell of beguilement at his laughter, she took a risk. “Do you help cobblers with shoes?”


“Oh! That was a low blow, darlin’.” He affected injury, clutching his abdomen as if wounded. “Take the shots you can now because tomorrow you will be my student and I your instructor. I won’t tolerate rebelliousness.”


For the first time since catching sight of him, she scanned the large antechamber. Two doors led off behind the fireplace, presumably toward classrooms and living quarters. “Is there anyone else here?”


“Nope. Just you and me, little filly.” He knocked back his whiskey and reached for the bottle to drain the last of it.


Naomi felt a sense of supreme desolation and loss at the knowledge that this…elf…lived up here alone. “Why?”


He raised a silver eyebrow at her. “The door to my realm has been closed for thousands of your years. There are gossamer thin gaps in the ether that support this reality, this world. This place is one of them. I live here because I cannot live anywhere else. I must remain connected to the place of my origin in some small way or I shall die.”


She frowned, examining him. The sharp planes of his face had shifted as he spoke, but she didn’t recognize the expressions. Was he happy or sad? His words indicated a fatalism she’d never experienced, but his tone was dry, almost arid in their delivery. Regardless of his physical presentation—the Mexican-heeled cowboy boots and the Western-style shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons—he was truly alien to her and this world.


Questions plagued her mind. How had he gotten here? Why did he stay? Why couldn’t he open the door to his realm and return? It had been closed for “thousands of your years.” How old was he? How and when had he met her mother, Inanna? What subjects would he cover? One inquiry came to the fore. “What’s your name?”


He wiggled his eyebrows, the unexpected expression highlighting his exotic appearance even more. “You can call me Nathan, darlin’.”


“Nathan?” The moniker was as preposterous as his presentation. Naomi couldn’t hold back her scoff. “You can’t tell me that your name is an ancient and time-honored elven one.”


Nathan chuckled. “If you really want to know, I was born—” and he spoke a word of many syllables in a language Naomi had never heard before. It flowed like water from his lips, tumbling over smooth rocks to melodiously cascade across her ears. “Humans have difficulty with that, however, so I adopted Nathan. It seemed appropriate enough.” He gave the sandwiches a significant look, apparently realizing she’d eaten her fill. Using the lever on the chair, he hoisted himself up to his booted feet. “Shall I give you the two-bit tour? Tomorrow’s a new day, and you’ll need your rest.”


She hastily stood, a wave of light-headedness causing her to waver a moment. When it passed, she collected her belongings and shoved her feet into her boots. “What will you be teaching me?”


He led her to one of the doorways. “I’ll be instructing you in a number of physical and mental subjects. By next year you’ll be able to defend yourself against psychic attack as well as physically kill your opponent.”


Naomi froze, staring at the back of his ponytailed head as he continued walking away in silence. He’s kidding…right?




Chapter Seven


Joram stood a healthy distance away from the elevator that had brought her to this hellhole a year ago, surrounded by as many children as could fit into the small room. Despite the number in attendance, a semicircle before the elevator door stood bare in anticipation. The circular staircase held close to another fifteen people, and she doubted there was less than a handful left peering down from the doorway above. A ripple of awe and pride coursed through her at the sight. It had been a rough beginning, but the end was nearly here—for everyone.


The camera in the upper corner here had been smashed weeks ago, ensuring that Anders and his goons wouldn’t have the slightest clue of what would soon meet them. Over Joram’s tenure as one of “Them,” she’d located and destroyed as many cameras and microphone pickups as she could lay her hands on. There wasn’t a wall left standing in this vast maze of rooms that hadn’t been ripped into as they tracked the snarl of electrical cables and plumbing pipes that made up the modern construction.


“Are you bloody certain this will work?”


She shook her head at the boy standing beside her. He barely reached her chin and his hard-boiled behavior never registered the fact that she towered over him. “No. But it beats sitting around doing nothing, doesn’t it?” Internally, she sighed at his dissatisfied expression. “Look, there’s no way Anders will hurt me. I’m positive of that.”


He didn’t look convinced. “You’re putting all our lives on the line. It better not be a cock up,” he said in a crisp British accent.


Beside him, a black-skinned boy held his hands up, palms out. “Nuh
vex yuh, mon.” His Jamaican patois was thick, more an affectation here in the hole than in reality. He hooked a thumb at Joram. “She da
Second Comin’. Obeah Man won’ do nuthin’.”


Joram grinned at Jubal though the term he used for Anders caused her gut to twist. “Obeah Man” meant witch doctor here on the islands. While intellectually she scorned the idea that Anders practiced witchcraft, that deeper nugget of her soul believed the possibility existed. How can this place be so far underground when we’re on an island with the beach so close?


Shoving the inner disquiet away, she forced herself to focus on the present. She’d hatched this plan months ago, banking on Anders’s pride and proprietary feelings toward her. If anyone could get these kids out of here, it was her. She was positive Anders wouldn’t hurt her, not if he wanted her to become the great Chosen One he’d always nattered about. “Look,” she said, returning to the conversation, “we’ve torn down the cameras, dug through the walls and found the microphones. They have no idea what we’re doing down here. We’ll have the drop on them. There are only two guards in that elevator—everybody says so. We have the strength of numbers and an excellent shield. Me.” A girl shifted beside her, the movement reminding Joram how much her girlfriend didn’t care for that part of the plan. She pulled the girl into a light embrace without dropping her gaze from the pessimistic boy before her.


True to form, the British boy said, “We think we’ve got all the microphones and cameras. There’s no guarantee we did. He might know what we’re up to.”


Jubal rolled his eyes but didn’t argue.


Not for the first time Joram considered the correlation between geography and the gathered teenagers’ innate understanding of Anders’s strengths and weaknesses, of her own place in the scheme of things. Jubal’s home was here in Jamaica at the same complex where Joram lived. He believed down to his bones and blood that Anders was a witch doctor and Joram was his heir-in-training. As a result, he rarely argued Joram’s suggestions or decisions. The British boy seldom agreed to anything. Was it because Anders’s substantial physical presence was necessary to sway his people? If that was the case, how did he keep them all in line? There were so many… Once Joram had negotiated truces between the multiple warring factions of kids, the knowledge of how far and wide Anders’s influence stretched boggled her mind. With varying results, it was a wonder she’d been able to rally them together for this last-ditch prison break.


She scanned those around her, catching a few apprehensive stares. The tightly packed bodies gave her a sense of claustrophobia, but she couldn’t show fear, couldn’t show weakness of any kind. Since she’d killed Christina, she’d cloaked herself in disdain, utilizing the lessons she’d learned with Anders to get her way. These days it was second nature as she gave the British boy an arrogant sneer, touching the hilt of the steak knife tucked into her belt. “You know where the door is.”


His sallow skin paled though he lifted his chin in defiance. He’d had his own lessons in brutal leadership during his time here.


The overhead lights pulsed, and everyone froze in place.


“Joram Darkstone.”


Joram’s girlfriend clutched at her hand, and Joram smiled reassuringly in response. That was the second announcement today, which meant the clock was ticking. She turned away from the boy’s doubt and her girlfriend’s terror, stepping forward. Around her, the kids readied themselves, steadying makeshift weapons as they jockeyed for position.


An incongruous ding announced the return of the civilized world as the elevator arrived on their floor. The doors opened to reveal Anders and two soldiers. Everyone stared at each other for long moments, the goons’ weapons aimed at the crowd. Red lasers trailed along the children, leaving gasps and shuffling people in their wake. The tension in the room held a skittish note, and Joram searched for a way to gather the intensity before it dissipated into panic.


“Going-away party?”


Joram loathed the internal joy she felt at hearing Anders’s hated voice. Despite her current circumstances and his responsibility for them, he was still the man who had saved her all those years ago. Her stomach rolled at the sudden epiphany that faced her—she had missed him. From the corner of her eye she saw the British boy melt into the crowd behind her. Coward. She took another step forward, keeping Anders’s attention on her. “Yep, we’re all leaving.”


Amusement wrinkled Anders’s face. He laughed aloud, clapping in delight. “Really! And how do you propose to do that?”


A rush of dubiousness washed over her, but she refused to back down. “You and your friends are going to step out here with me, and my people are going to run the elevator in shifts upstairs until everyone’s out.”


He tsked under his breath, doing exactly as she’d suggested, stepping out of the elevator. The teenagers cringed back in the already overcrowded room.


He really is like oil in water. One drop and everyone rushes away from the scummy surface. Used to his type of confrontations, Joram stood her ground. With dismay, she realized she was almost as tall as him. When had that happened?


“You’ve told me what you’ll do but not how you’ll get it done, miting.”


His pet word for her brought distant pride and revulsion to the fore. This was taking too long; the kids were becoming more agitated. She sneered, masking her growing trepidation. “You won’t hurt me. I’m the hostage and the terms are that everyone down here goes free.”


Anders cocked his head, a bushy eyebrow arched. “Or you’ll shoot the hostage?”


Joram swallowed, stomach queasy. Drawing the knife caused the soldiers to step forcefully into the room, safeties clicking off and red lasers wavering on her shirt. She ignored them and the startled cries from some of the spectators. “I was actually thinking about stabbing the hostage. It’s something I have more experience with.” She brought the blade to her throat, the rusty edge biting into the soft skin along the pulsing artery there.


He studied her, the amused expression never leaving his face nor reaching his dark eyes. “I believe you.” He turned around, walking toward the elevator.


A wave of relief made Joram tremble. It’s working!


“Shoot her.”


Before she could react, one of the goons fired. Pain erupted in her left shoulder, and she spun, the knife dropping from her numbed fingers. Pandemonium broke out as the teenagers shouted and screamed, rushing for the exit. Joram stared down at her chest, seeing a blue-feathered dart sticking in her shirt. She tried to reach up and remove it, but her arms were too heavy. The room lights flickered, becoming dimmer as the sounds of panic drifted far away.


She never knew when she hit the ground.


* * *


Joram sat up in bed, scowling as she flogged her sluggish mind into action. She had to have been sleeping heavily to be so torpid, an inadequacy that could get her killed. Her hands searched for the knife at her waist, finding nothing but sheets.


Sheets?


Shocked fully awake by the incongruity, she realized she sat in an actual bed with clean-smelling linens, not a filthy mattress on a floor. The aroma of salt air and the sound of surf entered through an open window, and real honest-to-god sun filtered into the room. Relief kicked her heartbeat into action at the visual evidence that she’d been released from that hellhole, her joy quickly fading into shame. She’d failed them. Jubal and the others hadn’t escaped. Those that had survived the chaos would wait out their months, more forlorn than when they’d started because of her lapse. No one had considered a prison break, not seriously, not until Joram. She’d given them hope, a goal to strive for and had failed to follow through. It hadn’t occurred to her that Anders’s soldiers would be armed with anything but live ammo, and she knew Anders wouldn’t kill her. She castigated herself for not realizing her error. Anders was an evil man with grand designs, but murdering the children of his people would destroy his primary power base. Of course he wouldn’t actually hurt them. Why should he? We go down there and hurt ourselves.


Disgusted with her arrogant stupidity, she jumped from the soft bed, feeling undeserving of such luxury. She was naked, her thoughts shying away from the idea that Anders had been the one to undress her unconscious form. It had probably been Madeleine. Her fingers caressed the skin of her chest where the tranquilizer dart had hit her, finding nothing but a tiny scab, a healing badge of disgrace. It would disappear in a day or so, unlike the ignominy she’d carry in her heart. Sweat and fear and dirt still clung to her skin, the sourness exuding from her pores and psyche. Her bladder twinged, and she searched the room for an en suite.


This wasn’t the bedroom she’d left a year ago, but she recognized her belongings—her books on a shelf, a neat desk with a photo of she and Madeleine, the lighter she’d acquired as a child sitting on her nightstand. She scooped it up without thought, the cool metal against her palm a reassuring sensation. Her music stand was in one corner with the violin laid across the stool as if she’d set it down moments ago. Her first instrument, the piccolo that Anders had given her, gleamed on a shelf. After so long without music, her fingers twitched with the urge to play something. Anything. Instead she continued her scan. There were three doors here, one with a robe hanging from a hook. She’d always had a robe on her bathroom door. Curious, she started there.


An hour later she emerged from the well-appointed bathroom, every inch of her skin and hair clean for the first time in a year. While water was available in Hell, soap and deodorant never seemed to make it into the quarterly supply drops. Her skin tingled, her scalp itched and her tongue felt singed by the amount of toothpaste and mouthwash she’d used to remove months of grime. It would take more than one round with the clippers to repair the damage to her nails however. Classical guitar was out of the question.


Again she bypassed her violin, pausing to stroke the neck before continuing to the bureau drawers. She located underwear, none familiar, and chose something to wear. Though the clothes were similar to those she’d left behind, they were of unfamiliar designs and labels. Duh, Darkstone. You grew a few inches, remember? Madeleine probably replaced everything. The disconcerting visage of almost looking eye to eye with Anders dripped ice down her spine, and she hastily pulled on a pair of colorful board shorts. Her newly polished boots sat neatly beside another door, and she opened it to find a walk-in closet. There she chose a tank top and a Hula shirt, slipping on a pair of sandals. One of the games that always made the rounds in Hell was “Where’s the first place you’ll go?” Joram planned to spend the whole day at the beach, basking in the sun and surf until the shadows grew long and the sun singed the skin from her shoulders.


She pocketed her lighter and left the room. Silence met her in the unfamiliar hallway. There were two more doors off the corridor, and she poked her head into each. One held a standard bathroom. It was the other that gave her pause as she stared. The room was larger than her bedroom but it didn’t come furnished with the traditional bed and dressers. Instead a glass wall bisected it and a state-of-the-art sound board filled this end. Beyond the partition was a double bass drum set and assorted instruments. Unable to help herself, she entered the room, thoughts of the beach dissipating in the wake of philharmonic lust. She paced the length of the sound board console, drawing the pads of her fingers over the cool surface. Returning to the center, she bent down to peer at the controls, noting the current settings and scribbles of marker on white electrical tape labeling each channel. Here was the drum kit, completely miked. There was the bass guitar, three vocal microphones and two lead-ins from the electronic keyboard. Rhythm and lead guitars, synthesizers, everything a recording band could want or need. Her gaze greedily took in the board, hearing in her head what the settings would produce if she played one instrument or another. Expanding her view, she noted two computer screens mounted on folding arms that were no doubt hooked into the system, giving the technician ultimate control over the final product.


“Does it meet with your approval?”


With a gasp, she shot up, spinning to see Anders standing in the doorway. Her heart pounded, and she reminded herself she was furious at him for the debacle downstairs, not scared. Rather than answer, she cloaked herself with her arrogance and sprawled in one of the available chairs.


Faint humor softened his usual hard glare, but only for an instant. “Answer me.”


She debated intractability for a moment. Though she’d faced down many of her more overbearing peers in the last year, her skills were decidedly not superior enough to counter her mentor. Not yet. “I’d be stupid if it didn’t.”


He stared at her, bushy eyebrows shading his eyes. “And if there’s one thing I can count on, miting, is that you’re not stupid.” The strained sensation in the room eased, and he came fully inside. He held out his hand.


Joram eyed the appendage but knew better than to refuse him. Even now after all that had happened, all that she’d done and witnessed, he was still a dangerous viper, and she his prey. She took his hand, feeling the half-remembered psychic slime envelop her. He tugged and she stood up. Again she felt an oddness as she looked him in the eye. Despite her growth, he didn’t seem any smaller or more harmless. She bristled under the oily sensation creeping across her skin.


Finally, he released her. “I knew you’d do well with Them. You should know that you surpassed my hopes. Congratulations.”


Her adolescence flooded forward and she shuffled her feet before clamping down on her insecurities. Before she could lose her nerve, she said, “Why do you do this?”


Anders cocked his head. “You’ll have to be a bit more specific. Do what?”


Joram pulled together a year’s worth of anger, letting it warm her as she prepared for battle. “Them. Why did you create Them? What’s the purpose of abandoning every thirteen-year-old child of your followers to that pit?”


A grin quirked his lips. He crossed his arms over his chest, one hand idly playing with his goatee. “It started out as a social experiment a long, long time ago and took on a life of its own. As I told you last year, the experience is quite educational, not only for myself but for the children as well. They have a short, intense span of time where they can learn so much about themselves.” He smiled wider. “Take yourself for example: did you have any idea a year ago that you would be capable of murder?”


She felt the blood drain from her face at his words, a dichotomy of tingling and numbness as her righteous anger stumbled over her sense of guilt. During her “sabbatical” she’d often wondered what would happen to her when she was released. Was Anders going to have her arrested for homicide? Would he allow her to use the video and audio she was positive he had in his possession for her defense?


He lifted an eyebrow at her. “By your lack of response, miting, I’d have to say the answer is no. I must admit that you took quite a bit of abuse before you finally took matters into your own hands. I doubt I’d have waited as long to react to the problem.”


Joram felt her eyes narrow, morbid curiosity taking over her mouth. “What would you have done?”


“Oh, no doubt the same thing,” he assured her. “Miss Yahiro’s entire ego was wrapped up in her leadership of that pack of children. She’d spent far too much time overreaching herself in an effort to retain control. That led to an inevitable spiral of more grandiose and vicious actions to maintain.” He dropped his arms. “She would have killed you before the year was out. It was eat or be eaten, wasn’t it?”


Bile rose in her stomach. “You approve?”


He shrugged, stepping around her to lean back against the sound board, hands perched on the edge behind him. “Not necessarily. While I don’t sanction the killing, I know that it was a necessity. She wasn’t the first child to succumb and she won’t be the last. Accidents and illnesses occur.” He paused, piercing Joram with his dark gaze. “I’m pleased that you stepped up to the task, however, not just at the time it happened, but by continuing on with your goals. My goodness, miting! You single-handedly took over the entire level in less than a year, put a pseudo-government into effect and still had time to build that wonderful revolutionary spirit. That’s something of which to be proud.”


Joram’s mouth dropped open at his ringing endorsement. “You’re kidding, right?”


He bent forward, leaning close to invade her space. “No, Joram, I’m not. Even I, at your age, did not possess the golden tongue, the surefooted mind or the rabid conviction that you do. I still don’t. You’re an extraordinary find.”


Her delight battled with the angry hatred that had been with her every waking moment for the last year. All those times she’d thought she was on the verge of being abandoned only to now realize that Anders actually held her in high esteem created a storm of ambiguous feelings. That doesn’t mean he still won’t drop you if you’re no longer useful to him. Sobered by the thought, she struggled with the opposing emotions. “So, what now? Am I going to be charged with anything?”


“Charged?” His blank stare lasted seconds before he leaned back, roaring with laughter. She glared at him until his chuckles died down and he wiped his eyes. “Ah! No, you have no need of concern, dear miting. There will be no legal repercussions for an obvious matter of self-defense. Miss Yahiro’s parents have long since said their goodbyes to their daughter. They requested and received a transfer to another facility, as well.”


Joram couldn’t remember if she’d ever met Christina’s parents. Sadness stole over her, deflating her cultivated haughtiness. “Do they…do they know…?”


“That you stabbed their dear child to death? No. They were informed there had been an accident, nothing more.”


The blunt words hit Joram in the gut, sharp blows that took her breath away. She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat, forcing her mind not to dwell on the memory.


“Now that we’re finished with that unfortunate business, we can move on.”


Joram focused her attention on him, not caring for his tone of voice. His dismissal of Christina’s death, of Joram’s involvement in it was abhorrent. Despite her guilt, she felt a renewed spark of anger at his methods of glossing over the crime. “Where’s Madeleine?”


“You have quite a future in front of you, my dear, and it’s time you got started. You have no more need of a nursemaid. Tomorrow you’ll be expected right here in rehearsal. No doubt you have quite a lot of music stored up in that dark little heart of yours that must burst forth into the light of day! That is your primary function at this time.” He waved his hands in the air to punctuate his words. “Write! Rhyme! Fiddle with your strings and winds and percussion. Create!”


It scarcely seemed a hardship to spend her days with music after so long without. “And what’s my future?”


“I told you last year—your voice, your musical genius and your strength of will are all the tools you’ll need to open the doors that have been sealed for millennia. I meant those words then and I mean them now.” He pushed away from the sound board and walked away. At the door, he turned to look at her, hands on the doorjamb on either side of his head. “You must only Choose.” With a smug grin, he left.


Another test. Joram stood alone in the home studio, her gaze drifting away from the door and back to the equipment filling the room. Before this year she’d always made the choices he’d given her on the basis of fear, fear of the unknown, fear of the dark and scary streets from which he’d taken her. Without the weight of that terror on her shoulders, her thoughts were clear and focused. If this year had taught her one thing, it was that she was tough enough to handle anything—even becoming homeless again. She touched the sound board, turning away from the empty doorway.


He had given her the one thing she couldn’t turn down.


Shutting away her anger, her fearfulness, she opened the glass door leading into the soundproofed room beyond.




Chapter Eight


Flame. Soothing, calm, dancing flame. Naomi drifted in the other world, mind and body and heart focused on the candle before her, breathing easy, her pulse slowed. No sensations, no emotions, simply being. She heard laughter and felt her lips twitch in sympathetic response despite herself. The Caribbean girl flitted through Naomi’s contemplative existence, singing a nursery rhyme to distract her, and it was working.


Naomi had heard the girl every day since her arrival at the monastery a year ago. Sometimes at night they would whisper and giggle in her room like schoolgirls at a slumber party. She’d tease and flirt, celebrate Naomi’s successes and commiserate with her failures as the rigors of Nathan’s training took effect. On rare occasions she acted aloof or tired, giving Naomi the impression that it took great effort for her to visit. And always her words were riddles, nonsensical statements hinting at strange futures and distant pasts of which Naomi had no recollection.


Far too old for an invisible playmate, Naomi nevertheless shielded the Caribbean girl’s existence from her mentor. Was it loneliness? She wasn’t certain if she remained silent because she didn’t want Nathan to destroy this tenuous connection to a friend, regardless of reality, or because she couldn’t bring herself to confess to being crazy. Mad. Bats in the belfry.


She’d never seen the Caribbean girl, having only heard her voice. At first, Naomi had thought Nathan had lied, so positive was she that the girl lived in the monastery with them. It eventually became apparent that he spoke the truth. She’d never seen evidence to the contrary in all the long months—no extra plates in the sink, no rumpled bedding, no wet towels in the shower room. The girl had laughed at Naomi’s fumbling attempts to catch her, confessing that she lived far away near a private beach.


Over the months, Naomi had learned that the veil between her world and Nathan’s was thin. He’d told her in the beginning that he lived here to retain that tenuous connection with the world of his birth. Though his lessons were primarily martial in nature, he’d encouraged her meditations, helping her gain a tighter focus using various elven techniques. The Caribbean girl seemed closer when Naomi was in her deepest trances. Whoever or whatever this was, her presence had never been a physical one. As time went on, Naomi surmised that the girl lived near another of these spiritual enclaves. That eased her mind about forging a friendship with a person who didn’t exist. The girl was alive and well in Jamaica, perhaps in a holy place or something, and the two of them connected through the thin barriers.


Or Naomi’s sanity had begun slipping on her perilous climb to the monastery last year and had never recovered.


Naomi shook off the thoughts, letting them flow away from her as she concentrated on the flame. The Caribbean girl continued to sing just behind Naomi’s shoulder, though Naomi knew she wasn’t there. As Naomi slipped deeper into her trance, the girl quieted, her song changing into an unfamiliar one. Her croon was soft and melodious, a counterpoint to the flickering candle. Naomi experienced a sense of safety, seeing nothing but dancing flame, feeling nothing but lightness and being, hearing nothing but her friend’s musical voice.


The song changed. Discordance.


Without thought, Naomi dived to her left. She heard a heavy thunk
of metal on stone, felt the vibration of its impact as she rolled across the flagstone floor. Springing to her feet, she crouched into a fighting stance.


Nathan didn’t pause his attack, hefting the hand ax up as he kicked through the feathers left by the ruined pillow upon which Naomi had been seated. A faint smell of burning down filled the acrid air as the candle toppled over, igniting the feathers. His expression was stern and angular, an avenging god sent to punish those who transgressed against him, terrifying in his beauty as he came at her.


Naomi backed away, bare feet finding purchase on rough stone, toes digging into the surface in preparation. There was no time for fear, no time for thought. Only the sharp edge of adrenaline and the training ingrained into her heart and soul rushed to the fore. Heart pounding, she ignored the ax, keeping her attention on his shoulders and eyes. His center of balance changed as he swung again, and she dropped to her belly, the blade whistling through the air where her abdomen had been. She counted on him needing a few precious seconds to counteract the weapon’s weight and trajectory. Spinning on the ground, she attempted to sweep his feet out from under him.


Nathan expected the maneuver and jumped, turning in midair as he followed the trajectory of his ax, landing to face her once again. Naomi had used her momentum to jump to her feet and stare at him. After a year of instruction, she knew better than to play defense. Such a tactic only worked with an opponent who would tire and weaken over time. Her otherworldly opponent appeared unaffected as he surged forward, her human physique unable to keep up with his elven one for long. Sweat made her scalp itch and she panted as if she’d run several miles, her adrenaline pumping her heart with its life-giving elixir. She ignored her discomfort, wholly focused on the flashing ax coming toward her.


She stepped inside the weapon’s arc, slamming into Nathan’s chest with her shoulder. Before he could counteract, she jabbed her hand—knuckles rigidly extended—into his gut just below his sternum. She brought her knee upward, following it up by ramming her forehead into his face. The ax dropped with a clang as Nathan explosively exhaled. His nose burst, blood as pale as his skin gushing over his mouth and chin.


The battle had yet to be won. Nathan’s style of instruction was no-holds-barred. Unless one or the other of them conceded, they would continue to spar. Naomi gave him a vicious push. He wobbled backward, keeping his feet despite the damage she’d done to his testicles. Whipping around, she scooped up the ax and rounded on him, eyes narrowed. She held it low next to her right hip, the head pointing at Nathan in a manner that suggested she planned to skewer him with it rather than swing it like a bat. That was exactly what she began to do, leaping forward to put her opponent down.


A distant part of her mind screamed in protest, already envisioning the result of her assault. Nathan wasn’t ready, still struggling to catch his breath, balance nonexistent as he hunkered slightly forward with his hips turning away from her approach. She would drive the remaining air from his lung, dropping him further into a crouch. With her free hand, she’d grab his long, silver hair and pull down and to the left, baring the back of his neck for the blade. There was a warlike rightness to it, totally at odds with the inner terror that wrapped around her heart.


“Yield,” he croaked.


Naomi blinked, coming out of her battle fugue. She turned the weapon away at the last moment, bumping into her unstable mentor before she could stop her forward motion. He stumbled backward two or three paces and fell on his butt.


He smiled at her, the blood from his nose making his sharp teeth glisten even more dangerously. “Quick and dirty, just like I like it.” He chuckled.


It took a few moments before she realized that she had remained in an offensive pose, ax held to one side, muscles tensed to slash across his torso if he offered any threat. She swallowed and stepped back, running a hand across her face. With the absence of her trance, dismay rushed to the fore. “I could have killed you!”


Nathan nodded, an amused smirk on his face. Using his shirt, he wiped at the blood on his face. “Exactly.”


Naomi felt nauseous. She wanted to throw the ax as far away as possible, but controlled the urge. Nathan had instilled a healthy respect for the weapons at the monastery—it wasn’t the fault of the tool when it broke, it was the fault of the person wielding it. Just as it wasn’t the fault of the ax that she’d almost killed her mentor and the only elf on Earth. That fault would have been hers.


His bleeding had slowed to a sluggish crawl. “Help a brother up.”


She took his offered hand and assisted him to his feet.


“That was a hell of a one-two-three punch, little filly.” He rubbed his abdomen where she’d struck him. “I think you might have bruised bone.”


Naomi ducked her head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


“Hey, none of that now!” Bloodstained fingers touched her chin, tilting her head back up. “You did precisely what you were supposed to do, exactly what I trained you to do. When it comes time to take down your enemy, you don’t apologize afterward, got it?” She nodded and he chucked her chin. “Good. Now let’s clean up the mess.”


She hastened to get a broom while he stomped out the smoldering feathers in the center of the room. Soon the only evidence that anything had happened was the scorch mark on the flagstone. When they were finished, Nathan sent her off to bed. That surprised her. Normally they’d discuss the session afterward, Nathan pointing out her weaknesses and offering alternatives to strengthen her offensive moves.


Nonplussed at the change, still horrified at how close she’d come to killing him, she took a quick shower and crawled into bed. Sleep refused to claim her. Despite her exhaustion, she stared at the ceiling, reliving his ambush. Until he’d conceded the fight, she’d been on autopilot. Analyzing her attack plan, she saw the activity in her mind as if it would have happened. She’d swing the ax, delivering a sharp blow that would have severed his spinal cord.


The thought nauseated her. She pushed the scene out of her head and rolled onto her side. Nathan hadn’t been wrong when she’d first arrived. He’d said his job was to teach her how to defend herself against physical attack and he’d succeeded. Too well. Naomi had never liked the idea, but the mental and emotional discipline he’d taught her was intrinsically bound to the elven martial arts. It was impossible to have one without the other. As much as she enjoyed the peaceful aspect of the meditations, she still felt trepidation at her growing lethality.


Through it all she wondered why Inanna had sent her here. Nestled deep in the Carpathian Mountains, her complex housed a peaceful people—teachers, students and their families. Inanna wasn’t raising an army. There were no militant discussions among the residents. Weapons weren’t stockpiled. Naomi didn’t think anyone in the complex had ever picked up a rifle for anything but hunting. What was Inanna’s reason for sending her only adopted daughter to a man who would teach her to kill?


“Doan fret, mi lova.”


Naomi smiled at the Caribbean slang. Her invisible friend’s accent always thickened when Naomi was depressed, attempting to jolly her from the doldrums. Naomi remembered her meditation, her friend’s soothing song turning disharmonious. That had been what had warned Naomi something was wrong. “Thanks for helping out.”


“Couldn’t let him get the drop on you.”


She felt smug pleasure radiating from the dark. Her smile faded as she replayed Nathan’s attack. If he hadn’t have yielded, would she have really have killed him?


“Doan fret.”


Naomi rolled her eyes. “Is there anything more annoying than a figment of my imagination ordering me around?” She didn’t receive a response but knew she wasn’t yet alone. She drew in a deep breath and rolled onto her back again. “Tomorrow’s my birthday.” Sorrow blotted out her concerns about the afternoon. “You know what that means.”


The Caribbean girl’s voice became as sober as her own. “You go home.”


Naomi’s throat ached and her eyes stung. “I go home,” she repeated. Silence filled the darkened room, broken only by the sound of their breathing. She debated her next words, not wanting to know the answer despite a burning need to know. Gathering her courage, she turned her head toward where she imagined her friend sat. “Will I ever hear you again?”


“Oh, you’ll hear me.” The gravelly voice held a lower register and seemed to have moved closer.


Closing her eyes, Naomi tried to imagine what her friend looked like. With her accent, she always pictured a dark-skinned Jamaican girl with a wicked smile and deep brown eyes. “When? Will I hear you at home?” In her daydream, she saw the girl frown, knowing the answer before she heard it.


“You’ll hear me someday. We’re meant for each other.”


That statement almost always signaled the end of their conversations. Naomi sniffled, the tears beginning to spill over. Tomorrow she would climb down the mountain and return home. She’d be too far from the thinning between the worlds, too far away to hear her friend. And what did it say about her that her dearest friend in all the world was a disembodied voice? Had she been so lonely before her arrival here that she’d created the Caribbean girl from her imagination? Had she taken her general popularity at the complex so much for granted that she hadn’t been able to forge a deep connection with any of her peers?


Voice cracking, Naomi said, “What if I don’t hear you ever again? What if…what if you don’t exist?” She didn’t expect the resultant laughter. It startled her, and she opened her eyes to stare into the darkness. When the Caribbean girl spoke again, it was a husky whisper breathing into Naomi’s ear.


“We’re meant for each other, lova. Never doubt it.”


* * *


The old net on the football field had been repaired or replaced. Gaps that had once allowed the occasional ball through into the forest undergrowth no longer existed. Naomi paused to finger the frosted rope, looking up to scan the snow-covered playing field.


Home was near—just down the road and past the playground. Despite a powerful desire to run headlong toward it, Naomi held back. She remembered the bittersweet parting of a year ago, the excitement as she walked this path in reverse, heading toward her destiny. But what sort of destiny had she inherited? One that required death and destruction, the training of an assassin? No matter how often she meditated on her doubts or attempted to wheedle explanations from Nathan she couldn’t rectify the experience of her childhood with the knowledge that Inanna had wanted Naomi to learn how to kill.


Naomi released the rope, puffs of frost floating into the air as she turned back to the road. Approaching the playground, she recalled the exhilarating sensation of traveling the path toward adulthood as she began her trek to the monastery. It had felt liberating. Now she walked in reverse, from adolescence back into childhood. Something stifled her spirit, smothering the young adult she’d become during her absence. She missed her mother, her people, but her recently acquired maturity flaked away the closer she came to the complex.


What did her future hold? Would Inanna expect Naomi to settle back into her childhood? Apprehension trickled through her as she tried to envision her old life—gossiping with the other girls her age, listening guilelessly to her tutors and reading ridiculous romance novels. That was childhood. That life no longer existed.


What will happen to me now?


She rounded a snow-covered garden, catching her first sight of the complex. Her heart jumped into her throat, and she shivered. Glancing over her shoulder, she almost considered returning to the monastery, returning to Nathan. This homecoming would be so much easier if she had her Caribbean friend to support her, sing to her, whisper with her during the lonely nights.


Naomi swallowed against the lump in her throat. How sad that she preferred an imaginary friend to her own mother.


“Doan fret, mi lova.”


She smiled at the memory of the girl’s voice. “I won’t,” she whispered. “I promise.” Deeply inhaling, she stood straighter and marched toward the complex. We were meant for each other.




Chapter Nine


Naomi wandered the halls alone, the sound of Solstice merriment a bare murmur in the background.


So many people! After a year of near-isolation, the number of attendees at her homecoming cum holiday party had overwhelmed her. It seemed as if they’d doubled in number since she’d left, though she recognized all but the handful of babes that had been born during her absence. The merrymakers were dancing and singing now, working off the delicious feast, raising their voices to celebrate the return of the sun. As much as the music enlightened Naomi’s spirits, she’d fled the festivity for much needed solitude.


She’d been unable to speak privately to Inanna, incapable of drawing her away to discuss the thousands of questions she’d gathered over the past twelve months. Once past the immediate spike of adolescent pique at the imagined slight, Naomi realized that her mother had always been busily diligent during Solstice. Rather than avoidance, Inanna was running the complex and its conviviality with the same efficiency she’d always had. The fanciful emotional distance only existed in Naomi’s mind. Once things settled, once the revelers tottered off to their beds, Naomi would have her mother’s undivided attention. Inanna had never ignored her; Naomi doubted such neglect would begin now. Meanwhile, she wandered the halls of her childhood, uncertain about her future, wishing for the familiar monastery with its meditations and sparring.


The thought stopped her. She hadn’t practiced her forms today, having left Nathan before dawn had fully brightened the sky. The journey down the mountain hadn’t been nearly as exhausting as climbing it had been months ago, and her overall health had improved with the constant activity during her stay. Was that why she felt restless now—lack of exercise?


Naomi glanced about, her aimless wandering having taken her into Inanna’s private wing, the suite of rooms Naomi had lived in her entire life. There was the door to her bedroom and there, Inanna’s. This wing held a private bathing area, kitchen and common area as well. Naomi drifted into the large common room, practiced eye gauging the available space. Yes, this will do fine.


She shoved an armchair aside and kicked off shoes and socks. Returning to the middle of the empty space, she closed her eyes and centered herself until she felt every grain of the wooden floor through the soles of her feet. Weaving the forms of elven martial arts was similar to meditation and required a certain level of internal attuning during practice sessions. She reached her balance point, opened her eyes and began. Her body moved on automatic, flowing from one form to another, muscles stretching and bunching in accordance with her gestures. Oddly, a sense of peace settled into her soul as she conducted her warlike exercise, both her body and mind relaxing.


Naomi worked her way through the forms, more than three hundred of them. She finished the final one, hands poised gracefully before her with wrists crossed, palms out, right foot extended in a position that would forcefully punch or push her opponent back. As she straightened to the starting stance, she noted that the room had become darker. An hour or more had passed. She drew a deep breath, feeling tranquil and loose, warm from the exercise. The Solstice celebration would go on for a while longer. Perhaps it was time to rejoin the party.


Turning, she saw Inanna silently watching. A flutter of butterflies interrupted Naomi’s mental equilibrium though she couldn’t say why.


Inanna smiled and approached. “That was enthralling.”


Naomi blushed. “Thank you.”


“I’d wondered where you’d gotten off to.” Inanna took Naomi’s hands in hers. “Too much stimulation?”


“Yes.” Naomi enjoyed the touch. Nathan’s only contact had been militant, and she’d missed the hugs and touches of her youth. The lack had been one of the hardest things to reconcile with her training. It hadn’t helped that her Caribbean friend was incorporeal, unable to provide the relief of physical connection. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been around more than one person.”


“You’ll become accustomed once again.” Inanna leaned forward, lightly kissing Naomi’s cheek.


She had to reach up to do so, and Naomi realized she was taller than the one woman who meant the world to her. When did that happen? “I missed you, Mama.”


Inanna caressed Naomi’s cheek. “And I missed you, sweetness. Every day.” She pulled Naomi’s hand, directing her toward the sitting area. “Come, sit. I’ve brought Turkish coffee. We can talk. I’m sure you have many questions.”


Only then did Naomi notice the tray on the nearby incidental table. Inanna had entered the common room laden with a salver of food and drink without disturbing Naomi’s martial dance. She frowned. Nathan would take her to task for not paying attention to her surroundings. Her frown deepened as she forcibly set the concern aside. Inanna wasn’t her enemy.


They sat together on a divan, pillows propping them up as they faced one another and sipped from steaming cups. A plate of Croatian povitica
sat between them, and Naomi nibbled at the sweet yeasty bread. It was her favorite holiday treat, baked to perfection. The moist walnut filling did much to reinforce her sense of homecoming, so much so that she found herself loathe to broach the subjects she’d wanted to discuss.


Inanna let several minutes pass before speaking. “Your questions?”


Naomi peered at her over her cup. There were so many. How would she know what to ask first? Start at the beginning. “Nathan.”


“Ah, Nathan.” Inanna remained silent for several minutes, thinking. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “Once a long time ago we were at odds, Nathan and I. The world was young and we were both full of ourselves, each positive that we held the truth of the danger threatening our universes. His people held control over large areas of this world, wreaking their havoc upon mankind. The fairy folk had their realm but felt threatened by man. They actively kept humans intellectually stunted, jealously guarding the magic that permeated all things. They arrogantly assumed they could rule mankind forever.” She peered into her cup with a smile. “I felt that humanity had the potential to become strong, to use both the physical and ethereal tools available to evolve into higher beings. Nathan, the ruler of all fairy folk, had other ideas.” Sobering, she caught Naomi’s eye. “He was wrong. With help from an exceptional student, I won that battle. It forever trapped Nathan on this side.”


“You trapped him?” Naomi blinked. She’d detected a bitter core of hopelessness in Nathan, one she’d attributed to his banishment. It had never occurred to her that Inanna had been the person responsible for his plight. Despite that kernel of rancor, what little she’d gleaned from Nathan hadn’t indicated he’d wanted to reopen access to his home. If anything, he’d sung the praises of her mother, insisting that the portal to his homeland should remain barred to him. “But why does he work with you now? What changed his mind? Why doesn’t he want that door to be open? He has family on the other side—sisters, a brother, a wife.”


“Over the centuries Nathan has come to understand the fickleness of humanity.” Inanna tilted her head, her expression firm. “Before he was adamant about controlling mankind. Now he realizes how thin lies the veneer of mastery over a human. The closing of the door released the bonds of servitude from man and has ultimately protected the realm on the other side. Consider what this world would be like had that door remained unobstructed. The fairy folk would wander the Earth and create unrelieved havoc among us. Your only experience is with an elf—there are many races on the other side, many more dangers inherent in their natures and abilities. Worse, magic would be much stronger than it already is. Humans would have access to horrible powers that are only dreamed of in books. Look what humans do now in the name of progress and science. The world is wilting, spots of disease grow on its surface, spreading everywhere. Do you think that they’d be any less careless with magic?”


Naomi gaped. Magic? Fairy folk? While she’d come to terms with the fact that her teacher for the past year was in actuality a refugee elf, she’d refused to allow her mind to fully contemplate the next logical step. She pondered Inanna’s words. Along with elves came dwarfs and faeries, the old European burrows where the fey lived and played, trapping men and women who accidentally wandered into their realms. By extension, trolls and ogres had to be as real as Nathan, and countless other beings of which she’d never before heard. Unwilling to lose herself in that maw of the unknown, she focused on another word. “Magic was in the world before you closed the door?”


“Indeed, yes. A raw and potent spiritual element, extremely perilous to the user and his or her victims. The ancient myths of sorcerers have a basis in reality.”


Naomi had been an excellent student of history and mythology. She narrowed her eyes. “You mean like Merlin in the Dark Ages.”


“Merlin didn’t exist, at least not during the time period of his legend. Nathan’s door has been sealed for millennia. Merlin is an oral story told by the campfire of times long past. That tale was expanded upon as the centuries swept by before it was finally written down.”


Naomi could accept that Nathan had been stranded for thousands of years, at least on an abstract level. It was impossible for her to imagine it, however, not without horror. To be exiled for centuries is bad enough.
She stared at Inanna. “But you said you opposed Nathan, that the door was open and you closed it. Is there some sort of time distortion involved? How long ago did this happen?”


Inanna’s eyes softened and she set her cup aside. “Quite some time ago.”


“Quite some…” Naomi put her cup down as well and leaned forward over the dessert plate. “How long? Exactly.” Her mother appeared nervous. Nervous? Inanna hadn’t ever looked troubled during their esoteric discussions, not in all the years Naomi had known her. “Tell me.”


“Before recorded time.”


Again, Naomi blinked, not quite grasping the answer. “Before recorded time,” she repeated, voice wooden. “Like before the ancients discovered writing? That kind of recorded time?”


Inanna briefly glanced away. “Yes.”


A well of crazed laughter bubbled into Naomi’s throat and she released it. Sitting back against her pillows, she stared at her mother in disbelief. “You’re saying you’re several thousand years old?”


“Perhaps a bit older than that,” Inanna allowed with a tilt of her head. “A woman doesn’t speak of such things.”


Incredulous, Naomi chuckled again. “You certainly don’t look a day over thirty. You must have some amazing beauty secrets.”


A faint smile curved Inanna’s lips. “I know it’s a bit much to take in, but I am that old and older.”


Had Naomi not spent the last year with a figment of the world’s imagination, she would have dismissed Inanna’s claim and considered calling a physician. Residing with an exiled elf who had an American western fixation overrode her immediate reaction. If elves were possible how could she negate anything Inanna had told her? She stared for several moments at the woman who’d been the only mother she’d ever known. “You’re serious.”


Inanna dipped her head in affirmation.


Naomi jumped up from the divan, incapable of sitting still as thoughts skipped through her brain, refusing to make any connections. She paced the living area in mental turmoil. Her adopted mother had walked this world for thousands of years—maybe hundreds of thousands—had purposely closed off access to another realm of magic and strange beings. She’d now engineered Naomi’s education to include a form of martial arts that the modern world had never experienced.


Inanna let her work her way through the mental quagmire, remaining in place with her hands tucked in her lap.


The room was almost fully dark when Naomi could make some sense of her thoughts and emotions. She stood in the murky room, staring at the shadowed shape of Inanna on the divan. “You said you had an exceptional student who helped trap Nathan. Is that what I am to you?”


“Oh, no, sweetness! No.” Inanna stood and closed the distance between them. She reached out to take her daughter into an embrace, hesitating at Naomi’s slight flinch. Her hands dropped to her side. “No, you’re my child, Naomi. My daughter. You always will be. I Chose you and you Chose me. We are bound together forever.”


Normally those words would have appeased Naomi’s anxiety but for the first time she heard the vocal stress on the word “chose.” Had her life been a lie based on a child’s desire to belong? “Who are you?”


Inanna straightened, drawing herself up. Lamps and candles flared to life around the room, and the fireplace belched fire with a roar before the flames took on a normal semblance. The rush of light and heat startled Naomi. Without thought, she dropped into a defensive stance.


“You know who I am, Naomi. You always have.” Inanna’s face was as serene as always though her cinnamon eyes seemed to glow with an inner light.


Naomi realized she looked silly, preparing to attack a woman who hadn’t threatened her. She relaxed her posture, face flushed from more than the fire. Scanning the room, she took in the golden warmth of her childhood home, her eyes lighting upon the picture frame she’d given her mother for Yule last year. Two eight-pointed stars graced the corners, the same design that adorned every door of the monastery. She turned back to the woman before her. “You’re Inanna, the Sumerian goddess!”


“I have been called that in the past.” If anything, Inanna seemed slightly sheepish at the title, eyes flashing away and back, one shoulder hitching into a nearly imperceptible shrug. “I meant that I’m your mother.”


Her legs unable to support her, Naomi plopped onto the hard wood floor, staring up at Inanna. My mother. Inanna, Sumerian goddess of sexual love, fertility and warfare. I’m going crazy.


Inanna crouched beside her and rested a wrist on Naomi’s forehead. “Are you all right, sweetness? Do you need anything?”


Naomi said the first thing that popped into her mind. “Sanity?” A graceful eyebrow rose as Inanna regarded her with a cool expression of impatience that Naomi recognized from many childish capers in her past. Oddly, being graced with “The Look” did wonders at clearing her emotional quagmire. She’d lived a year with elves, magical realms and invisible friends in her day-to-day existence. Why shouldn’t her mother be a goddess? And Inanna’s countenance held the epitome of an annoyed mother. She smiled.


Relief washed away Inanna’s irritation. She tentatively returned the smile, gently caressing Naomi’s cheek. “I knew this would be difficult for you. I’ve spent years searching for a way to reveal things to you with the least amount of distress. Are you all right?”


Naomi exhaled, reaching up with one hand to cup Inanna’s at her cheek. “It’s a bit much to take in, but I’ll be fine.”


Inanna stared at her a long moment before curtly nodding acceptance. She took Naomi’s hand and began to rise. “Let’s get you off the floor.”


Standing, Naomi took a bracing breath, slowly releasing it as she strengthened her grip on Inanna’s hand. It was she who led them back to the divan. Her mind still whirled and she doubted she’d get any sleep this night, but she loved her mother and knew her mother loved her, divinity notwithstanding. She retook her seat, picking up her mug. “It helps that I met Nathan and spent so much time with him.”


“To be honest, I’d hoped it would. I knew I’d eventually have to enlighten you regarding my nature. It seemed an excellent idea to utilize him as an introduction.” Inanna peered at her. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’re taking all this much better than I’d hoped.”


Naomi felt a frown flicker across her brow. “I think I’m in shock right now.” She sipped at the coffee, savoring the sweet acerbity, the bite of it doing much to ground her in the moment. “Ask me again next week.”


“I will.”


Again silence descended between them. It wasn’t quite the same as the ones Naomi remembered from childhood. Before she’d left, she and Inanna sat for hours in meditation with each other, separate but together. Or each would be engrossed in a book or project, near enough to touch, to speak if necessary, but apart. This silence seemed like that and more. It held a concentrated significance, causing ripples of both certainty and doubt in Naomi. She considered all the questions she’d wanted answered, realizing there were now at least a thousand more. Using Nathan’s techniques, she stilled her mind, visualizing a tranquil pool of water. She waited for the first question to break the surface. “Why did you send me to Nathan?”


Inanna sighed. “You’re my Chosen. You need to learn the skills necessary to the position.”


That word again, now in conjunction with the art of killing. A flash of annoyance rippled across the mental pool. “What exactly does your ‘Chosen’ do?”


“It depends on the time and circumstances of the era.” Inanna gazed at her, implacable. “Unfortunately we are approaching a time that requires strength and agility, the ability to make split-second decisions and the skills Nathan has taught you.”


“Nathan has only taught me to kill, Mama.”


Sorrow melted Inanna’s countenance. “I know.”


Naomi swallowed, the colors in the room brightening as she became light-headed. Her mug shook in her hands, sloshing the liquid. “You want me to kill someone?”


“We’re getting a little ahead of ourselves, sweetness.” Inanna moved the dessert plate to the table and scooted closer to Naomi. Her hands replaced Naomi’s cup. “Let me tell you what happened in the past and what will occur in the future.”


Naomi nodded mutely.


“As I said, the door to Nathan’s realm was open and the fey had full access to our world. Mankind remained mired in superstition and ignorance, kept there by Nathan’s kind.


“I found a young man—not more than a boy, really—one eager to learn. He had a gift, an ability to use the raw magic of the other world. Had the door remained open, he would have become a great sorcerer.” Inanna frowned. “I took him in and trained him, honing his skills like one would sharpen a sword. I made him into a weapon.”


Naomi wondered if Inanna’s displeasure was because of this young man or the fact that history seemed to be repeating itself. “And he closed the door?”


Inanna shook herself, the scowl fading somewhat but not leaving. “Eventually. There was a long and bloody war between humanity’s forces and the fey. Nathan led his people as I led ours. Countless thousands died on both sides. Slowly we gained ground, driving the fey back to their side of the barrier. At our last battle, we routed them. Nathan called a retreat, refusing to leave until the last of his people fled.


“That’s when I sent in my weapon. He used his gift, conducted the necessary ritual that sealed the opening between our worlds, inevitably destroying the magic he’d learned to utilize in the process.”


“Trapping Nathan here.” At Inanna’s nod, Naomi cocked her head. “What does this have to do with me?”


Inanna nibbled her upper lip in thought. Stilling her face, she gave Naomi a direct stare. “That young man still lives.”


Naomi blinked. “What? The one you trained thousands of years ago? Was he like you?”


“No, he was human.” Regret transformed Inanna’s face. “A backlash occurred during the ritual, something I hadn’t expected. Perhaps it was something Nathan had used to counteract the attack, a weapon he used during his struggle. He doesn’t know any more than I do.” She shook herself, returning to her topic. “The recoil of the ritual imbued my Chosen with magic—not much, but enough. Though the breach was closed, he had a rudimentary ability that was imbedded into his very being.”


A banished elf, a goddess for a mother…what’s one more immortal to add to the mix? Not for the first time, Naomi wondered whether she was deranged. Maybe I’m still in the hut on the saddle and I haven’t even made it to the monastery yet. If so, this year had been the most lucid dream she’d ever had, too real by far with the amount of physical training with which she’d had to contend. With effort she brought her attention back to the conversation. “So he’s out there now, able to do magic, and you want me to kill him? Why wait until now?”


“Oh, no.” Inanna shook a finger at her. “You’ll leave him to me. He’s far too dangerous.”


“That still doesn’t answer my question.”


“So impatient! You’ve always been so when you’ve demanded knowledge.” Inanna smiled at Naomi’s disgruntled expression, patting her knee. “My Chosen enjoyed his abilities to his detriment. Had I known how strongly ambition held his soul, I would have Chosen another. He began to pervert the magic he held, using it to lift himself above others, becoming accustomed to treating his own people with despotism.” Disgust transformed Inanna’s beauty. “I spent many years attempting to sway him from his path, searching for an alternative. I’m not a goddess in the omniscient sense, Naomi. I have my faults as anyone does. But I am a superior being to the majority of humanity. Even I could not discover a way to remove his power from him.”


She took in and released a deep breath. “At least his activities allowed me to persuade Nathan. My Chosen became the proof Nathan needed to comprehend how dangerous magic would be to humanity. It was this that caused Nathan to change his opinion, although reluctantly at first.”


Naomi considered her lessons with Nathan, seeing nothing unwilling in his words or actions. Her mentor had sacrificed himself to save his people and continued to endure his loss to save the world he’d fought against as well as his own. The ever-present sympathy she held for him faded in light of her growing respect.


“Over the millennia, my young man has learned much. He stays near the sacred pockets, the places where the membrane between worlds is weakest, but that doesn’t inhibit his use of magic anywhere in the world. For the last several thousand years he’s had one primary goal. He wants to unlock the door he sealed so long ago.”


“Why?”


Inanna paused, studying her. “To gain more power. His gift was stunted at the end of the ritual. Though he has might and skill of his own, he wants a return of magic to this world.”


“But—!” Naomi straightened, releasing Inanna as she sputtered indignantly. “But didn’t he understand what it meant when he closed that door to begin with? Wasn’t he aware of the danger to our world?”


“He was aware, sweetness. I’ve no stomach for ignorance and never have, not even then. He was fully cognizant of the threat to our way of life when I sent him to do battle and he’s conscious of what will happen should he succeed. His greed is more important than humanity.” Inanna’s mouth was pinched as she looked away, staring out the window at the reflection of their serene home. “I’m certain he considers himself dominant to the people from whence he came. Countless centuries wielding such power creates monsters of his stripe.”


Naomi crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at nothing. “What an idiot.” She heard her mother chuckle and looked at her. “Well, he is.”


“Indeed, sweetness.”


Scowling, Naomi considered the man’s foolishness. He’d been Inanna’s Chosen just as she was now. Unsettled and tentative, she asked, “How many Chosen have you had?”


Inanna’s faint smile broadened. “Only two, Naomi. He and you.”


Naomi chastised herself for feeling delight at the information. Be honest with yourself. You have no claim and no reason to feel jealous over people who were around before you were even born! It still felt good to know that she didn’t have to compete with the memories of others in her mother’s heart. She recoiled from the pleasant emotion, feeling selfish. “Why now? Why did you wait so long to Choose another?”


“None worthy enough presented themselves, but mostly because I was waiting for someone special. I was waiting for you.”


The words ignited warmth in Naomi’s heart, a heat tempered by the fresh knowledge that Inanna was more than a human being. “Can you predict the future? Is that one of your abilities?”


Inanna laughed. “No, sweetness. I had no idea from whence you would come, not until I held you in my arms and looked into your eyes. Then I knew that you were mine and I yours. Only then.”


As much as Naomi had always enjoyed hearing such sentiments, this time she set them aside. They bolstered her self-esteem but didn’t distract her. “How close is your former Chosen to opening the breach?”


“Close.” Concern flickered across Inanna’s face, disappearing as quickly as it had arrived. “Within a few years at the very least.”


“Do you know what he’s planning?”


“Not completely.” Inanna fluffed a pillow at her side, partially leaning into it as she held it close. “He hasn’t the strength to conduct a rite on his own, nor can the same ceremony be conducted in the same manner as the one in which he participated. He’s had to spend several centuries researching and designing a new ritual to attain his goals.”


Black and white horror movies wavered through Naomi’s vision, and she frowned. “So he needs more people? Like a coven or something?”


Inanna smiled. “Nothing quite so ominous. He needs only one other person to conduct the ceremony, someone like him, someone strong with the gift, raised near the nebulous connections to the other realm.”


“His own Chosen.” Naomi felt her heart drop, sweat popping onto her forehead at the swooping sensation. “You want me to kill his Chosen.” Sadness claimed Inanna’s expression. It was all the confirmation Naomi needed. I am going crazy! I am! This can’t be happening! She found herself shaking her head back and forth, muttering under her breath. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”


Taking Naomi’s hand, Inanna gripped it tightly between her own. “You must. If you do not, our world will be destroyed.”


Searching for an exit, Naomi clenched her mother’s hand. “Do you know for a fact that he has a Chosen? Do you know when or where?”


Inanna’s intensity deflated. “No, not with any certainty.”


There’s hope! Relief tinged Naomi’s frantic nerves. She drew in a deep breath, mechanically reaching for the meditative training both Inanna and Nathan had taught her. Inanna was immortal just as her previous Chosen. With any luck, this scenario would play out a hundred years from now, long after Naomi was dust. Before she could ride that tenuous exuberance, she heard Inanna’s next words.


“But the time is fortuitous, the stars and planets aligning in such a way that will facilitate a ritual. There are a few years yet, but if he plans to attempt it at all it will be soon.”


Fervently hoping for the man’s ineptness, Naomi shivered. “And you have no idea where he is?”


Inanna shook her head no. “We know where he’ll likely be in a few years, however. And that’s where we’ll send you.”




 


AFFINITY




“As the lights came up and I opened my eyes,


You were gone.


I wallowed in the Darkness,


Bereft in your absence.”


Joram Darkstone, Dreams & Nightmares, Invocation







Chapter Ten


The sounds of jazzy percussion and Mick Jagger’s screams drew Joram from slumber. She cracked open her eyes and peered at the cell phone vibrating on the nightstand mere inches from her face.


Mick sang the opening words of “Sympathy for the Devil,” and she groaned, rolling onto her back. She covered her eyes with her forearm, letting the ringtone play as she took stock. Exhaustion told her she hadn’t had as much sleep as she needed. Vague images from the previous night ran across her eyelids—flashes of stage lights, the dancing crowd, Jubal playing his bass with laid-back cool, Rand throwing drumsticks into the audience. Joram’s mouth tasted nasty, reminding her she’d had too much to drink on top of a gig and late hours.


The song cut off, the cell phone stilling. Her muscles relaxed, her mind entertaining the notion of a return to slumber. Her thoughts splintered, fragmented, drifting away toward the remembered euphoria of last night.


Jazzy percussion. Mick Jagger’s screams. Vibrating cell phone. Damn it.


The woman beside Joram shifted. “Are you going to answer that?”


“No.” Joram’s voice cut out as she spoke, and she cleared her throat.


“You know he’s not going to stop.” The sheets and blanket moved as she stretched. A hand snaked across Joram’s naked waist. “He’s going to blow up your phone.”


Joram raised her arm to peer at her friend, Chloe Armstrong. “It’s the principle of the thing.”


Chloe gave her a sleepy smile. “Answer the phone. For me?” Her expression held an earnest appeal while also seeming to brook no argument.


Grumbling, Joram rolled back toward the phone, bypassing the old Zippo lighter that she carried everywhere. Chloe was right, Anders wouldn’t stop calling until he got through even if it took hours. If Joram wanted to get any sleep, she’d have to find out what the hell he wanted. Behind her, Chloe stroked her back and shoulder.


In keeping with the theme, the photo on Joram’s phone was that of a devil. Black horns sprouted from red skin, protruding to ring the evil face. Yellow eyes with cat-slit pupils glared at her as she picked up the call. “Yeah?”


“It’s time.”


Joram propped herself on one elbow, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What do you mean?”


“You know what I mean.”


The thought of sleep fled as her dulled thoughts began to engage. A dozen years had passed since she’d made her deal with this devil, twelve years of music lessons, recording studios and live performances. Even with Anders’s limitless resources, the struggle had been ongoing. The past year had been the best so far in regard to Invocation’s growing popularity, but the band still hadn’t reached that “overnight success” phase. “Did you talk to Ivan?” she asked, referring to the stage manager Anders had hired.


“Yes. You’re throwing a farewell concert at the Indigo next week.”


Farewell concert? One of the first stages Invocation had ever played on was at the Indigo club in downtown Long Beach. When people thought of the band, the club always followed in their minds. “Where are we going?”


“To ClubPixel in LA.”


Joram’s mouth dropped open. ClubPixel was five times the size of the Indigo. Granted, Invocation packed the Indigo to the rafters more often than not these days, but she’d had no idea the band’s popularity had risen so high. Chloe’s touch became less a comfort and more a distraction as Joram sat up, swinging her feet out of bed. She picked up her dented lighter, absently flicking the lid up and down in lieu of fidgeting. “You’re kidding.”


The sound of Anders’s chuckle filled her ear. “Ivan has you set up for a mini tour of the area clubs. You’ll be playing from LA to San Diego and all points between.” He paused. “It’s time to begin playing your special songs.”


The special songs, the ones she’d written with his input. The songs he refused to allow her to play in public. She’d never understood why he’d selected certain pieces of her music to alter. It wasn’t as if he’d spent a lot of time at band practice or in the studio. He had to be a musician, though; his tweaks always improved the finished product, seeming to bring out the best of everything in the material. After years of experience, Joram had begun picking up the adjustments, integrating them into the music beforehand, always with excellent results. It was Joram’s private opinion that Anders’s special songs might open the mythical door he always prattled about, but hers would be the ones for which the band would forever be known, their steps to worldwide fame.


She looked at the notepad and pen on the nightstand, tools she kept close at hand when lyrics and music became too demanding to allow her sleep. Dropping the lighter, she picked them up, awkwardly cradling the cell at her ear with one shoulder. “When do we release them and in what order?” She jotted down his instructions, ignoring Chloe climbing from bed to leave the room, focused only on the exultation of finally being allowed off the leash Anders had held for so long.




Chapter Eleven


“Naomi, you have to come!”


Firmly ensconced in the apartment’s only armchair, Naomi shook her head. “No, what I have to do is get this paper written. It’s due in two days.” She shook a pad of paper at her roommate, stopping abruptly when the heavy research book began to slip from her lap. Grabbing at the tome, she ignored the pout that graced Rebecca Vance’s triangular face.


Rebecca’s hairstyle was more riotous curls than Afro, and she swept it back with both hands before settling her hands on her hips, glaring. “You need to get out more, girl. Life’s too short for this bullshit.” She waved in Naomi’s vicinity, indicating the stack of books on the floor, a backpack with more notebooks peeking out of it and a spray of papers at her feet. “I applaud your grit and determination, I really do, but you haven’t left the house for anything but classes and food for weeks!”


Naomi conceded the point, surveying the mess. Lack of responsibility wasn’t one of her failings, however. Unlike Rebecca, Naomi didn’t receive a scholarship or financial aid funds. Her mother footed the outrageous bill, and the least Naomi could do was utilize every educational opportunity upon which she could lay her hands. “It’s graduate school, not grade school.”


Rebecca thrust her left hip to the side. Her neck tilted sideways, she cocked her head and waggled a finger at Naomi. “Don’t test me, girl.”


If a company existed that packaged and processed attitude, Naomi knew Rebecca would own majority stock. An impish grin crossed her lips. “Why? Do you need to study too?” The exasperation that met her jibe made her laugh. “Come on, Rebecca! I don’t even like the same music you do. And I really have to finish this paper.”


“I can’t help it if you European hillbillies don’t have good taste in music,” Rebecca shot back. “Try as I might to educate you, you always bow out. Your mama should be ashamed, letting you only listen to opera and classical. Ashamed.” She stood tall, crossing her arms over her chest. “Normally I’d let you beg off, but not today. Today you trot your ass to your room, change into some comfortable shoes and we’re going out!”


“Rebecca…” she whined.


“Naomi…” came the wheedling response.


Chuckling, Naomi slumped in the armchair. It had been a while since she’d gone out with Rebecca. When was the last time? She couldn’t remember, which meant it had probably been several months. Staring at her book, she weighed the idea of having a beer against obstinate refusal. The paper wasn’t that tough an assignment; she could probably get it done by tomorrow afternoon if she didn’t stay out too long. And considering Rebecca’s choice of music, I’ll be back in a flash. She tossed the notepad onto the floor with an exaggerated groan. “Oh, all right! Jeez! You’re such a pest.”


A smile lit Rebecca’s face, transforming generally pretty features into deep beauty. “Really? You’re not yanking my chain?”


Naomi stood, laying the book in her chair. “No, you’re right. It’s been a long time since I’ve done anything but schoolwork.”


Rebecca burbled with joy, looping her arm through Naomi’s. “Trust me! You’ll love this band! They’re hot!”


Allowing herself to be dragged away, Naomi listened to her roommate chatter about the band playing tonight. It didn’t matter how much Rebecca gushed, Naomi knew better. Rebecca’s musical tastes were eclectic, but the majority of her collection was what she called nu or rap metal with a little old-fashioned heavy metal thrown into the mix. The songs all had heavy, driving beats and bass, lots of electric guitars and singers who either rapped or alternately screamed their lyrics.


Naomi briefly glanced over her shoulder, eyeing her stodgy boring report with wistful longing before Rebecca pulled her into her room.


* * *


“What?” Naomi yelled. She barely heard her own voice. It was a wonder Rebecca understood her.


Rebecca bellowed into her ear. “Let’s get a couple of drinks and head to the stage.”


Naomi nodded. The stage. Peachy. Rebecca tugged her hand, forging her way forward. Naomi followed in her wake, buffeted on both sides by the crush of people dancing to the canned music playing over the monstrous speakers at the other end of the club. Watching Rebecca dive into the boiling mass of humanity at the bar, she shook her head. Naomi studied the efficiency amid the chaos as multiple bartenders miraculously registered the drinks shouted at them, dashing back and forth behind the bar and producing said alcohol with a minimum of error. With an anthropological focus on religion, she passed the time considering the sociological implications of a faith-based music club.


The crowd parted, and Rebecca emerged unscathed, carrying two beer bottles in each hand. She handed a pair to Naomi. “Here. This should keep us lubricated for now. Come on!” She grabbed Naomi’s wrist and off they went, back through the mob as she aimed in the direction of the stage.


Naomi held the beers close against her chest to avoid dropping them, feeling very much like the last person in a game of crack the whip. This was a mistake. Rebecca had regaled her about the band, saying that tonight was their last gig before moving on to bigger and better things. If the crowd was any indication, the band had already progressed beyond this club’s ability to comfortably accommodate their fans. Despite her knowledge of Rebecca’s musical interest, Naomi had envisioned a small jazz club, tiny little tables with lit candles and a haze of cigarette smoke overhead—not this bedlam. She coughed. There was smoke all right but not cigarettes, nothing legal at any rate. Rebecca finally came to a halt, pulling Naomi to stand beside her. “When you said ‘let’s go to the stage,’ you meant it!”


Rebecca grinned, cinnamon-brown skin glowing in the low lights at the edge of the platform. “Best seat in the house!” She held up a beer bottle, tapping it against one of Naomi’s. “Perfect timing too! The opening band just finished as we walked in.”


Peering at the activity onstage, Naomi watched two grungy-looking men hustling back and forth as they lay cables or adjusted an overlarge drum kit. She stared, realizing that the drums sat on a wheeled platform that they rolled into place. How efficient! Two more men came from backstage with four guitars. They placed them in various stands around the stage, and one played a few chords to check the tuning. Naomi found the activity fascinating. She didn’t have a lot of experience with live bands, so she gaped at everything. When the lights dimmed dramatically she frowned, wishing she could continue watching the crew. The crowd began chanting, and it took a few moments for Naomi to understand the words.


“Invocation! Invocation! Invocation! Invocation!”


Glancing at Rebecca she saw her friend doing the same, laughing. Naomi smiled.


A piano began to play, a simple string of notes that repeated over and over. The audience cheered in apparent recognition before becoming hushed in anticipation. Naomi studied the darkness of the stage. She hadn’t seen a piano brought in, but then she could have missed it if they’d wheeled it in too. A snare drum began an upbeat tempo, indicating the percussionist had snuck into his drum kit.


Lights suddenly lit the forestage, revealing three men strolling in from the wings. The crowd cheered again as the men retrieved their instruments, strapping guitars over their shoulders. A black man with dreadlocks to his waist began playing bass counterpoint to the piano, his mirrored sunglasses reflecting the stage lights. The other two, an Asian man wearing a black shirt unbuttoned to the waist, and the second bearing the dark attractiveness of a Middle Eastern background, added their instruments to the harmony.


The people around Naomi jumped with the beat. She felt the bass drum in her sternum, the vibration of hundreds of feet stomping. Despite not knowing the song, she sensed the audience’s high spirits, felt their unrestrained joy permeate through her. For the first time she realized the appeal of cramming into a claustrophobic club with a mob of total strangers to listen to a band. Before she could mentally grasp the revelation with her analytical mind, the lights came up to reveal the pianist and drummer.


The crowd screamed approval as the pianist stood, her action so sudden and violent that her stool crashed backward. She scooped up a microphone and strutted toward her audience, confident arrogance in every step as she grinned. “Yuh nuh ready, Long Beach?” A roar answered her and she shared a grin with the bass player. “Let’s get this dance started!”




“Witness death and destruction,


“Homicidal blood on my hands and soul.


“My wicked crime.


“Time to delete myself,


“To remove myself


“From what I’ve Chosen.”





As the singer belted out the first of her lyrics, Naomi stood rooted, frozen as everyone around her moved to the music. She recognized that accent, that voice, though she hadn’t heard it in a dozen years or more, not since she’d left Nathan and the monastery. My god, what are the chances?
Of all the places to meet her ethereal friend, the last would be a rock concert on the western coast of the United States. Completely enamored, she didn’t even mind the unfamiliar music—the occasionally harsh guitar strains, the heavy drums, the moments when the singer’s voice faded into rap or screams. Naomi knew she was staring, but couldn’t help herself.




“Giving the Devil his due.


“No baptismal mercy to wash away


“My wicked crime.


“Time to erase myself,


“To cross out my mistakes


“From what I’ve Chosen.”





She’d expected her friend to be of Jamaican descent. Of course, with her accent it seemed logical. Naomi castigated herself for falling into the trap of equating language with race. The singer was light-skinned with long, black hair flowing straight to her shoulders. Bangs covered expressive eyebrows which in turn protected sea-green eyes. She wore tight black leather pants and a long-sleeved white shirt that repelled the overhead lights, causing her to glow as she moved about the stage.


For the briefest of moments their eyes met. Naomi gasped at the contact. It seemed that light flashed behind those gorgeous greens, a flare revealing the soul behind them. The singer blinked as time stood still for a split second. Then her gaze moved on as the show continued. It is her! Does she remember me? Rebecca jostled her and she turned away from the puzzle.


Faint concern blanketed Rebecca’s face. “You okay?” she mouthed.


Naomi’s mind returned to the present, a rush of sound and motion assailing her as she once again registered her surroundings and circumstances. She smiled reassurance. “I’m fine!”


Rebecca studied her. Naomi wondered if she’d turned pale. Finding whatever she searched for, Rebecca nodded and smiled back. She waved at the band. “Aren’t they great?”


Looking back as the singer capered across the stage, Naomi nodded. “Yes, she is!” she yelled back, not realizing her roommate couldn’t hear a word. It didn’t matter, this was no time for conversation. I have to meet her. She focused on the singer’s voice, letting it wash over her as it once had so many years ago, the sound of it counteracting the homesickness that had rooted in her heart when she’d left Inanna’s complex. Her mind began taking apart the problem of getting backstage when the night was finished.




Chapter Twelve


Joram fed off the audience’s emotions, allowing their exuberance to neutralize the unease that had struck her during the first set. Years of experience under Anders’s tutelage had kept her focused on the gig, on the music as she fought the urge to jump into the crowd and talk to that redhead staring at her. The woman seemed familiar, triggering a warmth and comfort in Joram’s heart that she couldn’t remember experiencing before. As she performed, she took clandestine glances at her.


Small-boned and delicate, the woman’s red hair was styled in a short and sassy cut. She didn’t have the typical ginger complexion though. No mass of freckles or wan skin tone. And her eyes! They were such a deep brown that they seemed black, drinking in the lights around her, drinking in the vision of Joram prancing about the stage. As a result Joram played up her antics, showing off. For some reason, she thought the woman should have hair as dark and as long as her own.


During a pause between songs, Jubal dropped his sunglasses to peer at her over the rims. She grinned and gave a slight shrug. Chloe was watching offstage, but that didn’t stop Joram from flirting with the crowd. Sometimes it became more than flirting, but then she and Chloe weren’t exactly a couple. She’d saved Joram’s life in Hell and Joram kept her close and protected from Anders’s influence in repayment. Their arrangement was less about love and monogamy and more about mutual respect and shared pleasure.


Joram pushed away an edge of apprehension as she considered the redhead. Something told her this woman was more dangerous than the others she’d picked up over the years. Best to stay away. I don’t have time for this, not with things gearing up. Besides, the sense of deep friendship radiating through her was overwhelming. Joram didn’t give trust to complete strangers and she shouldn’t start now.


Setting aside the instant attraction, she dived back into the fray that was Invocation’s stage performance, letting the music and natural high distract her from the alien sensations warming her calculating heart.


* * *


Joram swaggered offstage with the band after their second encore, riding the high created with their audience, drunk and cocksure. Sweat clung to her skin, sticking her bangs to her forehead. She flapped the front of her Henley shirt in a vain attempt to cool off.


Chloe leapt into her arms, kissing her. “That was great! You killed out there.”


“We badass.” Jubal removed his sunglasses for the first time, hooking them over his T-shirt collar. “Woo!”


The others cheered with him, releasing some of their pent-up exhilaration as they entered the space they’d been given as a dressing room. In actuality a storage room, chairs and a couch had been brought in to serve its secondary purpose. Chloe closed the door, giving the band a moment respite. Jarod, the rhythm guitarist, opened a large cooler, retrieving an icy beer. He tossed bottles to each of his bandmates before slamming the lid and dropping to sit upon it.


Grateful, Joram held the bottle to her forehead a moment before popping the cap. “Here’s to our final performance at the Indigo, the best damned beginning a band could have.” She held out her bottle as the others added their voices to her sentiment, tapping glass against glass before drinking deep. Chloe grabbed a stack of towels and doled them out. Mopping her face, Joram collapsed onto the couch.


Jubal joined her, pausing to pull his long dreads out of the way. “I’m goan miss dis place.”


“Me too.” The drummer, an adorable little baby dyke named Rand, sprawled in a folding chair. She rubbed her hand across the top of her scalp, artfully mussing the short haircut. “The acoustics are awesome here.”


Bayani, the lead guitarist, fingered the silver and black rosary he wore as a necklace. “Onward and upward.”


“Amen,” Joram intoned, raising her beer again.


Jubal laid his head back. “So, Obeah Man tinks we ready for da big time?”


“It’s about fucking time,” Jarod said at Joram’s nod. “I was beginning to think he was purposely holding us back.”


Rand and Bayani both muttered agreement to his sentiment, reminding Joram once again of the differences between Anders’s followers. Her theory that distance from him had everything to do with the strength of their belief had proven correct time and again. She and Jubal were the only two band members that originated within the same compound as Anders, and Jubal considered Anders as all powerful. Bay had come from an Indonesian compound, Rand and Jarod from North America. Though they toned down their criticisms when recording and rehearsing in Jamaica, that didn’t stop them voicing their opinions elsewhere. She speculated that whatever power Anders had over his people was dependent upon proximity. Not that she’d ever bring it up in conversation to him; intermittent contact was the best benefit to have come from her move to California several years ago.


The door flew open as their stage manager burst into the room. “Awesome! Fucking awesome! They’re still wanting more!” Ivan waved out the door, the sound of the audience a muted racket. His tendency to exaggerate dulled the band’s reaction, but didn’t dent his enthusiasm. “Are you guys ready to party? I’ve got some fans who want autographs.” This too had become standard procedure over the last year. As they had gained in popularity, they’d experienced an increase in complete strangers demanding to meet them. Ivan had taken to selecting ten people to bring backstage while the band unwound from their gigs.


Joram stretched, gave her face another wipe with the towel and stood. “Ready, guys? Let’s do this.”


Taking her lead, the band put on their game faces and prepared for the public relations aspect of the job. Ivan clapped his hands together and ducked out of the room. Chloe shooed Jarod off the cooler. As the first of the fans trickled in, she offered them beer, soda and water.


As expected, Ivan’s guests were predominantly female. Tonight two men had made it through his rigorous selection process, and Joram grinned. Just enough to give the male fans hope, but allowing the band members to enjoy the fringe benefits of their musical notoriety by the introduction of fresh meat. Five band members, the stage manager, Chloe and ten fans crowded the storage room. Joram accepted praise and criticism with equal aplomb, noting that the unfavorable judgments always seemed to come from the men. One spent ten minutes explaining how he’d rearranged one of her songs and that it had dramatically improved its quality.


“That’s great,” she said. “I’ll take a look at it.” Not that she had any intention of doing so, but one thing that Anders and Hell had pounded into her was that likability went a long way toward gaining the support of people around her. She must have pulled off the sincerity act well since he blushed and grinned. Rather than shut him up, however, her apparent acceptance gave him cause to discuss how to alter their other songs.


Bored with the conversation and slightly affronted by the man’s audacity, Joram glanced around the packed room, searching for an out. Chloe caught her eye and winked, recognizing faint desperation in Joram’s manner. She said something to the woman beside her and made her way toward Joram. If anything, Chloe created an awesome distraction to the male population with her petite frame and California-girl good looks. She assumed control of the discussion the moment she arrived, attaching herself to the young man’s arm and complimenting him on his leather jacket. Enamored, he allowed her to pull him away from Joram. Chloe looked once over her shoulder, smiling at Joram’s nod of thanks.


The fellow was immediately replaced by two women. The taller of the two, an African American woman with a mass of dark honey curls arrayed about her triangular face, seemed familiar. “I’m so excited to finally meet you, Ms. Darkstone! I’ve been a fan for a couple of years.”


Ah, a true fan, someone who’s been to enough shows that I recognize her from the audience. “Thank you, and call me Joram.” She offered her hand.


“I’m Rebecca Vance.” She shook Joram’s hand and gestured to the smaller woman standing beside her. “This is my college roommate, Naomi Kostopoulos.”


Joram stared at the redhead from the audience, mouth dry. The world around her held its breath as she met those black eyes up close. Whatever confidence she’d exuded fled. If anything, the sense of familiarity grew exponentially with the woman’s nearness. Naomi. Her name’s Naomi.
Something clicked in her mind, but she couldn’t follow the sensation. She only knew that the name fitted this impish woman staring back at her.


Evidently the frozen moment in time lasted entirely too long. Rebecca glanced back and forth between them. She nudged Naomi’s shoulder with her own. “Wake up, girl! Say something.”


Naomi started, gaze darting to Rebecca then down to Joram’s outstretched hand. After a slight hesitation, she took it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Joram tilted her head, the sound of Naomi’s voice striking a chord within her. It sounded exactly as she thought it should, complete with exotic speech patterns. Naomi’s hand was warm and Joram didn’t want to release it. “That’s an intriguing accent. Where are you from?”


“Eastern Europe, Romania.”


“Wow. That’s a long ways from here.” Joram affected surprise, still holding Naomi’s hand. “What brought you to the States?”


A playful grin flickered over Naomi’s lips. “College,” she said with a wry glance at Rebecca.


Joram blinked, abruptly realizing that these two had introduced themselves as college roommates. She mentally floundered a moment, chastising herself for not paying closer attention as much as for allowing this strange situation to disrupt it. Dropping Naomi’s hand, she felt heat crawl up from her neck but refused to acknowledge the blush. She looked back and forth between them, resisting the urge to stuff her hand into her pocket. “U of C?”


Rebecca chuckled. “Cal State, Long Beach campus.”


Relieved at the distraction, Joram grinned. “Ah! That’s why I’ve seen you.” She gestured at Rebecca with the neck of her beer bottle. “You’ve been here before.”


“Guilty as charged.” Rebecca preened, a satisfied smile upon her face. “I’ve got both of your EPs too. In fact, could I get you to autograph one?” She didn’t await an answer as she began digging into her purse.


“Of course. I’d be happy to.” Joram snuck a look at Naomi, fascinated by the fond expression on her face as she watched her friend. More than friends? A pang of envy stabbed through Joram at the thought, surprising her. No, Rebecca said “roommates.” Friends with benefits, if anything.


Naomi glanced up and pinned her with those dark eyes. “She is a huge fan of yours. She’s talked about nothing else for three days.”


“Naomi!” Rebecca paused to pierce her friend with an embarrassed expression.


“What? You haven’t!”


Rebecca muttered under her breath and continued digging in her purse.


“What about you? Are you a fan?” Only when Naomi’s mouth moved soundlessly for an astonished instant did Joram register that she’d asked her question with the heavy burr of seduction. Before she could apologize—Why apologize?—Naomi collected herself.


“I am now,” she responded in a similar tone, arching an eyebrow.


Joram felt a slow smile grow on her face.


“Here it is!” Rebecca produced the CD cover and a Sharpie marker. Thrusting it toward Joram, she grinned widely.


The alluring moment broken, Joram gathered her polished confidence and took the items. “Rebecca you said?” At the confirmation, she scribbled something suitable onto the cover and added her signature. “Don’t forget to have the rest of the band sign too.” She gestured to her bandmates scattered around the room.


Rebecca clutched the CD case to her chest, bouncing on the balls of her feet with excitement. “Thank you! Thank you!” She shared a glance with Naomi who exuded affection and looped their arms together. “Where are you going to be playing next?”


Joram refrained from expressing a frown, their proximity and physical familiarity suggesting they were more than just friends. “Our next gig is at ClubPixel. You should come. We shell dung da place.” They stared blankly at her and she chuckled. “We’ll kick ass, take the place by storm,” she translated. “Sorry, I still slip into Jamaican patois sometimes.”


“That’s all right.” Naomi briefly touched Joram’s forearm. “I’ve always found the Jamaican accent striking.”


This time Rebecca must have recognized the inviting tone. She studied Naomi in speculation. Joram didn’t know whether the calculating expression was one of concern or not. You don’t have time for this. You have a lot of work on your plate. You’re almost free from that bastard. Despite her mental chastisement, Joram couldn’t help herself. “Naomi Kostopoulos and Rebecca…?”


“Vance.”


“Vance, got it.” Joram stepped away to grab the notebook she always had on hand for inspiration. She wrote down their names. “I tell you what, I’ll put you guys on the guest list for our next performance.”


Rebecca’s mouth dropped open. “Really?”


“Yah mon.” Joram confirmed the spelling of Naomi’s last name, refraining from asking for her phone number. You don’t have time for this. “We play next Friday at ClubPixel. Just go to the gate and show your IDs. They’ll give you VIP passes there.”


If anything, Rebecca vibrated with exhilaration, any qualms regarding the titillating atmosphere between Naomi and Joram vanishing. “That is so awesome! I’ve never been on a guest list before!”


Naomi mouthed “thank you” to Joram.


Chloe chose that moment to return. “How are things going?”


Annoyed at the interruption, Joram glossed over it. There were others waiting, and these two had garnered too much of her attention. She reminded herself that this was a public relations meet and greet, not a house party. “Great!” She indicated Rebecca. “I think Rebecca wants to get the others to sign her CD.”


Smiling, Chloe took Rebecca’s other arm. “Then let’s go! I’m sure Rand would love to sign.” She urged the women away.


“Thank you!” Rebecca called.


Joram nodded acknowledgment, hardly hearing her as Naomi waved goodbye. She chewed her upper lip, watching the redhead walk away. No time, ooman. Keep your mind inna da game. Her view was blocked by another woman, a chunky blonde who gurgled excitement. With an iron will, Joram focused her concentration on finishing the night.




Chapter Thirteen


“So…what was that between you and Joram Darkstone?”


Naomi rolled her eyes and kept walking toward the car. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” When Rebecca didn’t respond, Naomi snuck a peek at her. The knowing grin dashed any hope that she’d dissuaded her roommate. “What?”


“Oh, come on! It’s me, girl! I know you’re interested in her.”


Shrugging, Naomi appreciated the darkness. Her embarrassed blush would be less evident under the yellowed streetlights. “I’ve got a paper due.”


Rebecca tsked under her breath. “That’s a load of crap, and you know it.” She paused. “When’s the last time you went out on a date?”


Naomi laughed. “Hey, I came out with you tonight.”


“This ain’t a date, girl.” Rebecca waved a finger back and forth in front of her. “This is me dragging your skinny white ass out of the house, kicking and screaming. I’m talking about a date—you remember those? You’ve had a couple in the past.”


“Rebecca…”


“Naomi…” she echoed in the same exasperated tone.


Despite her aggravation, Naomi smiled at the familiar interplay. “I don’t have time for dating, not if I want to get through graduate school. You know that.”


Rebecca shook her head, faint disgust curling her lips. “I know you feel obligated to give your mother your all, but you’re a big girl now. You’ve got to cut those apron strings before they strangle you.”


Naomi knew Rebecca meant well, but she had no understanding of the situation. Somewhere in the world lived a man who planned to open a dimensional door to another realm, a breach that could bring about the destruction of mankind. According to Inanna and Nathan, the portents indicated that the time was coming soon. Sooner than Naomi wanted, certainly. She had to remain focused on the upcoming crisis and her role within it. Extreme diligence on her part might be enough. She hoped to stop the tragedy without resorting to the violence in which she’d been drilled. Internally, she cringed. Killing a person went against every fiber of her being regardless of the extensive training she’d undertaken. She didn’t feel particularly lovable and she couldn’t allow herself to fall in love with someone, not with so much responsibility riding upon her shoulders. Fall in love? Where’d that come from?


Rebecca had taken her silence as the final word on their tired disagreement. Changing the topic, she radiated excitement as she patted her purse and the autographed CD within. “We’re on the VIP list at ClubPixel! That is so awesome!”


Naomi chuckled. “Is it that big a deal?”


“Oh, my God! You didn’t just ask that!” She rounded on Naomi, turning to walk backward as she waved her arms. “ClubPixel is about five times the size of the Indigo. It’s a real auditorium, not a music club. Invocation is definitely moving up in the music world. I bet they’ll be selling a new album by the end of the month.” She capered in glee. “I can’t wait!”


“Why do you like them?” Naomi recalled the music she’d heard this evening. “Sometimes it’s nothing but screaming.”


Rebecca did an about-face, continuing at Naomi’s side. “It’s not the screaming so much as the emotion within the vocals. If you tune into it, you’ll understand.”


They arrived at the car, and Naomi circled around to the passenger door. “I don’t know. I admit I’ve never understood your choice in music. Some of it is just noise.” Once Rebecca unlocked the door, she clambered inside.


Tossing her purse into the backseat, Rebecca settled behind the steering wheel. She pulled her seat belt on and shoved the key into the ignition. “I guess. Some bands are nothing but the growl and scream, true. But Invocation has harmony, awesome bass and beats and really cutting lyrics.” She started the car, and peered behind her to gauge traffic.


Naomi pulled Rebecca’s purse forward, easily finding the ink-covered CD case. She studied the song list as they merged into a long line of vehicles. Doan fret, mi lova. A smile crossed her face. Joram Darkstone was definitely her imaginary friend from the monastery. Naomi wasn’t certain that the recognition was reciprocated. The last thing she’d wanted to do was spill her story to the beautiful woman upon their first meeting. No doubt Joram would decide she was insane and put a healthy distance between them. But isn’t that what I want to do anyway—keep people away? Keep her away? I don’t have time for this.


“Put it on,” Rebecca said, indicating the CD.


Popping open the cover, Naomi removed the CD and inserted it into the player. Rebecca jacked the volume up to not quite ear-splitting levels. They drove home in mutual silence while Joram’s voice teased Naomi with dark, seductive thoughts.


* * *


The last of the fans made their departures, all but two older women who had attached themselves to Bayani. Enamored of his youthful good looks, they hadn’t yet realized that despite his appearance he was much older than seventeen. Jarod seemed disgruntled at striking out but didn’t press. Nabbing female companionship was the luck of the draw, even on the uphill climb to rock stardom. It could easily have been him surrounded by feminine companionship and Bayani on the outs. He consoled himself with an acoustic guitar, practicing a riff he’d created.


Mindful of the strangers in their midst, Joram didn’t unwind entirely. Sprawled once again on the couch, this time with Chloe cuddled at her side, she wished that the redhead she’d met tonight had remained. What was it about her? Every time she opened her mouth, Joram drank in the sound of her voice, her accent, enjoying the playful spark in the depth of those black eyes. If she concentrated even now, she could hear Naomi speaking to her. Joram didn’t know if she should accept the alien sense of long-term intimacy in her soul or fight it.


Jubal dropped the lid on the cooler. “We outta beer.”


Mind back inna da game, ooman.
She disengaged from Chloe and climbed to her feet. “They’re probably done loading up the gear too.” Raising her voice to be heard over Bayani’s companions and Jarod’s guitar, she said, “Let’s blow.”


“Where to?” Rand donned a biker jacket sporting more spikes than leather. It was a wonder she had the upper body strength to carry the weight. Joram had always thought it was Rand’s version of medieval armor.


“My place.” She took Chloe’s hand, pulling her up and into her arms. Smiling, she kissed her, liking the fingers stroking through her hair, secretly wishing they were Naomi Kostopoulos’s. “I had the bar stocked.”


Jarod’s ears perked. “Can I call some people?”


Though she’d much rather have sent them all home, Anders had taught Joram that appearance was everything. Tonight was a night to celebrate, whether she wanted to loll about daydreaming about the enticing redhead or not. She released Chloe, searching for her jacket. “Sure, why not? Let’s make an impression on my neighbors.”


Grinning, Jarod started texting as he carried the guitar to its case while the others gathered their belongings. Chloe left to bring the car around. Jubal took the cooler down the hall to the restroom to dump the ice. Rand muttered something about checking the gear.


Bayani approached with his miniature harem. “Melissa here is going to drive over. I’ll see you there.”


Joram grinned. “Take your time.” His answering leer seemed three times as suggestive in his youthful face and he steered them all out the door.


Alone for the first time, Joram sobered. She stood in the center of the room, slowly turning to fix it into her memory. Invocation had played here for over six years, gradually climbing the ladder of musical success. It wasn’t their first venue, but it had been the most secure and longest lasting. The Indigo was as much her home as her studio in Jamaica, her condo here in California, maybe more so. It was the first gig the band had found on its own merits without Anders’s interference. That alone was worth the nostalgia—Anders didn’t often leave her success to chance. She’d had to do some quick talking to get his approval to stay here once she’d lined it up. His blueprint for her success had little room for variables.


Her mind drifted to tonight’s performance, carefully analyzing the nuances of the audience, band and sound system. No gig was without its hiccups, but tonight had been almost magical. She’d slipped one of their new songs into the set and the crowd had adored it. The only disruption to the electric atmosphere had been that enticing redhead. Since seeing her, Joram had felt like she’d stepped onto a roller coaster car, one without seats or safety equipment. The rickety thing climbed ponderously toward the drop-off, and she could only hold her arms out to keep her balance. She wasn’t sure if Naomi Kostopoulos was the cause of this exhilaration, or if her unsanctioned use of the new song had caused it. In either case, the sensation of everything happening too fast was laughable considering the length of time it had taken the band to get to this point in its popularity.


As for Naomi, provocative women had come and gone over the years, none lasting long. Chloe was the only one who’d remained with Joram through the ups and downs of growing success. She’d been the one to supply the weapon Joram had needed to destroy Christina Yahiro in Hell all those years ago. While there was no love between them, shared experiences and obligation had kept them together. Joram didn’t have time for a romance now anyway, not considering where the band was heading. Perhaps when Invocation was established as a headliner she could reconsider.


How long will Naomi wait?


“You’re being absurd,” she told herself. She physically shook herself, crossing the room to pick up her notebook. Stuffing it into her backpack, she shouldered the bag and marched toward the door. Despite her determined steps, she paused there, once more scanning the room. Her heart weighed heavy in her chest as she turned her back on her past and closed the door.




Chapter Fourteen


Rebecca stood, hands on hips, glaring at Naomi. Her lips moved but Naomi couldn’t hear her. She plucked her earbuds out, glancing warily at the time displayed upon her iPod. “What?”


“I said, didn’t we just do this last week?”


Affecting innocence, Naomi ignored the papers and books scattered across the dining room table, her current graduate project. “What do you mean?”


“This!” Rebecca waved at the pile of homework. “In case you forgot, which is doubtful because I’ve been raving about it all week, we have someplace to be tonight. LA, as a matter of fact. Something about VIP passes at ClubPixel.”


With a shrug, Naomi dismissed her roommate, returning her attention to her lecture notes. “Go without me. You’ve got other friends who’d love to see the concert and get backstage.”


“The passes are under our names, girl. No one else will be able to use yours.”


Naomi had forgotten that part. Vague guilt tickled her gut, but she remained firm. “I really don’t have time this week. This project is due tomorrow.”


Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest, a stubborn frown marring her face. “What class?”


Nonplussed at the question, Naomi blinked. “What?”


“What class is it?” Rebecca repeated, leaning forward.


Naomi sputtered, eyes searching the paperwork and books before blurting, “Anthropological linguistics.”


Scorn curled Rebecca’s lips. “You don’t have that class on Saturdays. How can it be due tomorrow?”


Busted.


Before Naomi could counter her question, she continued. “You’d be surprised to know that Professor Ling posts his class syllabus on the Cal State website.” She jabbed a finger at the paperwork. “That project isn’t due for another week.”


Naomi struggled between astonishment that Rebecca even knew that information and anger that her roommate had ferreted it out at all. “What are you implying?”


“That you planned all week to ditch me tonight.”


“I did not!” She had but she couldn’t admit it. How could she talk to Rebecca about something she barely understood herself? She’d been raised by a woman who had powers of a goddess, been trained by a stranded elf and had a bloody destiny looming in her future. To top it off her childhood imaginary friend had revealed herself, complicating matters beyond Naomi’s ability to cope. The emotional and physical draw of Joram Darkstone sublimated everything in Naomi’s life. “I just…” She flailed around for a plausible reason. “I just don’t care that much for the music. It gives me a headache, all that screaming.”


Rebecca snatched the iPod from the table. They had a brief struggle over the headphones, but Naomi released them when it appeared they’d get broken. Her roommate calmly took one earbud and listened. “Funny. That sounds like Invocation’s latest EP, the one they released six months ago.” She returned the MP3 player and headphones to the table. “How’s that headache doing?”


Thoroughly busted. Naomi dropped her chin to her chest, staring at the make work on the table. She’d spent the entire week in breathless anticipation of tonight’s concert, of being able to see Joram Darkstone again. That terrified her. She’d found herself questioning every aspect of her life and where it was headed. Regardless of her inner acceptance of a history with her imaginary friend, her rational mind firmly chastised her for the childish thoughts. Imaginary friends didn’t exist. This entire situation could be explained logically if Naomi could just discover the discursive argument. Add to that her predetermined future and this draw to Joram was nothing more than an interruption, a distraction pulling her away from her ultimate goal. Whether she liked it or not, whether or not Joram truly was the imaginary friend from her youth, her path led another way. “I can’t go.”


“Why?” Rebecca knelt beside the chair to see Naomi’s face. “Because you’re interested in her? There’s nothing wrong with that. That’s life and love. Let yourself feel some of it.”


Naomi chuckled. “I wish it could be that easy.”


Rebecca touched Naomi’s thigh, her skin warming through the cloth of her jeans. “Look, you’ve spent a lot of years behaving well, getting good grades, making your family proud of you. You’re so tightly wrapped I sometimes think you’ve built yourself a prison. I don’t know what nightmares you face, girl, but I know they’ll kill you if you don’t allow yourself to release some of that pressure.” She squeezed Naomi’s leg. “I’m not saying throw all your responsibilities to the winds. I’m saying to lighten up a bit. If you don’t loosen up now, you’ll do something drastic in the future that will destroy everything.”


I will do something drastic in the future.
Naomi often wondered if that prospective action would save the world or destroy it. The chances of it devastating her were certainly high. Rebecca was right, however. Naomi had spent the last week a ball of sensitive nerve endings, jumping at every little thing. She needed to find some way to relax, to de-stress from the knowledge that her pending role in Inanna’s plans drew inevitably nearer. She just wasn’t certain that seeing Joram Darkstone would ease the strain or compound it.


“Come with me to the concert, Naomi. Go backstage, flirt like crazy with Joram. I could tell she’s as interested in you almost as much as you’re interested in her.” Rebecca chuckled as Naomi’s skin flushed. She patted Naomi’s thigh. “Hey, if you get laid, all the better, right? A one-night stand with a rock star ain’t nothing to sneeze at.”


Naomi smacked Rebecca’s hand, knowing she’d said that to trigger a hotter blush. “Stop that!”


Rebecca laughed, standing. “Come on. One more night. When will you get the opportunity to go backstage at a rock concert again?” She gestured at the schoolwork spread across the table. “Apply your anthropological mind to the situation. You might learn something.”


“That all rock fans are hard of hearing? I knew that already.”


“Naomi…”


“Rebecca…” She pinched the bridge of her nose, assessing her ambiguous emotions. The sensible voice in her head was the only one that argued against the concert. Every other fiber of her being wanted to go. Listening to Invocation’s music for the last week had made her miss Joram’s voice more. The lyrics, full of rage and rebellion against injustice, tugged at Naomi’s heart. Her heart ached at the possibility of seeing her again. Hence the reason you shouldn’t go, the sensible voice reminded her. The voice sounded vaguely like Inanna, which incited a wave of annoyance and a hint of rebelliousness.


Doan fret, mi lova.


“All right. I’ll go.” Decision made, that sensible voice threw up its hands in despair.


“I knew you’d make the right decision.” Rebecca picked up the iPod, turning it off. “Now get a move on, girl! We still have to drive to LA and find parking.”


Dismissing the faint dread that she was making a mistake, Naomi pushed away from the table. She’d go to the concert, see Joram backstage and tell her about her imaginary friend. That would send Joram screaming in the opposite direction, resolving Naomi’s attraction. The idea seemed to alleviate her rational mind’s vexation, and her spirits lifted.




Chapter Fifteen


Joram fiddled with her phone, fingers playing over the screen. The display showed a section of a musical keyboard. While the application didn’t have much in common with the real instrument, it was enough to tap out simple melodies. She did so now to counteract her restiveness, listening to the elemental sounds emitting from her headphones. It drowned out the noise of the crowd building in the auditorium beyond the dressing room. She paused her musical distraction to check the time. Ten minutes until showtime. Scanning the room, she noted her bandmates moderating their own cases of nerves.


Rand sat in a corner, eyes closed, beating a staccato onto her thighs with her drumsticks, feet jumping and sticks jabbing out to hit imaginary cymbals. Jubal hid behind his ever-present sunglasses, sprawled in an armchair with his arms crossed over his chest. Joram couldn’t tell if he was napping or not, but it wouldn’t surprise her if he slept. The man could sleep anywhere. Bayani had taken over a corner of the room. He’d laid out a small rug and lit three candles. He sat in meditative silence, legs crossed, back straight, eyes closed, undisturbed by the sound of Jarod on his guitar nearby.


She returned her attention to the phone, replaying the last riff she’d built. Pushing a couple of buttons, she looped the notes to play over and over, listening carefully. She scribbled the musical notes into her notebook for future reference. When she finished, she turned off the program and unplugged her headphones.


Chloe knocked and entered. “Five minutes.”


Joram’s heart leapt into her throat, a rush of adrenaline making her feel unsteady as she stood. She ignored the sensations, knowing they’d disappear as soon as she got onstage. The others came to life, standing and stretching, adjusting their clothes or checking their appearances in the mirror. Rand fussed with her hair, though she didn’t have a lot of it to begin with. Bayani snuffed the candles, filling the room with the smell of burnt wicks. Jarod put his guitar in a stand, and Jubal groaned as he touched his toes where he stood.


“How’s the guest list?” Joram asked Chloe.


“Everyone made it.”


Something broke loose inside Joram, replacing tension with anticipation. Chloe gave her a strange look, and she realized she was grinning.
You’re being absurd, she reminded herself.


A knock at the door saved her from having to explain. Invocation’s manager, Ivan, bustled into the room, clapping his hands once and dry-washing them together. “Three minutes, kids! Circle the wagons!”


Joram stepped into the center of the room, waving the others to gather with her. They made a circle, arms over each others’ shoulders. “Welcome to the first day of the rest of our lives.” Rand and Jubal grinned, but Bayani and Jarod were as serious as ever. Joram’s accent thickened. “Wah wi gwine
do?”


“Mash up the place!”


“Kick ass!”


“Shell dung!”


“Blow the roof off!”


Joram laughed. “Then let’s do it!” She threw back her head and howled, the rest of her band following suit, their voices echoing in the small room. She slapped Jarod and Rand on the shoulders, receiving the same rough treatment in return before they broke apart.


Ivan opened the door, shooing them out into the backstage area of the venue. A man stood nearby, radio headphone and mic on his head and a Crew badge around his neck. He gestured for them to follow as he led them to the stage, Chloe and Ivan trailing after.


The sound of the audience grew louder as they walked, a raucous mass of voices, more than Joram had ever heard gathered at one of their shows. Her heartbeat spiked with fright and intoxicating exhilaration. They’d never played a place this big before. Not only was the venue larger than the Indigo, they weren’t the headliners tonight. Everything hinged on the popularity of the band they opened for—and whether or not enough of Invocation’s fans had come to see them. Other opening bands had been booed off the stage in the past, though it hadn’t yet happened to them. Don’t get cocky. There’s always a first time.


Ivan tugged her back, a meaty hand on her shoulder pulling her close so he could be heard over the crowd. “Who are Rebecca Vance and Naomi Kostopoulos?”


The question distracted her, and an image of Naomi filled her mind. “What? Fans. We met them last week.”


“Okay, just curious.”


Joram glanced at Chloe, puzzled, receiving a shrug in return. Ivan hadn’t ever been curious enough to quiz the band on their choices of guest passes before. “What’s up?”


He shrugged, a wolfish grin crossing his face. “You’ve never added VIP guests, that’s all. Can’t a band manager be curious when two new names attached to the lead singer show up?”


She chuckled. He had a point. Adding someone to the guest list of a gig was a bit different than tossing “VIP” into the mix. A guest was given complimentary entry to the venue, not free access to the backstage area. “Whatever.” The crewman waved her forward, a penlight in his hand illuminating the steps to the stage, the rest of the band waiting for her. “Gotta go!” She gave Chloe a peck on the lips and dashed away.


* * *


Elated, Naomi couldn’t believe how much more fun this concert was compared to last week’s. It helped that she now knew most of the songs Invocation played, able to sing along with Rebecca and the rowdy audience. There’d been a slight glitch in the beginning when the crowd demanded the headliner band, but Joram took their disgruntlement and threw it right back at them. By the end of Invocation’s set, the audience had been converted to fans, jumping and cheering in time with the music. Having seats front row center wasn’t a hardship, either, and she cherished that electric thrill that had coursed through her when Joram had smiled down on them, pointing to acknowledge their presence.


There was one song Naomi didn’t know, one that they’d played at the Indigo. Something about it tugged at her heart and emotions. From the reaction of the people around her, they felt the same way. It was a catchy tune, and as little as Naomi knew about popular music, she thought this one would be one of the band’s hits. She tried to tell herself that was the reason for her jubilance, not her attraction to the lead singer.


She and Rebecca dropped into their seats as a brief intermission began. Canned music took over the speakers, though it was at a much lower volume. She popped out her earplugs, laughing aloud. “That was…spectacular!”


Rebecca nudged her with one elbow. “This is where I say I told you so, right?”


“Yes, Mother.” Naomi stuck her tongue out, pulling back with a surprised laugh as Rebecca reached forward to snatch at it. She batted Rebecca away, giggling. “Seriously. Thank you for forcing me to come. I’d hate to have missed this.”


“Does that mean I can bully you out next week too? I’m sure I can find someplace for us to party.”


Rebecca’s expression was so hopeful that Naomi’s resolve to keep her nose to the grindstone crumbled. Rebecca was right. Regardless of Naomi’s future destiny, living in the present was an absolute essential. There had to be a way to balance her fate with a full life. Her sense of obligation and responsibility ran deep, and it took serious effort to nod. “Yes. Yes, you can.”


“Really?” Rebecca sat up straight, astonishment briefly flickering across her face before being chased away by a serious demeanor. “I know how important your education is to you. I won’t try to talk you into anything to jeopardize it, I promise.”


Naomi laughed aloud, taking Rebecca’s hand and patting it. “I know, silly. Don’t fret.” She looked around at the people seated around them. Many were checking cell phones and speaking loudly to one another. A few had deserted their chairs, heading toward the foyer for a cigarette break or to pick up the Invocation CDs that were on sale. The curtains had been drawn on the darkened stage, but it swayed and moved like a living organism as the crew behind it prepared for the headliner band. She wondered if they’d have to sit through the entire performance or if they should find a backstage door at this point.


A slender woman approached, one with long blond hair and blue eyes. She was gorgeous in that Southern California-girl way. She wore tight designer jeans and a long sleeve Invocation T-shirt, but otherwise didn’t look like any of the metal-head audience that had gathered for tonight’s concert. When she crouched in front of Naomi’s and Rebecca’s seats, Naomi recognized her from the week before. She’d been backstage with the band at the Indigo.


“Rebecca Vance and Naomi Kostopoulos?”


“That’s us.” Rebecca leaned forward.


The woman held out her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Chloe Armstrong.” She shook Naomi’s hand as well. “Are you ready to go backstage or do you want to see the rest of the show?”


Anxiety flooded Naomi at the realization she’d be facing Joram Darkstone again. Silly. This is why you came, whether you admit it or not.
She realized both women were waiting for her decision. Rebecca had said nothing but disparaging things about the headline band, but she’d remain if Naomi wanted to see them. Nathan always insists on taking the offensive. She gathered the shreds of her previous excitement. “Let’s go!”


Rebecca grinned, standing as Chloe did the same.


The man seated beside Naomi snagged Chloe’s sleeve. “What about me, sugar? Can I get backstage too? I’ll make it worth your while.”


Chloe’s welcome demeanor flashed to revulsion, and she pulled her arm away. “I doubt it.”


As she led Naomi and Rebecca away, he yelled after her, “Hey, bitch! Suck my dick!”


With a sweet smile, Chloe called back, “I choke on small bones, asshole.”


Naomi snuck a glance back to see the man’s complexion turning red with anger. He made an effort to stand up, his buddy beside him shoving him back into his seat. A heated exchange took place between them, interrupted by three burly men with Venue Security blazoned on their backs blocking Naomi’s view. She shared an amused and astounded look with Rebecca, trying not to giggle. Apparently, Chloe Armstrong was a force to be reckoned with despite her fresh-faced demeanor.


Chloe whisked them through a side door, past two more strapping security guards. Naomi wondered if it was a requirement for them all to be three hundred pounds of muscle. Surely there were men and women who didn’t meet such physical criteria in this sort of career. She eyed one of the men in consideration, knowing she could take him out with such speed and strength that he’d never know what had hit him.


She dropped that line of thought, distracted by the flurry of activity around her. ClubPixel’s backstage area was much more active than the Indigo’s had been. She reminded herself that Invocation had been the final band to perform last week. Right now, the roadies were swiftly pulling Invocation’s gear aside and replacing it with the next band’s. Then the women were past the havoc and into a lighted hallway.


Chloe led them down an industrial-looking stairwell and into a larger room of tables and chairs. A catered buffet ran along one wall, and a number of people had availed themselves of the food. Naomi wondered who they were. The roadies were easy to pick out—each had a lanyard and badge around their neck similar to the one she and Rebecca had been given. A handful of young women had different style badges and were dressed in various skimpy outfits. Where they wives and girlfriends? Some of them seemed so young, she doubted they were much beyond fifteen years of age.


Puzzled, she followed Chloe past the piecemeal cafeteria, wondering why a couple of the girls gave her and Rebecca calculating looks. Rebecca hadn’t seemed to notice them at all. “The girls back there,” Naomi said, “who are they?”


“Groupies.” Chloe’s answer was offhand, indicating to Naomi that the cluster of girls was a normal occurrence. “A couple of them were invited by Jarod and Rand. The others are here for the Bombay Rubies,” she added, naming the second band performing tonight.


Naomi blinked. She’d thought groupies only existed in movies and books. Rebecca smiled, eyes twinkling at Naomi’s culture shock. After six years living in California it didn’t happen as often, but Rebecca always loved seeing her flummoxed. With an amused grimace, she poked Rebecca in the ribs before raising her nose into the air. She grinned at the gurgle of laughter beside her.


Past the groupies, through another corridor and down second short flight of steps was a set of double doors. Even here people ran errands—carrying and packing up gear, rolling large crates back and forth. One or two lolled about on the equipment. Chloe smacked one man’s knee as she passed. “No smoking, Frank.”


Frank scowled, rubbing his kneecap. “Everybody else does.” Regardless of his complaint, he dropped the cigarette onto the concrete and crushed it beneath his boot. Naomi heard his grumbling but was unable to catch the words as Chloe led them to a large doorway, ignoring the roadie’s complaint.


The set of double doors had been propped open, and Naomi entered controlled pandemonium. A celebration had begun inside, much like the one from last week. The room was larger than that at Indigo, and the extra space had been utilized well. Three times the number of people were in attendance tonight, a mass of humanity riding the exhilarating high of the concert.


Chloe turned around, smiling. “Just stick close. Do you want a beer?”


Bouncing restlessly on her toes, Rebecca said yes as Naomi looked askance at the crowd. She gave a tentative nod, and Chloe waved them toward her as she walked into the pandemonium. Music played overhead. Naomi couldn’t tell if it was the headlining band on stage or if a sound system had been installed in the room. She guessed it didn’t matter since she hardly heard the instruments over the cacophony of voices as people around her laughed and talked to one another. At the back of the room, Chloe stopped to deposit a beer in each of their hands. Then, hooking her arm through Naomi’s, she guided them to one corner.


The crowd parted until Naomi caught a glimpse of Joram seated on a couch, surrounded by a handful of people. Her heart leapt in her chest, and she felt the tingle of blood flushing up from her neck and into her cheeks. When Joram’s eyes caught hers, Naomi saw that spark of light again. What is that?
A sense of homecoming caused her knees to tremble.


Joram smiled brilliantly as she stood. “You made it!” She turned and chivvied those sitting on the couch aside, making room for her guests. “Come on, have a seat.”


Naomi allowed herself to be directed past the others and to the available seating. It was a tight fit. As she sat with her thigh pressed hard against Joram’s she warred with the ambivalent feelings coursing through her. Comfort and familiarity fought against the apprehension beating strong wings against her rib cage. This wasn’t right; she didn’t have time for such things. This was the most perfect thing in the world; there was no place else she wanted to be. Both sentiments couldn’t be accurate, and the opposing viewpoints briefly overloaded her ability to react.


“What did you think?”


With the disconnect in Naomi’s emotions, she drew a blank, simply staring at Joram. Rebecca jumped in to answer the question, faint amusement in her smile. Only when Joram’s sea-green eyes looked away did Naomi realize that Joram had asked a question.


“Fantastic! I love that new song, by the way.” Rebecca laughed. “The band is going to the top with that one.”


“Thanks.” Joram’s head swiveled, capturing Naomi’s gaze once more. “What about you?”


Her emotional balance back in place, Naomi ignored the flutter in her chest as she smiled. “I think she’s right. I don’t know much about this style of music, but that particular song is very catchy. It will be one of your best.”


Joram’s grin widened. “Ah, a irie foretelling. Maad!”


Naomi blinked, wondering if she’d heard correctly. She’d only understood one word of that sentence. Was that because Joram’s presence so unsettled her? She glanced at Rebecca, panic rattling her rib cage.


Rebecca blankly stared back. A startled laugh escaped her. “What?”


Joram looked back and forth between them and then around at the others gathered around her, mystified.


Chloe came to the rescue, mischievousness quirking the corners of her lips. “You’ll have to excuse the Jamaican. She forgets that not everyone understands when she slips into the ‘patwah.’”


Relief flowed through Naomi, easing her tension as she realized she wasn’t at fault for not comprehending. The look on Joram’s face was a priceless mixture of umbrage and abashment. Unable to help herself, she patted Joram’s thigh. “I understand. When I try to directly translate something from my language to English, it all comes out wrong.” With difficulty she removed her hand before it became too comfortable. Her heart spasmed as Joram gazed into her eyes, the faint smile of thanks distracting Naomi’s focus. She licked her lips, imagining what kissing Joram Darkstone would taste like.


“I said, ‘a good foretelling.’ And ‘maad’ means awesome.”


Joram’s voice was low, the gravelly texture brushing across Naomi’s ears. The tones made it difficult for her to remember she was in a crowded room of people. A sense of desperate longing washed through her as the memories of the monastery rushed to the fore. Long nights laying in the dark and listening to this same voice tease and laugh with her, the urgent desire to reach out and touch the girl behind the voice, to caress and hold her tight.


“Hey, Joram. Want another beer?”


Naomi didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as the moment broke. Joram turned away, and Naomi stared at her profile while she answered whoever had interrupted. Joram had one of those noses that turned up, though not obnoxiously so. Her bangs hung into her eyes, moving with every flutter of her eyelashes. It took everything in Naomi to not reach out and brush the hair away.


Movement beyond Joram caused her to shift her gaze. Rebecca stared back at her, one eyebrow raised in elegant amusement. Blushing, Naomi turned away, forcing herself to pay attention to the people surrounding her. This was a mistake! Despite her desire to jump up and flee, she remained seated, soaking in the warmth from Joram’s thigh against hers, gathering in the sound of her voice as she carried on her conversations with the others, enjoying the presence she’d pined for since that first dream on a saddle between two mountain peaks. Mistake or not, she couldn’t run from the friendship she’d been missing all these years.


* * *


Joram couldn’t believe how quickly time passed. One moment she’d welcomed Naomi, crowding her onto the couch for thoroughly prurient reasons. The next carried word that the headliner band had completed their set. Two hours in an instant. The news resulted in a thinning of attendees as many partygoers left to navigate the maze of corridors, intent on crashing the Bombay Rubies’ dressing room. It also triggered Ivan’s inevitable arrival.


“All right, gang!” He clapped his hands to garner everyone’s attention. “The gear is packed and we’re ready to roll.”


Dismay stabbed Joram’s heart, her gaze flickering to Naomi beside her. Her thoughts stumbled over each other as she tried to find a logical reason to prolong the evening. It’s too soon. I just found her again!
The thought startled her. Again?


Naomi shifted on the couch, leaning forward to set her beer bottle on the table next to Joram’s booted feet. She cast Rebecca a glance, and her roommate nodded and stood.


Joram hastily dropped her feet to the floor and joined them, heart thumping as she bumped shoulders with Naomi. At Naomi’s giggle, she grinned. “You have a nice laugh.”


The skin of Naomi’s face reddened. She almost looked away—Joram saw the coquettish urge as her bedroom eyes wavered the briefest of seconds. Then Naomi’s smile firmed and she tilted her head. “And you have a beautiful voice.”


The world receded as Joram focused her full attention on her guest. It had happened with disturbing regularity tonight. She wished everyone would go away and leave Naomi alone with her.


Chloe’s voice cut through her sensual fugue. “Okay, people. Time to hit the road!”


Joram’s head jerked around. Chloe grinned with impudence. Though her gaze narrowed, Joram didn’t argue. Beyond Chloe she saw their guests filtering out of the room, chattering. Jubal was already gone and it looked like Jarod had picked up a little eye candy for the night.


“We should go. I have a paper due next week.”


Heart sinking, Joram turned to Naomi. “Are you sure? There’s a party at my place tonight. You know, to celebrate.” Her tone lowered and she leaned closer. “I’d love to have you.” She watched Naomi’s blush spread across her cheeks.


Once more Naomi almost looked away but changed her mind at the last minute. She slowly licked her lips, eyes hooded. Joram’s blood heated, and she swallowed against a rush of arousal, very much wanting to taste that tongue, to determine if it was as talented as she hoped. Naomi leaned in and Joram tilted her face closer. “Are you trying to take advantage of me, Joram Darkstone?”


Her full name rolling off that tongue, the exotic accent and Naomi’s breath brushing her face did nothing to cool Joram’s ardor. “If you’ll let me.”


A devilish glint sparkled in the depths of Naomi’s sultry eyes. She opened her glorious mouth. “No.”


Joram blinked. She pulled back, staring at Naomi, panicked that she’d offended her, moved too fast. Her gaze was met by a knowing grin. Oh, she’s a tease, she is. A wry smile crossed her face. “Maybe next time?”


“Maybe.” Naomi affected disinterest as she looked away, but the upturn at the corner of her mouth showed her true feelings.


There were too many women in the world, a sea of fish that would be easier to catch than this one. Other woman had played hard to get with Joram over the years. They’d been sent packing. Life was too short and violent for Joram to waste time with silly little games.


But Naomi intrigued her no end.


Joram’s mind kicked back into gear as she mentally considered her schedule in the coming weeks. Rehearsals and jam sessions filled her days, sound checks and at least three gigs in various venues throughout Los Angeles were planned. Fridays and Saturdays were prime nights for her career, and for the first time she rued not having them free. “Can I see you next Tuesday?”


Naomi shot her a look, expressive eyes wide. “What?”


Rebecca snorted in humor. “I think she’s asking you out, Naomi. You remember what a date is, right?”


Joram gifted Rebecca with a grin of thanks, returning her attention to Naomi to surprise a poisonous glare directed at Rebecca. The expression quickly disappeared, and Joram wasn’t sure she’d seen it at all. “Exactly. I’d like to take you out to dinner.” Preferably with breakfast following.


“I don’t know…” Naomi nibbled her lower lip, once more looking away at the rapidly emptying room.


“Please.” Joram touched Naomi’s upper arm, drawing her back to the conversation. “I’d love to hear more about your education. Anthropology has always interested me.” Naomi’s eyebrow rose in question at that blatant lie, but Joram didn’t break her earnest expression. “I never realized that the discipline could actually be broken down into various sociological segments. Spirituality has always interested me. I’d like to continue our discussion on it.”


Silence filled the immediate area, and Joram glanced up to find Chloe, Ivan and Bayani staring at her with various expressions of dismay. Everyone else still in the room was out of hearing. She counted herself lucky Rand was gone. If anyone would publicly call her out for such bullshit, it would be Rand. Flushing, Joram hastily focused back on Naomi, hoping their reactions didn’t ruin this for her.


Fortunately, Naomi didn’t pay attention to the others. Instead, she studied Joram, a faint wrinkle appearing between her eyes as she considered. After a hesitant glance at her roommate hovering at Joram’s opposite elbow, she offered her hand. “Of course.”


Relief flooded through Joram. She almost whooped at the release. The urge to joyfully celebrate was as strong as the one that wanted to collapse into a ball of quivering nerves onto the couch. Taking Naomi’s hand, she said, “Around seven?”


Naomi nodded, a shy smile on her lips.


Joram held Naomi’s hand with both of hers until Rebecca cleared her throat. Naomi blinked in surprise, jerking her hand away just as Joram realized they’d remained that way for too long. Rebecca, a disingenuous smile on her face, turned to Joram. “Since I doubt Naomi has the ability for speech at the moment, let me give you our address and phone number.”


“Rebecca!”


“Naomi!” Rebecca echoed, unrepentant.


Joram was too aflutter at Naomi’s acceptance to respond to their banter. She fumbled in her pocket for her phone, quickly pulling up her contacts. With Rebecca hovering over her shoulder, she added Naomi’s information, trying not to let her hand shake too much. When she was done, she grinned. “Great! I’ll pick you up at seven on Tuesday then.”


Appearing a little dazed, Naomi nodded. “I’ll see you then.”


“See you then!” Joram repeated, internally cursing herself for sounding like an idiot. Her behavior didn’t appear to detract Naomi’s opinion, as evinced by the warm smile she received.


It still took several minutes for Rebecca and Naomi to depart as they made their way through the remaining band members. Naomi was gracious in her thanks and Rebecca ebullient with her praise as they made their way to the door. The room dimmed as Naomi exited. Joram felt slightly deflated as she dropped back onto the couch.


“Well, that was interesting.” Chloe circled the coffee table and curled up beside Joram, one arm on the back of the couch.


Bayani chuckled. “Wasn’t it?”


“Shut up.” Joram rolled her eyes at her tormentors.


Chloe laughed. “I never knew you were such an academic.”


Joram growled to herself. “You know I read widely. She’s got some interesting ideas about anthropology and ancient religions, that’s all.”


Ivan scrubbed the back of his neck, a frown on his craggy face. “When has anthropology ever been interesting?”


“Hey! Spirituality and ancient religions are maad topics for lyrics.” Joram forced a sultry smile. “And the research won’t be a hardship.”


Bayani howled like a dog, causing the others to laugh.


Pleased that she’d sidestepped their disquiet, Joram pushed back to her feet. “Come on. We can’t let the party start without us.”


She gathered her notebook from the side table, glad they’d accepted her reason for spending more time in Naomi’s presence. Her relief confused her. Why did she feel the need to hide her true intentions from them? Granted, she’d never been so enamored of a woman before, but these people were her closest friends. Hell, Jubal and Chloe had experienced Hell with her! Surely she could admit to being a little infatuated with Naomi.


Chloe slipped an arm about her waist as they exited the dressing room, a natural gesture of ease and familiarity. Joram draped her arm over Chloe’s shoulders. Unless someone showed up at the party to interest Joram, chances were good Chloe would be staying over. What did that say about their friendship? There would be no protestations of love and commitment, just the sharing of mutual intimate enjoyment.


What would happen to Chloe if Joram actually fell in love with someone?


Joram had no time to focus on the question as they left. Distracted by groupies and autograph hounds at the stage entry door, she put on her professional demeanor, smiling, signing, and allowing photos to be taken. There weren’t many, but more than what she’d normally have found after a gig. Spirits buoyed by the attention, by the knowledge that Invocation was starting to hit the big time, by the anticipation of seeing Naomi in just a few days, Joram allowed herself to be bundled into a car.


It was time to celebrate.




Chapter Sixteen


Joram stared at herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror, hands on her hips, mouth pursed in disgust. She wore jeans and a form-fitting green Henley shirt, the cuffs falling beyond her wrists. The reflection of the room behind her suggested that her closet had exploded, the rumpled bed evidence of her random petulant flouncing as she argued with herself over how to impress Naomi. Most of her wardrobe littered the floor and mattress, a stray shirt even draped across the guitar in the corner.


She glanced at the bedside clock in concern. She had to be in Long Beach in less than an hour to pick up Naomi and Joram still hadn’t narrowed down her outfit. Her anxiety grew, though whether it was from not feeling prepared or actually seeing Naomi again she couldn’t say. The three days since the concert had felt like forever.


She glared at herself. “You are an idiot.” Her reflection didn’t argue the point as she scanned the disaster behind her image.


She’d made reservations at a nice restaurant, one that walked the fine line between upscale and pretentious. As much as she’d wanted the venue to be a surprise, she knew better than to take a woman anywhere without some warning. She’d sent a text to Naomi yesterday, telling her to dress casual for their date, but hadn’t received a response. Her silence stirred Joram’s uncertainty. Had Naomi gotten the text at all? Was she disappointed that Joram hadn’t suggested more formal attire? She’d seemed hesitant when Joram had asked her out in the first place—was she having second thoughts? Joram’s desire to post multiple follow-up texts had grown stronger by the hour, and each hour without a reply eroded her confidence more.


Nothing to be done for it now. She stared in the mirror, waking from her fears as she realized she was scowling. Inhaling deeply, she forced herself to relax as she exhaled. Another glance at the clock galvanized her. “Rhaatid!” Ten minutes had passed while she’d stood wool-gathering. She gave her outfit another inspection, tugging at one sleeve. No time to change now. She had to get going.


Turning away from the mirror, she hustled out of the room, grabbing her cell phone and keys from the dresser.


* * *


Naomi stared at the television screen, unfocused. A book sat open in her lap, unread. Her concentration shot, she’d long ago given up trying to follow the assigned reading that was due tomorrow. Occasionally she glanced at the window overlooking the street. She debated getting up to look out and again fought the urge, refusing to allow her restiveness to rule her actions. She didn’t even know what kind of car Joram drove, so how would she know whether or not she’d pulled into the parking lot downstairs? Unable to sit still, needing something to do, she pointed the remote at the television and changed channels.


“That’s the sixth channel you’ve gone through in about as many minutes.” Rebecca sat beside her on the couch, legs curled beneath her.


Grimacing, Naomi purposely hit the remote button again.


Unrepentant, Rebecca grinned. “First dates are the worst, aren’t they?” Her tone commiserated though her expression was pleasantly amused. “She’s only a little late. Fifteen minutes isn’t that long.”


Fifteen minutes was an eternity. Naomi’s mind immediately came up with a number of reasons why Joram hadn’t yet arrived, many of them outrageous indications of her personal misgivings regarding this fiasco rather than bearing any basis in reality. Joram could have stood Naomi up, being a busy woman with a demanding and chaotic career. Maybe a promotional gig had arisen, something more lucrative than taking a college anthropology major to dinner. Naomi had forced herself to ignore Joram’s text message the day before—she didn’t trust herself not to gush or fawn. Would Joram have considered her silence an insult? Perhaps she hadn’t texted again because she was offended at Naomi’s lack of response and had decided against spending time with her at all.


Maybe Joram had gotten lost. Naomi had no idea where Joram lived, and so didn’t know how far she had to travel. California highways were congested and convoluted at the best of times. Would she call for directions? Maybe she already had. Naomi had left her phone in her bedroom. She wouldn’t know if Joram had called or not. Rather than appease her sudden trepidation by jumping up to retrieve her phone, Naomi perversely changed the channel again, ignoring Rebecca’s huff of laughter. Why do I feel the need to sabotage this?


The doorbell rang, startling her. She dropped the remote, and it clattered to the floor. Cursing, she scrambled for it as Rebecca shot to her feet.


“I’ll get it!”


Naomi took a deep breath, willing herself to calmness as Rebecca dashed for the door. She should have meditated rather than stew in anxiety. Too late now. Standing, she brushed at her khaki slacks, ignoring the sharp spike of apprehension and her trembling hands.


“Joram, good to see you!” Rebecca chirped, standing aside. “We were beginning to wonder what had happened.”


“Yah mon, sorry about that. Traffic was snarled up by some accident.” Joram stepped inside.


Naomi felt a frisson of something indefinable as their eyes met. She smiled, her jitteriness fading in the musician’s presence. How strange. Shouldn’t she make me more nervous, not less?


Joram’s return smile was lopsided. “Hi.”


“Hi,” Naomi said softly.


“You look great!”


“Thanks. So do you.” Naomi glanced down at her khakis and green blouse. The color of the blouse complemented the green hue of Joram’s. “I don’t think we could have matched so well if we’d tried.”


Joram chuckled. “Right?”


They stared at each other in silence until Rebecca cleared her throat. Surprised, Naomi felt a rising heat in her face as she broke away from Joram’s gaze.


Rebecca’s tone was that of a stern parent. “Now, you kids behave yourselves and don’t cause any trouble.” She pointed a finger at Joram. “And you, young woman, have her home by one at the latest. She has school tomorrow.”


“Rebecca…” Naomi growled.


Joram laughed, holding up one hand to forestall any other comments. “I promise, Mama. Home by one and in one piece. I won’t drive drunk and I won’t take advantage of her.” Her gaze slid to Naomi. “Unless she wants me to.”


“Dog!” Rebecca slapped Joram’s arm, laughing. “Off with you then. Get going.” She waved imperiously out the door that she still held open.


Naomi accepted Joram’s hand, allowing Joram to pull her out of the apartment. She glanced at Rebecca as she passed, and her friend mouthed, ‘Have fun!’ With a nod and a wink, she followed Joram outside.


It was easy to see which car belonged to Joram. A new model metallic blue BMW convertible lounged in the parking lot, looking out of place among the crowd of second-hand and older model cars owned by the tenants and their usual visitors. Joram escorted her to the passenger side, chivalrously opening the door. The top was down and, as Joram circled around to the driver’s side, Naomi looked up to see Rebecca peeking down at them. Her roommate gave her an enthusiastic thumbs-up, and Naomi snorted in laughter.


“What’s up?” Joram settled behind the wheel, closing the door.


“Rebecca apparently approves of the car.” She pointed at her apartment window. As Joram looked up, Rebecca ducked away, leaving the curtain slightly swaying.


Joram grinned. “What about you?”


Naomi looked down, caressing the black armrest, pushing comfortably back into the seat. “It’ll do.”


Barking a laugh, Joram started the car. “Good for me.” She slipped on a pair of sunglasses.


As Joram pulled out into traffic, Naomi studied the interior. Leather seats, state-of-the-art sound system, manual transmission and a dashboard mini-computer. While her experience with modern American automobiles was decidedly lacking, she recognized that this car was an expensive one. Where does an up-and-coming musician get this kind of money?


She examined Joram’s profile, realizing how much she didn’t know about her childhood friend. Internally she scoffed at the thought, looking away. Regardless of her memories, she and Joram had never actually met before. Joram had shown no indication that she’d recognized Naomi, in any case. Whatever weirdness Naomi had experienced at the monastery all those years ago, Joram hadn’t shared in it. This sensation of comfort and trust Naomi experienced in Joram’s presence was entirely one-sided. She shouldn’t have come.


“Have you ever had Thai food?”


Startled from her rumination, Naomi focused on the conversation. “It’s spicy, isn’t it?” At Joram’s nod, Naomi shook her head. “No, though I’ve been meaning to try.”


 “Well, tonight’s the night for new experiences then. I’ve got reservations at a nice little restaurant in LA. We’re running a bit late, but they said they’d hold the table.”


“Great.” Silence stretched between them as Naomi stared at passing scenery, interspersed with the hum of the tires on the road and the air whistling about them. She searched for something to say, uncertain where to start. The lack of conversation wasn’t quite uncomfortable, but it highlighted how little ground the two of them had in common.


Joram was first to break the hush. “So, Romania, huh? How long have you been in the United States?”


Distracted from her misgivings, Naomi smiled. “About six years now.”


“Me too.” Joram waved at the sea of strip malls they passed as they sped down the highway. “It’s been a learning experience.”


Naomi laughed. “That it has, though culturally speaking I’d bet you had less problems adapting than I did.”


Joram gave her a sideways glance, and Naomi wished she wasn’t wearing sunglasses. The black lenses made it impossible to determine what Joram was thinking. “And why do you think that?”


Her tone was neutral, enough so as to make Naomi wonder if she’d offended her somehow. Blushing, Naomi ignored an attack of nerves as she looked down at her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry. I just assumed that your upbringing was…financially better than mine.”


Cocking her head, Joram pursed her lips for a brief moment. Then she turned away, her attention on the car and the road. “I suppose you’re right. God knows I couldn’t afford this car on my own.” She grinned, reaching over to pat one of Naomi’s hands. “Doan fret.”


Naomi wondered if she could melt into a puddle of embarrassment and get the night over with. The touch of Joram’s fingers on hers countered the dismay with a rush of remembered affection. At the monastery she’d always been quick to put her foot in her mouth, and her invisible friend just as prompt with brushing over the affront.


Joram spoke before Naomi could work up the nerve to broach conversation again. “My…patron, I guess you’d call him, is why I have the car and the condo. He…adopted me when I was little, gave me a home and an education.”


Puzzling over the pauses in Joram’s statement, Naomi studied her profile. Joram’s face had stiffened into vague distaste at the turn of conversation. Apparently she had issue with this mysterious patron. Perhaps he’d been abusive. Naomi wanted to dig deeper, to take some of Joram’s burden, but knew that her sense of emotional familiarity was hers alone. Rather than pursue the topic, she instead focused on Joram’s words. “Something we have in common, then. I’m adopted too. My mama and I live in an educational complex in the Carpathian Mountains. She’s a teacher there—the administrator, actually.”


“Do you plan on returning to teach there?”


Naomi blinked. The thought of planning a future anywhere hadn’t been something on which she’d concentrated before. Her destiny, her fate, precluded such complacency. Inanna and Nathan had told her that portents were stirring in this country, indicating the Other was somewhere near. Naomi’s interest in the spiritual aspects of anthropology gave her a reason for her presence. Once she fulfilled the duty that had been set upon her, what would she do with her life?


“Hello? Anybody there?”


Jolted from her thoughts, Naomi gasped. She chuckled at Joram who had lowered her sunglasses to peer over the rims. “Sorry. It’s just occurred to me that I have no idea what I’m going to do.”


Joram reset the sunglasses with a grin. “I can relate to that. Sometimes I haven’t a clue what I’m doing either.”


“I’d think it would be easy for you. You have an elegant way with words and your music is quite good.” Naomi felt a measure of satisfaction as Joram’s cheeks pinked.


“Thank you.” Joram searched for words as she drove. “It’s just that I’ve been doing this since I was fourteen, aiming for the fame and glory. Will I know it when I get there?”


Fourteen. The same age Naomi had been when she’d been set upon the path to destroy a single enemy in some vague future to come. Was it coincidence? “I think you will. Something about owning a mansion and playing sold-out stadiums will give you the impression.”


The pensive moment dissipated, and Joram grinned. “Bashy
and smartass. I like that in a woman.”


Naomi had no idea what “bashy” meant, but assumed it was a good thing. She smiled back. “Good for me.”


* * *


The Thai restaurant bustled with activity. An upscale clientele indicated the quality of the food and the establishment’s popularity. Seated in a small courtyard at one of a handful of tables interspersed between concealing tropical plants, Joram and Naomi had perused the menu as the last of the day’s sunlight dappled through the leaves. Naomi had experienced a certain level of sticker shock at the prices. It had taken some convincing before her graduate-school financial sensibilities succumbed to Joram’s dining suggestions.


And those selections had been intriguing. With a sated sigh, Naomi pushed her plate aside, the spicy leftovers filling her senses and tempting her taste buds to take just one more bite. Shadows had grown long though it would be some time before the courtyard became completely dark. Their server had lit a small candle at their table at one point during the meal, and the soft glow of decorative Asian lamps dangling throughout the courtyard dispelled the gathering darkness. Naomi wiped her mouth with a napkin. “That was delicious. Thank you for bringing me here.”


Joram finished a swallow of wine, setting her empty glass onto the table. “Of course. I’m glad you liked it. Many people have trouble acquiring a taste for Thai food.”


“I can honestly say that I’m a fan.” She laid her napkin on her discarded plate. An unobtrusive server rushed by and whisked it and Joram’s plate away.


“Another convert, maad. Too bad they don’t issue toaster ovens for this sort of thing.”


Naomi returned Joram’s smile. Throughout dinner their conversation had hopped from topic to topic, each bit of discussion interspersed by moments of silence as they gazed at one another. Naomi had become deft at deflecting those instances, playfully diverting them back to everyday exchanges, leading the verbal dance between them with a provocative skill that surprised her. Normally, she cared nothing for the flirtatious dance between people, not having time for such things. Considering her role in life and the memory of one disastrous relationship soon after her arrival in the United States, it was easier to block such advances from interested parties rather than deal with the inevitable letdown when the interested party realized she couldn’t give them her full attention. With Joram, however, the coquetry seemed a natural part of their growing friendship as they fell into the same emotional dynamic she recalled from her youth. It jarred her to realize that despite her feelings of emotional intimacy, Joram had no memories of their connection.


Providing there really is a link between us.
For all Naomi knew, her mind had latched on to the first woman she’d heard who had a slight Jamaican accent, forging a bridge between her yearning past and solitary present. She’d taken enough college psychology classes to know that the mind was strange and dangerous, easily manipulated by stressors and hormones and quick to make incorrect associations.


Joram picked up the wine bottle and peered into the green glass. “Almost done.” She poured the remainder in Naomi’s glass.


Naomi raised an eyebrow. “Trying to get me drunk?”


“Only if it means I can take advantage of you.” Joram feigned a leer. “Is it working?”


“Not in the least.” She picked up the glass, smiling at Joram’s chortle.


Joram’s accent thickened as she clutched her chest. “You wound me,
ooman. You tie me wit obeah and make me linga. Yuh nuh see me a gyalis?”


Naomi studied Joram, the smile still on her lips. Though uncertain what every word meant, she’d had a few days to research Jamaican patois. That coupled with her remembered experiences at the monastery helped her understand a little. “Ooman” was woman, “obeah” meant magic—something about Naomi making Joram linger using magic. “Nuh, I see no ting.”


Delighted, Joram laughed. “Dat be a irie ting! Good comeback.”


Blushing at the praise, Naomi took a sip of wine.


The tinny strains of music interrupted their levity. Joram’s demeanor immediately plummeted as she pulled her cell phone from a pocket. “Damn it.” She stared at the screen, a distasteful grimace marring her beauty. Apologetically, she eyed Naomi. “If I don’t take this, he’ll blow up my phone.”


Concerned at Joram’s abrupt seriousness, Naomi waved at the phone. “Go ahead. It’s all right.” She turned slightly in her chair, looking out over the courtyard in an effort to afford Joram some privacy. The sound of Mick Jagger’s voice cut off.


“Yeah?”


Naomi risked a glance in response to the chill tone. Joram’s expression was carved in stone, her eyes glittering green chips of ice. Naomi quickly looked away again. From the corner of her eye she noted Joram grimacing.


“Fine. What do you need?” Pause. “So?” That one word held a wealth of impatience attached to it. Joram took a deep breath, slowly letting it out. Naomi risked another look, watching as she lowered her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine.”


Was she talking to another woman? An ex-lover maybe? A thrill ran up her spine as Joram looked up, an expression of anger on her face as their eyes locked for a second.


“What difference does it make? You’ve never been interested before.” Joram’s face reddened as she looked away from Naomi again.


Naomi forced herself to study a nearby plant, to steer her thoughts away from the multitude of questions that plagued her. No, it couldn’t be an ex-lover. Joram had said “he’d” blow up her phone. There’s nothing saying she doesn’t like men too. Maybe she’s had a boyfriend.


“Okay.” The word was drawn out, as if Joram didn’t believe whatever had been said. “Anything else?” Joram’s next words dropped into a familiar growl, one that Naomi had heard onstage and through her earphones, the timbre she used when singing words of violence and destruction. “All right.” She ended the call without the normal pleasantries, dropping the cell onto the table. “Sorry about that.”


“It’s okay.” Naomi smiled, hiding her disquiet. “Is everything all right?”


Joram barked a bitter laugh, casting a wistful stare at the empty wine bottle. “Doan fret. All fruits ripe.” She seemed to shake the ire from her shoulders, visibly forcing herself to let go of the mysterious caller and his message. “Do you like ice cream? There’s a great shop a couple of blocks from here. They make their own.”


Naomi accepted the change of topic. Whoever the caller was, Joram didn’t want to discuss him, and Naomi couldn’t press. Her imaginary friend from the past had often clammed up about things that had distressed her. If there truly was a connection between her and the woman seated on the other side of the table, Naomi knew she had to wait for trust to develop between them, a confidence based in experience and caring rather than the fanciful memories of her childhood. “I like ice cream but I’m not sure I have room.” She patted her abdomen, rueful.


“We’ll walk it off,” Joram suggested.


“In that case, I’d love some.”


Joram gave her a winning smile and signaled the server for the check.


Naomi watched as Joram’s anger faded, replaced by the familiar cocky humor. A hint of something dark still hovered in her eyes, muting her natural devil-may-care attitude. A rush of affection washed over Naomi. She wanted to cradle Joram to her chest and protect her from whoever had been on the phone, from anyone who meant her harm. Despite Joram’s behavior, deep down inside she was vulnerable—Naomi could see it even if others couldn’t.


“Ready?”


Basking in Joram’s regard, Naomi smiled. “Yes.” She stood, Joram doing the same. When Joram took her hand, her smile widened. She gave it a firm squeeze as they left the restaurant.




Chapter Seventeen


“Want me to see you to the door?” Joram peered through the windshield at the second-floor apartment. Night had fallen and a light was on in the living room. She’d lay odds that Rebecca hovered inside, waiting to mercilessly quiz Naomi about her evening. Joram didn’t know whether to find the idea amusing or not. The friends and family of her dates had rarely crossed her mind in the past. She’d never paid much attention to their opinion before, probably because she knew any intimate liaison she had with a woman was fleeting—an itch to scratch, nothing more.


Why was this different?


Naomi’s response interrupted her internal dismay. “That’s not necessary but thank you. And thank you for a wonderful evening. I had fun.”


She turned her attention to Naomi, her soul captured by Naomi’s dark eyes. Joram’s heartbeat picked up as an unfamiliar threshold loomed before her. The majority of her “dates” ended up at her condo or the other woman’s bedroom. She was inexperienced with this slower nerve-wracking pace. Getting Naomi out on a date had been challenging enough; Joram doubted she’d win her way into Naomi’s bed this soon. Besides, the thought of kissing Naomi across the divide of a gearshift seemed juvenile, shades of some sweaty, groping teenage movie passing through her mind’s eye. Rooting through her prurient experiences, she chose and discarded a number of options. She wanted to impress Naomi, prolong their time together and maybe experience those heavenly lips upon hers.


Decided, she said, “I had a blast too. We should go out again sometime. Soon.” Before Naomi could respond, Joram held up a hand, palm out. “Stay there.” She popped her seat belt and jumped out of the car, hastening around to the passenger side. Naomi’s impish grin warmed her. Not many modern girls appreciated gallantry these days. Joram rarely exhibited such behavior with her dates. Though the chivalrous act felt unusual, there seemed a sense of rightness to it as she opened Naomi’s door. She patted herself on the back for guessing correctly that Naomi would enjoy the treatment. Carefully handing Naomi out of the car, she didn’t release her hold as she shut the car door. “Can I interest you in another date?” Naomi ducked her head, a gesture she’d used often throughout the evening. Joram thought it was a way for her to gain mental space, to pull back a moment and give herself a chance to think. She felt a frisson of worry. “Too soon?”


“No, not too soon.” Naomi smiled, returning her attention to Joram. “I’d like to see you again.”


Relief coursed through Joram, the sensation strange in its intensity. When had any woman twisted her into knots like this? A part of her enjoyed this unexplored avenue of emotion, plumbing it for future songs. But she also rebelled against the oddness, not liking the sense of treacherous uncertainty opening before her. Her life had been unreliable enough—why ask for more of the same? That didn’t stop her from closing the tiny distance between them. She raised Naomi’s hand, gently kissing the knuckles. “Can I call you tomorrow?”


Naomi licked her lips, convulsively swallowing as her gaze focused on Joram’s lips. “Yes,” she breathed.


Exaltation tingled through Joram, fanning the low-burning flames of desire she’d kept in check all evening. She leaned in and tasted Naomi’s lips for the first time, an incredibly soft kiss that made her ache from head to toe. Afraid of moving too fast and chasing Naomi away, Joram broke off. She leaned her forehead against Naomi’s and took a shaky breath. It took every inch of willpower to not escalate things between them.


“You’ll need to do better than that if you want me to answer the phone tomorrow.”


Joram pulled back in surprise. “What?”


On the verge of laughter, Naomi brought her free hand up to caress Joram’s cheek. “Was that the best you could do?”


Slowly smiling, Joram raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Think you can do better?”


“Much. Shall I show you?”


Oh, yes, please! Joram made a show of considering her answer. “I suppose.” The hand on her cheek slid back into her hair, cradling her. Desire flooded through her, burning away her flippant mood as Naomi pulled her close. This kiss was blistering in its intensity. Naomi’s lips opened, and Joram accepted the invitation, slipping inside to explore. Their tongues caressed one another, and Joram’s free hand slid around Naomi’s waist to hold her close. Breasts and bellies and thighs pressed together, unsettling her with the hyper-awareness of yearning. She mourned that there were too many clothes between them, wishing they were someplace other than an apartment complex parking lot.


Naomi ended the kiss with a murmur, her words unintelligible to Joram, leaning her head upon Joram’s shoulder. They remained embraced, Joram gathering her strength and slowing her beating heart. Eventually she chuckled. “I give up.”


“What?” Confusion flickered across Naomi’s face as she looked at her.


Joram grinned. “Your kisses are better than mine. Mi gotta
inner luv fo mi empress.”


 Naomi laughed, shaking her head. “Someday I’m going to understand you.” When Joram opened her mouth to translate, Naomi placed a finger upon her lips. “But not tonight. I really have to get upstairs. My professor doesn’t accept late papers.”


Reluctant, Joram pulled away. “Okay.” She looked back up at the apartment, noting the swaying curtain that bespoke Rebecca’s witness of their kiss. A devilish grin crossed her face. “I don’t think you’ll get much work done tonight anyway.”


Following her gaze, Naomi’s grin became crooked. “You’re probably right.” She turned back, quickly pecking Joram on the lips and releasing her. “Call me tomorrow and we’ll set up a lesson plan for your education.”


Arousal twisted in Joram’s gut as she considered the possibilities of such lessons. She slowly followed, stopping to lean a hip against the rear fender of her car. “You know, I could probably ‘educate’ you in a thing or two,
ooman.”


Naomi backed away, wiggling her eyebrows. “Goodie!”


Joram huffed a laugh. “Nuh linga, gyal. Have a good night.”


“You too.” Naomi turned to reach the steps, giving Joram a nice view of her departing form. Reaching her apartment, she looked down to wave before entering.


Tender affection filled Joram’s heart as she got into her car. Starting the engine, she slowly pulled into traffic and headed for home. Reviewing the evening’s activities, she decided that the date had gone well. The only drawback had been Anders’s call during dinner.


Even the passing thought of him soured her mood. As much as she wanted to savor the night’s success rather than dim them with thoughts of her patron, she focused her attention upon his timely interruption. His call was a not-so-subtle power trip he’d used many times over the years. Those self-aggrandizing disruptions had become less frequent once she’d moved to California full-time but still occurred with random irregularity. Why he’d felt the need to interrupt her date with Naomi mystified her. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t dated since her departure from Jamaica, both while living on the mainland and on her occasional trips home. He’d kept meticulous tabs on her but hadn’t intervened before. Why do so now? It hadn’t been an issue of mistaken timing either. He’d specifically made comments regarding the food and what clothing Joram had worn. She wasn’t surprised that people reported her activities to him, though she found it odd that his spies had noted her interest in Naomi over every other woman with whom she’d spent time.


Freshly annoyed with his heavy-handed ways, she used the vehicle computer pad to punch up his number. His phone rang over the car speakers as she flew down the highway.


“Yes, miting?”


“What the hell was that about earlier? You knew I was on a date; what was the point of interrupting?”


A rich chuckle rolled from the speakers. “Poor Joram. Did I ruin the mood for you?”


She scowled but didn’t rise to the bait.


“I’ve heard that you’re unnaturally fascinated by this young woman. I wished to determine if that was so.”


That’s a crock of shit. “If you’re so curious, you could have called as soon as you’d heard about her. Instead you waited to disrupt my date. You’ve never struck me as the jealous type before.” As soon as the words were out, she shook her head. That was incorrect. Anders had always been jealous of her attentions, she reminded herself. Whenever she strayed from his path, he’d set her back on the straight and narrow regardless of who got hurt in the process. Dealing with him was a delicate dance of moves and countermoves, all taking place on the razor-sharp edge of a precipice.


“My, my! Such adamance. It seems I may have cause for concern after all.”


Abrupt fear stabbed at her heart. The one objective she least wanted was for Naomi to be a blip on Anders’s radar. He had a supernatural talent for perverting anything wholesome and good, both qualities that Naomi seemed to have in abundance. Forcing herself to scoff aloud, Joram said, “Hardly. She’s cute but I doubt she’s worth the effort.”


“Really?” Anders drawled.


Hating herself, Joram gave a bitter laugh. “You kidding? I only got two kisses out of her tonight.” She silently sent apologies to Naomi.


“I see.” There was a calculating pause. “Perhaps I’ve overstepped my bounds. My concern has always been your welfare, young Joram.”


She dared to breathe a gentle sigh of relief, sensing that his attention had been diverted.


“You are on the verge of stardom; I don’t wish to see you distracted by a piece of ass.”


Joram felt her lip curl as she fought the urge to argue. She suspected that Naomi Kostopoulos was much more than a sexual diversion to pass the time. His crude words had been said to get a rise out of her, and she forced herself to calm down. Gritting her teeth, she forced a laugh. “Got that right.”


She could almost see him nod in acceptance. “You’re on your way up the ladder of success, miting. You need to stay focused on your music. You are the harbinger of Invocation, you cannot be inattentive to your career. You Chose this path.”


You mean I sold out. Joram wallowed in the familiar self-disgust as his words washed over her, words of instruction for the band’s next gig and some suggestions for upcoming playlists. Life was so much better when Anders wasn’t involved. Perhaps when she reached this pinnacle of stardom he pushed her toward, she could give him what he needed and be free of him forever.


Unfortunately, she still hadn’t figured out what he wanted from her.




Chapter Eighteen


The indecipherable words on her laptop mocked Naomi’s attention span. She dropped her face into her hands and rubbed them vigorously. Her paper was due in three hours, and she still had to write a closing argument. She ran her hands through her hair, gaze straying across the university library and its studious occupants. All seemed engrossed in their books and computers, much more absorbed than her.


Again she rubbed her face, as if that would make a difference in her ability to focus on the assignment before her. If she’d been fatigued, at least she’d have an excuse for her inability to finish the paper. She’d arrived home in plenty of time for bed, even after spending an hour giving Rebecca a blow-by-blow account of her evening with Joram. Despite the post-date debriefing and a healthy dose of teasing for that wonderful kiss, she’d slept well enough. Neither was cause for her inattention. No, today’s problem was the fact that she couldn’t get Joram Darkstone or those kisses out of her mind.


Glaring at her computer, she attempted to corral her thoughts for the task at hand. Just a hundred more words. Sum up the paper and print it out. How difficult can it be?


A vision of Joram sitting across from her filled her mind. The slight gravel in her voice tickled Naomi’s ears and her sparkling green eyes drew Naomi close. She considered the exact color of Joram’s eyes. They were a sea green, almost a hazel in color, and expressive. Naomi decided that it had been beneficial that she’d never seen her imaginary playmate at the monastery all those years ago. The depth of her emotion for that girl and that time period were strong enough already. She’d never have been able to pass Nathan’s stringent instruction with the additional visual distraction.


Naomi had almost brought up her childhood and the connection she felt with Joram. The strange phone call had interrupted her as she’d gathered her courage to broach the subject. She recalled the chill of Joram’s voice, the ice in those warm eyes. Who had been on the other end of the line? A man, Naomi knew that much. Could it be the man Joram had referred to as her patron, the man who’d taken her in when she was a child? Joram had said he’d adopted her but she didn’t refer to him as her father. There had seemed to be a wealth of antipathy toward him just beneath the surface.


Naomi shook her head. This wasn’t getting the paper done. She glanced at the clock on her screen, silently cursing. Where was the time going? She brought one hand up to rub her mouth and chin, scrunching over her laptop so the screen filled her vision.


Her phone rang, and an instant of exultation caused her heart to race. She scrambled for the cell phone, glancing apologetically at others nearby. Disappointment washed through her as she noted Inanna’s photo on the screen. It was rare that her mother called during the day, preferring not to interrupt her school schedule. Rather than answer and cause further disruption in the library, she muted the call. Gathering her belongings, she stuffed her laptop into her bag and stood, shouldering the load. Maybe she’d get more work done outside.


She exited the library and headed for the Central Quad of the south campus where she found a shady spot to sit down. Retrieving her phone, she returned Inanna’s call. “Hey, Mama.”


“Sweetness.”


Naomi smiled as her mother’s smooth tones washed over her. Memories of warmth and love bolstered the vague concern tugging at her. What with time differences and her class load, she and Inanna had long stuck to a calling schedule to guarantee no interruptions on either end. This phone call was two days early and at the wrong time. “Is everything all right?”


“I’m afraid not.”


She scanned the quad, watching students crossing to attend classes or head to their dorms, seeing several sunbathing or doing homework. A typical college day, a typical college campus. But she wasn’t a typical college student. Though she loved Inanna, every time they spoke Naomi was reminded how different her world truly was. She dreaded the question but knew it had to be asked. “What is it?”


“I’ve just returned from the monastery.”


An image of Nathan crossed her mind, his dangerous smile filled with sharp pearly teeth, his alien countenance bespeaking personal peril regardless of his alliance with Inanna’s goals. “Is Nathan okay?”


“He’s fine, sweetheart.”


The news both soothed and agitated Naomi. While she didn’t want anything happening to her former instructor, the news that Inanna had gone to see him couldn’t be a positive sign. She didn’t have long to wait.


“The time is near, Naomi. Spiritual portents are stirring, though there’s still nothing substantial.”


Her stomach dropped, and she swallowed hard to keep from vomiting. Pulling her knees up, she cradled them close with one arm. “How near?”


“Within the year, maybe sooner.”


“Within the year? I…I thought—” I thought I had more time!


“I know, sweetness. Nathan and I have been waiting for a particular sign, an increase of magical strength in the world. We’ve only just been able to analyze the omens.”


Naomi dropped her forehead to her knees, squeezing her eyes closed. Within the year. The words washed over her and she trembled with the implications. Within the year she’d be a murderer, a killer. Through the looming dread, she felt a burst of giddy joy. Within the year it would be over and she could live her life as she saw fit. She chastised herself for the momentary delight, squashing it with ruthless facility.


“Naomi? Sweetness?”


She started to answer but her throat was clogged. Clearing her throat, she spoke, “Yes, I’m here.”


Inanna’s compassion resonated through the phone. “I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear. I’m so sorry.”


Naomi shook her head though her mother couldn’t see the gesture. “It’s okay.” She raised her head, using one hand to brush her hair from her forehead. “We both knew it was coming.” She scanned the quad with a jolt of dichotomy as the world at large continued at its slow pace, ignorant of her shattering reality.


“That doesn’t make it easier to bear.”


A brief stab of hatred for Inanna flashed through her. The platitude was easy for Inanna to say. She wasn’t the one who’d been sent out to so thoroughly compromise her values and ideals, values and ideals that had been instilled in her by the very person who now demanded she repudiate them. The acrid emotion startled Naomi and she gasped aloud.


“Sweetness?”


“I’m fine. Just…I just need to process this.” She struggled with the unforeseen hostility, having taken enough psychology courses to understand why it had triggered. “I’ve got to go.”


“All right. I’ll call should I hear anything more.” Inanna paused. “Never forget that I love you, Naomi. You’re my daughter of the heart.”


The words didn’t have their usual effect, but Naomi smiled nevertheless. “I love you too, Mama.” She ended the call, hugging her knees to her chest as she stared blankly at the world that continued on without her.


* * *


The rest of the day passed in a blur. Naomi performed the motions of a university student, her mind scattered to different places. She handed in her paper at the last minute, having skipped most of the professor’s lecture to complete the assignment. The quality of the work wouldn’t stand up to her usual academic level, but even knowing she’d get a mediocre grade didn’t penetrate her mental fog. Wandering in a daze, she eventually realized that she suffered from shock. Her thoughts flitted from one inane topic to another, occasionally crashing against the knowledge that she was a trained assassin with her first assignment and time was fleeting. There was no one to talk to, no one in which to confide.


Hours later, she sat at a table in the student union, ignoring the mocha she’d purchased from The Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. She stared unseeing at the people within her view, observing them as they went about their business without a care as she fiddled with the cardboard sleeve hugging her to-go cup.


Her phone rang and her heart stuttered. Inanna again? Was there something else? Would they have a name already, a place? They couldn’t have discovered something new so soon. She battled her nausea as she fished the cell phone from her bag with shaky fingers. Joram’s impish smile graced the screen, a photo that Naomi had found online and attached to Joram’s contact information. For a brief moment she debated not answering. How could she explore these feelings with Joram, knowing what she knew about the end of the world, about her militant role in stopping its devastation? How dare she grasp at happiness when she would be the instrument of destruction for at least one human being? What kind of selfish person was she that she wanted so badly to pursue a relationship with Joram despite her murderous skills?


Rebecca’s words filtered through the miasma. “I don’t know what nightmares you face, girl, but I know they’ll kill you if you don’t allow yourself to release some of that pressure.” The question wasn’t why Naomi should attempt to find some modicum of happiness but why not? With difficulty, she ignored a deep sense of guilt and took the call.


“Mi empress, I hope I’m not interrupting a class.”


Despite her inner horror, Naomi smiled. She relaxed into her chair, not realizing how stiff she’d been holding herself. “No, you’re not. It’s good to hear your voice.”


“Yet another thing we have in common.”


Naomi’s smile widened. How could she pass up the opportunity to connect with the woman of her dreams? Perhaps that was why her imaginary friend had appeared in the first place—as a fail-safe, a release, the one person who wouldn’t judge her for her upcoming role. Joram had always brought a sense of peace to Naomi, even as a disembodied voice in the darkness.


“I have a question for you. It’s a very serious one, one that requires the utmost attention and honesty on your part.” Joram paused. “Are you ready?”


The words dropped like ominous rocks in the pool of Naomi’s psychological stupefaction, causing ripples that made her shiver. Concern weighed down her almost overloaded emotions as she straightened again. She felt her forehead wrinkle with the frown, her stomach once more turning to acid. “What is it?”


“Do you like to hike?”


The incongruent question shorted out Naomi’s thought processes as she stared into space. Several moments passed in silence as she reconciled her emotional upheaval with the innocent query.


“Naomi? You still there?”


Joram’s voice held a worried tone, cutting through the worst of Naomi’s haze. “I’m here, yes. Sorry. I wasn’t expecting that question.”


“It’s okay. If you don’t want to go hiking, maybe we can have a picnic or go dancing.”


She’s asking me out on another date. The realization raised Naomi’s spirits to dizzying heights before they crashed once more. Her destiny required something that could break her, an action that had the potential to destroy any friendships if news of her activities became public knowledge.


Again Rebecca’s words haunted her. “If you don’t loosen up now, you’ll do something drastic in the future that will destroy everything.”
The statement held a ring of truth. Though Naomi might not destroy everything, it was very possible that her fears would cause her to flub the actual attempt—or worse, stay her hand completely. Dating Joram would distract her from the wraith of Death looming over her future actions. Growing their friendship could also interfere with her goal but she’d deal with that obstacle should it appear. “I’d love to go hiking with you.”


Relief colored Joram’s voice. “Maad! My schedule is all over the place, but I can get away on Sunday or Monday evening. I know you have classes, so we won’t be out too late.”


“Actually, it’d be nice to get out without the huge weekend crowds.” Naomi entertained the notion of registering for afternoon and evening classes the following term, freeing herself up for later nights during the week. Providing this thing between us lasts that long. She refused to consider the survival rate of their burgeoning relationship against the reality of her cutthroat destiny.


“Fantastic. I’ll pick you up at six on Sunday then?”


She smiled at Joram’s ebullience. “Six on Sunday. It’s a date.”


“It’s a date,” Joram repeated.


Her words echoed in Naomi’s ear with an almost ominous quality. A date.




Chapter Nineteen


Joram followed the scent of freshly brewed coffee. She paused in her bedroom doorway, contemplating the person sleeping on her living room couch. Rand’s spiky hair stuck out in all directions, not much different from its normal state of being. Someone had draped a blanket over her, but Joram couldn’t remember if she’d done the deed or not. Last night hadn’t gotten too out of hand after the gig. She’d only invited a handful of people over, mindful of her cleaning lady’s apoplexy after the last shindig. Rand must have been too drunk to get home.


She shuffled past the dining table and into the kitchen. Chloe smiled at her from the dining table, entirely too alert and cheerful for the amount of drink she’d imbibed the night before. That had always been the case. Chloe had never had a hangover in Joram’s memory, being one of those lucky souls with the intestinal fortitude for which most heavy drinkers envied. Joram had long since gotten over her disgruntlement at Chloe’s alcoholic talent, ignoring her upbeat attitude as she filled a waiting mug with coffee. She took her first sip, eyes closed, letting the hot liquid stir her sluggish senses.


“Good morning.”


More willing to face the day with the caffeine jump-starting her system, Joram cracked open her eye to look at Chloe. “Morning.”


“Sleep well?”


A yawn negated an immediate response. She took another sip of the caffeinated nectar before answering. “Well enough.” Glancing about, she spied the blender. A fruit smoothie would hit the spot. “How about you? You come to bed last night?”


Chloe shrugged. “I slept in the spare room.”


Joram raised an eyebrow as she peeled a banana and broke it into pieces. Unless Joram was occupied with another woman, Chloe usually slept in the same bed with her. She opened the freezer and located a bag of frozen berries. “Why?”


“You haven’t been really interested the last couple of weeks. I didn’t want to push anything.” Chloe winked at her. “I’m not a redhead with short hair and a European accent.”


Heat rose in Joram’s cheeks though she smiled at the comment. She tossed a handful of chia seeds into the smoothie mix and went to the refrigerator. “Busted.”


“Yep.”


Time to change the subject. Anders’s opinion of Joram’s romantic intentions had been clear. While Joram couldn’t imagine Chloe being his snitch, her best course of action was to play down her interest in Naomi to everyone. “What’s Rand doing on the couch?” She poured coconut milk into the blender.


Chloe shrugged, returning her attention to the morning’s edition of LA Weekly. “She was a little too tipsy to drive. I hid her keys.”


“Smart move. I take it that chick she came with didn’t pan out?”


“You take it correctly. The bitch started putting the moves on Jarod once she got here. Rand didn’t take it well.”


“I imagine she didn’t.” Joram pulsed the blender, remembering Rand’s eye-candy-of-the-moment flirting with Invocation’s rhythm guitarist. Fortunately, her band members were tight friends. They’d all been through Hell, unlike anyone else outside of Anders’s control. That alone gave them a common connection that could never be broken. The younger ones had arrived at the tail end of a golden age of cooperation brought about by Joram’s powerful influence while she’d been incarcerated there. Though none of them discussed their shared past, the specter of it loomed large in their souls. Yet another reason why Joram was reluctant to believe anyone in her band was spying for Anders. It had to be a recent convert, someone who’d never grown up under his influence.


Chloe continued reading. Joram finished fixing the smoothie and poured it into a glass, pausing to freshen her coffee before bringing both to the table. She ran her fingers through her bangs as she sat next to Chloe, brushing the hair from her forehead.


The house was quiet except for the occasional snores emitting from the living room and the rustle of paper as Chloe turned pages. Joram soaked in the silence, letting the peacefulness wash over her. Sometimes she wished she was on the beach at home, taking in the ocean, smelling the salt air and baking in the sun. Those moments of quiet sustained her whenever she was at Anders’s compound. The beaches here in California were always packed with people. They drowned out the sound of the surf with their boom boxes and screaming children, filled the air with the scents of beer and suntan oil. The only equivalent to that serenity is what she could find in the studio. She’d been feeling the itch to immerse herself in music growing stronger for the last week. It was time to write a new song or two. Their next gig was tomorrow; she had time today if she got an early enough start.


Chloe broke the silence. “Holy shit.” Her mouth hung open as she stared at the paper.


“What?” Joram frowned. She leaned toward Chloe, tugging on the page closest to her. “What is it?”


Wordlessly, Chloe turned the weekly entertainment magazine toward Joram, giving her a full view of the page.


Joram scanned the headlines, uncertain for what she was searching. “What?” she asked again.


“This!” Chloe pointed at a column entitled “Top Picks.”


Squinting, Joram skimmed over the list of upcoming concerts, her heart jumping when she saw Invocation listed third.


“A recent up-and-comer, Invocation, has become a must-see. Jamaican lead singer, Joram Darkstone, has the voice of a forsaken angel…one rooted in the lust and fury of a dispossessed soul. The band’s music is catchy and upbeat—a mix of rap rock, nu metal and industrial with just a hint of formal orchestral training—belying the serious emotional and political undertones hidden within the lyrics. They’re playing regularly at ClubPixel in LA, but you can also catch them this Saturday at the Noxim Hall in downtown Los Angeles. The playbill includes The Willies and the Rum Runners. Tickets are $50 a pop for a three-band concert. Good quality tunage at a decent price. Check it!”


“We made Top Picks.” Joram swallowed, unable to believe what she’d read.


“You made Top Picks.”


“In LA Weekly.” She gaped at her friend.


Chloe dropped the paper onto the table, reached over to take Joram’s face in her hands and planted a huge kiss on her lips. “LA Weekly,” she repeated, staring into Joram’s eyes.


They stood together, and Joram swept her up into a bear hug, whooping aloud. Excited, they danced around the table, jostling chairs and upsetting a decorative wall hanging, hardly noticing when it crashed to the floor.


“What the hell?” Rand scowled at them over the back of the couch, rubbing one eye with her fist. “Get a room and shut the hell up. People are trying to sleep around here.” Her crankiness didn’t dampen Joram’s joy. Instead, she released Chloe and dragged Rand into the fray. The smaller woman struggled to escape, still wrapped in her blanket, but Chloe swept in to assist. Only when Rand stubbornly refused to move at all did they release her to continue prancing about. She fiddled with her hair, edging away from their enthusiasm with a puzzled frown. “What’s going on? You guys act like you’ve won the lottery or something.”


“We did!” Joram grabbed up the magazine and approached Rand with such speed that the drummer took a defensive step backward. Relenting, Joram spread the paper out on the dining table, pointing to the article in question. “Look!”


Warily, Rand stepped closer, keeping a mistrustful eye on her companions. Joram enjoyed watching Rand’s suspicion fade away into shock. A miraculous smile spread across Rand’s face, making her appear much younger than she was. “Fuck. Me. Running.”


Laughing, Joram grabbed Rand in a tight hug, pleased that the embrace was returned rather than rebuffed.


“We gotta call the guys!” Rand chortled. “Bay is gonna shit bricks.” She slapped Joram vigorously on the back before pulling away. On the way back to the couch, she stumbled over the trailing edge of her blanket, swearing and laughing as she staggered off in search of her cell phone.


Chloe gathered the magazine. “I’ll call Ivan. We need to collect more copies of this for PR purposes.” She gave Joram a peck on the cheek. “Congratulations. There’s no place to go but up.”


Elated, Joram watched her leave. She didn’t agree with Chloe’s sentiment but didn’t argue her point. There were still plenty of ways to fail, even at this point. Failure wasn’t an option, not as Anders’s Chosen One. Despite the sense of pressure that had always held her down, she savored the moment. They were doing it; she was doing it, living a life of music with love on the horizon. She couldn’t wait to see Naomi again, to share this milestone.




Chapter Twenty


“Griffith Observatory? I’ve always wanted to come here.”


Joram opened Naomi’s car door, her pleasure at making a good choice for their date easing the nerves tying her intestines into knots. Not for the first time did she wonder why she put herself through this anxiety; there were plenty of women out there that required far less effort. Before she fell sway to the sentiment, Naomi’s impish grin eased the internal sourness, a brilliant reminder of how much this particular woman appealed to her. “Glad to hear it. I come here now and again. It’s fun.”


She held out her hand, pleased when Naomi took it without compunction. Tugging, she stepped backward as she pulled Naomi toward the observatory before turning to walk beside her. They passed lawn monuments and models, entering the vast white building. Joram guided them past the ticket counter and information kiosk toward the stairs and the building café.


“And this is all free?” Naomi slowed to study a passing display.


“Yeah. There’s a planetarium and the occasional special show with entry fees, but the displays and other odds and ends are free to the public.”


In a hushed tone, Naomi said, “I’ve never seen a planetarium show before.”


Joram eyed Naomi. For her part, Naomi had become engrossed in a display of telescopes, unaware of Joram’s examination. Her obvious fascination with the scientific exhibits was in marked contrast to most of the women Joram had ever brought here. A typical Joram date consisted of dinner, drinks and dancing followed by a pleasurable evening in bed. Occasionally Joram took women on this tour, playing on the romanticism of a sunset hike overlooking the city to facilitate a night of passion. Her dates had always been keenly attuned to her prurient needs and not given to scholarly debate.


But Naomi was a woman who had an intelligent streak, a woman in a university graduate program. Naomi was here because she was attracted to Joram, but it seemed that her pursuit of knowledge held almost as much appeal for her. Though the concept was alien to Joram, she had belatedly come to realize that if Naomi was any indication of the breed, smart was sexy and Joram had been missing out for years. Joram had enjoyed their dinner conversation last week, somehow unsurprised that Naomi’s mischievous appearance hid a keen wit and shrewd point of view. Joram had planned a late dinner after tonight’s guided hike, hoping to capitalize on the sunset romance and evoke more of those amazing kisses. She suspected Naomi needed intellectual stimulation more than the mere physical to open up, just as Joram needed musical stimulation to access the depths of her emotions. “Let’s do that then.”


“Really?” Naomi blinked, her full attention back on Joram.


Joram smiled at Naomi’s hopeful expression. “Yeah, let’s get tickets to tonight’s show.” She turned them around, doubling back to the ticket counter. “We can pick up something to eat on the way back to your apartment after.”


Naomi looped her arm through Joram’s. “Are you sure?”


Chuckling, Joram patted Naomi’s hand. “Nuh vex ya, empress. We won’t be trekking too far into the wilds.” They stopped at the counter, and Joram eyed the ticket information. She pointed. “There. The last showing of ‘The Universe’ is after eight thirty. We’ll be done with our hike by then.” She purchased the tickets and accepted a couple of pamphlets with information on other shows and a map of the exhibits.


Naomi seized upon the pamphlets, eagerly opening the map to find their current location, her arm still hooked through Joram’s.


Inordinately proud of herself, Joram retraced their steps toward the stairs and the cafeteria. “We’ve only got another half hour before the tour. Let’s get some water and maybe a snack.”


* * *


Naomi leaned back in her chair, staring up at the night sky above her. The narrator described the beginnings of the universe as the program zoomed toward a distant galaxy, the stars rushing toward her with such speed that she suffered an instance of vertigo. She clutched Joram’s hand, glad of the darkness concealing the heat of her cheeks. Another kind of warmth filled her as Joram tightened her hold, gracing Naomi’s knuckles with the briefest of kisses.


The sunset beyond Los Angeles had been stunning. They’d spent an hour hiking a half-mile trail with two dozen other tourists, listening to their guide discuss the observatory and various celestial phenomena visible even in Southern California’s smog-filled atmosphere. The scent of pine had reminded Naomi of her home in the Carpathian Mountains, though the similarity had ended there. The Charlie Turner trail in the Berlin Forest was nothing like the forest near Inanna’s complex. Naomi’s homeland was a rich, moist one with thick groves of dark trees. Los Angeles was a desert and its forest dry and sparse, its trees fighting for minimal resources to survive. Yet even here there was the hint of wild beauty. She’d suffered a wave of homesickness at the smells, wishing she could return home and forget everything that had transpired since she’d come to the United States. Joram had chased the melancholy away, her gravelly voice reminding Naomi of moonlit conversations at Nathan’s monastery, of an enchanted intimate friendship that had supported her through her adolescent loneliness.


 Upon their return to the West Terrace, they’d had just enough time to reach the Samuel Oschin Planetarium. Now she rested after the hike, enamored of the artificial night sky above her, captivated by the woman holding her hand. In the darkness the atmosphere reminded her of her childhood, sitting in the dark, speaking to that disembodied voice. Joram’s physical presence beside her magnified the familiarity. Naomi felt whole. Joram completed her when Naomi hadn’t realized she’d been missing a part of herself.


Which wasn’t to say she’d lost her common sense. She understood why Joram had brought her here. Naomi had tagged Joram as a player the moment they’d met. Joram was an attractive and confident woman who had more than enough sexual prospects in her future. With so many women seemingly available to her, she’d almost have to be. Her proverbial bedpost had to have quite the number of notches carved into it. Perhaps that view was unfair to Joram, but Naomi couldn’t discount her first impression as Joram had strutted and flirted with her audience from the stage.


Joram had said she’d been here a few times before. Considering the majority of people on the guided tour had been couples, Naomi easily hazarded a guess that this was one of Joram’s go-to places for a romantic date. With the spectacular view of Los Angeles as the sun sank below the horizon, it wasn’t any wonder. Naomi bet that many of Joram’s previous dates went on to a candlelit dinner and dancing, perhaps ending the night in her bed. She’d been surprised, therefore, when Joram had set aside any salacious plans to attend a planetarium show with a European backwoods rube like Naomi. That action had endeared her more fully into Naomi’s heart, if that was possible.


Though allowing Joram to lead the courting dance between them held some appeal, Naomi was nevertheless reluctant to move too fast. Fear stayed her libido, fear that this moment with Joram would be a simple dalliance rather than the deep, abiding relationship Naomi craved to experience with her. Fear also of the task set upon her as a teenager and its repercussions in her life. The memory of Inanna’s phone call sobered her.


The show finished far too soon, forcing Naomi back to the present and reality. Melancholic, she stood and left the planetarium with Joram, wishing they could stay there in the dark together forever. Instead of escorting her out the main entrance, Joram took her to one of the observation terraces. Safety lights glowed yellow, illuminating a handful of other visitors quietly taking in the view. The sky above was studded with stars, only the brightest showing through the light pollution. Naomi gasped as she saw Los Angeles laid out before her, a sparkling jewel in a sea of light. Despite the sunset tour she hadn’t been prepared for the arrival of full darkness across the landscape. “This is beautiful.”


Joram leaned her hip against the barrier. “Just like you.”


Pleased with the compliment, Naomi slipped into Joram’s arms, turning to lean her back against her. They stood for a time watching the city lights glisten and gleam like a living thing, seeming to ebb and flow like the ocean waves. She felt safe and loved in this embrace, ridiculous really since she barely knew Joram. Everything she perceived was filtered through an event only she had experienced which made this heartfelt trust and respect suspect. “Have you ever had an imaginary friend?”


“Not really. Not that I can recall anyway. Did you?”


Disappointed, Naomi shrugged. “Yes.” She shouldn’t have said anything. This confirmation of her one-sided experience threatened her already shaky emotions, adding another weight of sadness upon her shoulders. It would have been better to pretend there was the possibility they were connected in some spiritual way than to learn she was alone even in this.


After a long pause, Joram squeezed her close. “What was your imaginary friend like?”


Naomi sighed, forcing a smile. She’d started the conversation. She needed to carry it through. “A lot like you, actually.” She rubbed Joram’s arm, craning her neck to peer at her.


“Devastatingly bashy?” Joram wiggled her eyebrows.


She laughed, glad that Joram either hadn’t noted or had chosen to ignore Naomi’s slight pensiveness. “I don’t know what that means.”


“Hot. Devastatingly hot.” Joram kissed Naomi’s temple. “Like you.”


Naomi leaned her head back, pillowing it against Joram’s cheek. “I don’t know. I imagine so. She was invisible to me.”


“I wish I’d had an imaginary friend like you as a child.”


The wistful timbre tugged at Naomi’s heart. She straightened and turned, caressing Joram’s face, watching the sadness fade into pleasure. “Thank you for bringing me here. I had a wonderful time.” She gave Joram a soft kiss.


“Let me know if you’d like to attend any of the other shows. I’d be glad to bring you back.”


Naomi weighed Joram’s words with a smile. While she suspected Joram’s choice of venue for this date was seductive, she didn’t detect any prevarication. She had a sneaky suspicion that Joram had enjoyed this evening just as much as she had. “I think that would be fun.”


“Let’s go find something to eat, and I’ll get you home.”


She let Joram escort her down from the observation deck, savoring the tender happiness and love in her heart. Maybe Joram would never return the sentiment, but that didn’t mean Naomi couldn’t enjoy her experiences while she had them. Within the year she’d commit a detestable act, one that would forever change her. For now she would follow Rebecca’s suggestion and live her life while she still had one.




 


EXPOSURE




“In my nightmares


I’m exactly who you always wanted me to be.


Exhausted by the lies—


There’s no turning back now.”


Joram Darkstone, Monster, Invocation







Chapter Twenty-One


Joram burst into the dressing room, buzzing with energy and sweating buckets. The rest of Invocation trailed after her, equally overheated and exuberant. Ivan called out to the clamoring mass of crew and groupies in the corridor, “Ten minutes, people! Back off!” He pointed to two security guards as he closed the double doors. “You two keep ’em out.”


Mopping her face with a towel, Joram accepted a beer from Chloe. “That was fucking maad! I swear they were going to attack the stage tonight!”


Bayani poured a cup of ice water over his head. “Did you see that redhead front row left? Took her damn shirt off and waved her tits at me.” He laughed as Jubal threw a towel over his head, using it to dry his hair.


“Chicks never did that at the Indigo.” Jarod had acquired a bottle of Jack Daniels and took a slug off it.


“No they did not,” Bayani agreed with a lecherous grin.


“I don’t know. The vibe seemed a little weird to me.”


Joram glanced at Rand, noting her uncharacteristically subdued manner. Normally after a show she was as hyped as the rest of them, maybe more so. She was a competitive drummer and that aggressiveness always made her seem larger than life. Though she thrummed with energy, she wore an expression of concern. “What do you mean? I thought it went great. The audience was eating out of our hands.”


Rand shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it.” She turned to the mirror and plucked at her hair, spiking it at the crown.


Jubal snorted. “You be sometimish, dat’s all. You need a drink and a ooman.” He punctuated his statement with a long swallow of beer.


Rounding on him, Rand said, “I ain’t moody, bitch! I’m just saying things felt different tonight, that’s all.”


Joram held out her hands, one still brandishing a beer bottle. “Balance, you two! Yuh nuh get vexed. We just had a one of our best nights ever. Doan fret.”


Rand rolled her eyes, shamefaced. In apology for his part in their squabble, Jubal offered her a beer, which she accepted. They gave each other a quick embrace, sealing the deal. Not for the first time was Joram pleased that these people were her bandmates. Despite the occasional spats brought on by spending too much time in one another’s company, they always pulled together. She couldn’t imagine doing this with anyone else.


They spent the next few minutes collecting themselves. Once everyone was hydrated and presentable, Chloe opened the doors to the fans waiting outside, each carefully picked by Ivan from the audience.


Despite being aware that Naomi had a major test the following morning, Joram couldn’t help searching the crowd for signs of her presence. When she didn’t materialize, Joram set aside her resignation to spend the next couple of hours signing autographs or flirting with her fans.


Without Naomi’s distraction, her thoughts focused on Rand’s comments about the evening’s gig. Having come down a bit from the onstage intoxication, Joram thought she had a better understanding of what Rand had meant. There had been something a little off about the gig, though not in an unsupportive way—at least the energy hadn’t seemed wholly negative to Joram. There’d been an unfamiliar edge of wildness to the audience tonight, yes. The faces she’d seen beyond the stage lights had been less euphoric, more drawn in blistering fierceness than the delighted joy to which she was accustomed. That didn’t invalidate the soaring sensation of the audience riding the high of the music with the band. Rather, the harsh atmosphere had given the collective experience a different spiritual texture.


Spiritual texture. Joram huffed a laugh as the conversation around her swirled off onto another topic. That was something Naomi would say. Chloe approached with a fresh beer, looping her arm through Joram’s with a smile. Joram wondered what Naomi was doing right now. Probably buried in her books and notes.


“I love your band!”


Joram smiled at the newcomer, a large man with untamed long hair and a similar beard. “Thanks.” She recognized this fellow. He’d been down in front during the set, attempting to start a mosh pit. It had taken three security guards to subdue him and remove him from the area. How the hell did he get back inside?


“I think your best song is ‘Rupture,’” he enthused, a wild gleam in his eye. He dressed like the stereotypical biker with dirty jeans, heavy boots and an aging leather jacket. A tribal tattoo covered half his face, disappearing into his brown beard. He looked like an extra on the set of a post-apocalyptic movie. Exuberant and out of tune, he sang the song’s chorus. “There’s never enough of me for you, you take and take and take, fuck you!” He crowed the last words, arms wide, his enthusiastic rendition creating a bubble of space in the noisy overcrowded room as people edged away.


Joram eased Chloe behind her, still grinning at the gate-crasher. Adrenaline pulsed through her, warming her as she considered her options. She sensed more than saw Chloe melt into the mob of people, presumably to alert security of a potential problem.


Her new friend continued raving, his wide smile fixed, his eyes wide and pupils dilated. “You guys are fucking awesome! I can’t believe I’ve never heard of you before. I came to see the opening act, but they are abso-fucking-lutely lame compared to you guys! And I fucking loved that band before I heard yours!”


The crowd pulled farther away from her visitor’s manic behavior, clearing more space around them. “Thank you. It’s always good to make a new fan.” This near, Joram knew he was high on something and it wasn’t their music. He didn’t smell of alcohol so his intoxication had to be chemically related. She doubted Ivan would have let this guy through; he did a meticulous job of screening backstage passes. A closer examination revealed the newcomer didn’t have a pass hanging around his neck or clipped to his jacket.


She saw Jubal emerge at the man’s left shoulder and Jarod materialize at her side. Glancing at the man’s empty hands, she scanned for visible weapons without seeing any. That didn’t mean he didn’t have one on him somewhere—if he could bypass security to get back here after being evicted from the venue, he certainly hadn’t passed the metal detectors at the public entrances. “Have you had a beer yet?” She stepped closer, gesturing toward the door. “You look thirsty. We’ve got a cooler set up over here.”


The man licked his lips. “Yeah. I could go for a beer. Yeah!” He turned, catching sight of Jubal. “Dude! What’s your name? You’re so badass on that bass!” Swift as lightning he reached out and grabbed for Jubal’s hand.


Jarod knocked his arm away, and Joram stepped sideways into their visitor to push him off balance. “Whoa! Sorry about that!” She grabbed his thick upper arms as if trying to regain her balance. “I think I might have had too much to drink myself.”


He grabbed her elbows, fingers digging into the hollows of the joint. For a brief moment they stood face-to-face, his feral eyes glaring into hers. Time stopped. Joram’s world faded, her attention pinpointed by his intense expression, the sweat beading on his forehead. She thought she saw something behind his pupils, a fleeting fluid image that she couldn’t quite see. The sight fascinated her. She narrowed her eyes and leaned closer, attempting to see what was there. His snarl of fury faded as did his infuriated expression as they stared at one another.


Sound and movement came back with a violent jerk. Jubal and Jarod were pulling her away from the biker while two well-muscled security guards took his arms. For a second, she fought her friends, annoyed with their interruption, needing to understand what she’d just seen.


Chloe blocked her view, a familiar sight that mentally slapped Joram back to the present. “Stop it! Let it go, Joram!”


Joram stopped struggling against her friends, shaking her head. She looked past Chloe to see the biker being led away. Despite his riotous entrance and behavior, he now walked in a listless daze, hardly noting the guards flanking him.


“You okay?” Jubal looked her over.


Still nettled, she pushed away their probing touches. “Yeah, I’m okay.” She’d dropped her bottle in the altercation, the remaining beer spreading across the tile floor. Squatting, she retrieved it.


Chloe frowned. “Are you sure? You look out of it. He didn’t get a hit in, did he?”


“No.” Joram forced a laugh. “I pushed him aside and we grabbed each other, that’s all.” Her elbows ached from his firm grip, and she rubbed the right one. “All fruits ripe.”


“Told you things were weird tonight.”


She turned to see Rand beside her. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”


“Obeah?”


Joram turned to stare at Jubal. “What?”


“Tink it’s obeah?”


She forced a laugh. “No, no obeah. No magic. You didn’t see him close enough. That boy was hopped up on something that’s all.” She looked to the others who had gathered around her, expecting them to back her. Two of her bandmates were from the United States and thereby less inclined toward Jubal’s superstitions. Bayani, being raised in the Philippines, could go either way depending on his mood. All three of them remained disquieted. “Oh, come on! It was a fluke.”


Jarod was first to shrug his shoulder. “I guess.”


Rand shook her head and moved away, the others following suit. Appearances needed to be kept and fans still filled the room. Each of her bandmates drifted away, allowing their visitors an opportunity to chat with them once again. The last to leave Joram’s side was Jubal. He placed a hand on her shoulder, a grim expression on his handsome face. Giving her a squeeze, he released her and turned away. Chloe pressed another beer into her hand, and Joram thanked her.


One of the fans finally gathered enough courage to interrupt the tableau. “Wow, that was sick!”


Joram waved the girl’s excitement aside with a smile. “Nuh vex ya, gyal. He gone.” She twirled a finger at her ear. “Not all balanced.” The fan laughed and offered a CD for Joram to sign. She kept up the small talk, her mind far from the conversation spouting from her mouth.




Chapter Twenty-Two


Frustrated, Naomi dropped the newspaper into her lap. She sat on her bed, legs outstretched as she caught up on the news. Leaning back against the pillows, she rolled her head on her shoulders, willing the aching muscles to relax. She glanced at her alarm clock, discontent. Here it was, almost two in the morning and she had a final to take in six hours. The way her mind was buzzing, she’d never get enough rest before class. Considering what she’d been reading, she doubted she’d be able to keep her thoughts focused on something as mundane as anthropology no matter how fascinating she felt the subject.


She stared at the newsprint still fisted in her hands. Random acts of violence and strangeness were a staple in a city the size of Los Angeles, but there seemed to be an increase of activity throughout the metropolitan area, enough of one that the news agencies were beginning to notice. Today’s paper had held several disturbing articles, more than the normal fare she’d become accustomed to during her time in the city.


A family’s two dogs simultaneously went berserk, ravaging four children and two adults during a backyard birthday party before animal control and police could arrive. Three of the children died and one adult was in critical condition with low expectations of survival. Neither dog had ever exhibited violent traits before and both had to be put down by the authorities before paramedics could reach the victims.


A well-known philanthropist, responsible for many acts of generosity over the years in the homeless community, had delivered a blistering speech at a fund-raiser the night before condemning the “idiot masses” for falling prey to the dispossessed. He’d finished his disapprobation by pulling all his significant support from every nonprofit organization with which he’d been involved. When asked to comment afterward, he’d been quoted as saying, “Fuck you. I need a drink.”


A tourist from Connecticut walked into a mall sporting goods store, bought a hunting knife and proceeded to go on a killing spree throughout the store, beginning with the sales clerk. Her vacationing family had been oblivious to her bloody activities as they enjoyed a treat several doors away at an ice cream shop, discovering what had happened only when police arrived and shot the woman to death.


Even the science section had worrisome news. Several hundred dead fish had washed ashore at Marina Del Ray. Marine biologists hadn’t discerned any cause for the die-off and had advised anyone from eating any of the fish. One scientist had said, “It’s a conundrum. There doesn’t appear to be any valid reason why this catastrophe has happened. Maybe it’s an act of God.”


Corpse flowers at every botanical garden in the state had inexplicably bloomed, causing quite the stir with horticulturalists. Several of the plants had bloomed earlier than scheduled. One had even flowered for a second time this year, an unprecedented event as the corpse flower only comes into season once every two to three years, sometimes taking seven to ten years between blooms.


A freak rainstorm in Riverside County had flooded that area, filling Lake Matthews to bursting. Though the immediate menace of drought in Los Angeles seemed to have been eased, the weather had done serious damage to the ecological reserve there, threatening to wash away several nesting grounds of local rare bird species. A call to arms had been put out amongst environmental agencies for volunteers to assist in the wildfowls’ plight.


Naomi shoved the paper away, scooting to the side of the bed and dropping her feet to the floor. The omens were unsettling and undeniable. Inanna was right; something was happening here, something that few understood.


Standing, she shuffled over to her tiny desk. The surface was buried beneath anthropological and esoteric books, these carrying a more insubstantial area of research dealing with omens and portents. She pushed through the open manuscripts, selecting one and then another to flip through until she found what she wanted. Bending, she leaned close to read a few words.


“Consider the deeper message beyond the tangible. For each incident there is a public face, yet each will have a profound wealth of hidden meaning.”


The vague passage did nothing to alleviate her concerns. It left every incident open to personal interpretation, muddying the waters rather than clarifying her understanding. Yet she couldn’t deny that those news articles had been the ones to jump out at her. She’d been afraid to read the world news, not wanting to see how far Inanna’s portents were reaching. Why hadn’t she noticed so many before tonight? She’d lived in the United States for six years, surely she hadn’t become so inured to the everyday violence and chaos that she wouldn’t have observed its abrupt growth around her. It was possible that the event for which she’d been trained would occur much sooner than Inanna and Nathan had thought.


Naomi looked over her shoulder at the crumpled newspaper on her bedspread. No. Whatever was happening was coming on fast. She’d kept up on local news every day. Some days there were flukes, a brief spate of aggressive turbulence that faded over time, but today’s edition had been the fifth in a row of bizarre and chaotic rumblings. This phase of outlandish activity wasn’t going away.


She straightened, rubbing her face before letting her hands drop to her sides. Her gaze strayed back to the alarm clock, its numbers glowing in accusation. She had to come to terms with the fact that there was nothing to be done about the localized increase of spiritual turbulence. Until she found the focal point, the person responsible for opening the dimensional door, she could do nothing but worry.


The soothing voice whispered, “Doan fret, mi lova.”


Naomi relaxed at the memory. “Doan fret,” she repeated. “Easier said than done, you know.”


“Nuh vex ya. I have faith, empress.”


She blinked, whirling around, expecting to see Joram in the doorway. “Hello?” The room was empty, the door closed. “Are you there?”


Naomi stood for several minutes, listening to the silence with every pore and cell in her body. Had her imaginary friend actually spoken for the first time in a dozen years, or had she only remembered words that Joram had spoken to her?


Nathan had called his monastery a place where a thin gap in the ether separated his world and hers. Since leaving him, Naomi had often wondered whether her imaginary friend had been a mental aberration on her part or truly real. After finding Joram and learning more about her past, Naomi had theorized that somewhere in Jamaica was a similar location, a place where the two dimensions were as close, the place where Joram had grown up. Somehow she’d connected with Joram when they were both living near these gaps.


“Does this mean a new gap is forming? Here?”


Her friend didn’t answer but the idea held merit. Whoever was trying to open the dimensional door had to begin somewhere—what better way than to strip away layers of protection and mundanity, slowly abrading the protective fabric of this world to reveal a thin membrane. At the proper time and place, a simple pinprick would be all that was needed to blow it open.


But why form an entirely new door? Nathan and Inanna had located a number of likely places where the barriers were sparse. Through various means incomprehensible to Naomi, they’d decided that Inanna’s former protégé would strike at one of a number of places in southern California or Arizona. Naomi had come to Long Beach for both the university anthropology program as well as the fact that she was mere hours from three of the most likeliest of objectives, not because Los Angeles had been one of them. Yet it seemed that here was where the deed would be done. Opening a brand-new door would take a lot more work than using one of the available weak areas. It would also be more difficult for any opponents to track your movements and stop you from achieving your goal.


Frowning, she grabbed her laptop from her nightstand, flopping down onto the bed as she accessed the web browser. She pulled up a map of North America, focusing her search to the southwestern United States. Those were the three possible positions she’d been monitoring for the last five years. She zoomed in on the map, studying the layout. With a finger she gently tapped each area. Here, here and here. She tilted her head. And there was Los Angeles. Her eyes widened. “Almost right in the middle.”


“Irie,” Joram’s voice whispered.


Naomi shivered, both startled and pleased by the sound. “He’s using the three weak points, triangulating their power into a central location.” She slumped, staring up at the ceiling. “My gods! If I’m right, whoever’s helping him must have massive power.”


Her invisible friend didn’t respond, but Naomi didn’t care. This was big, much bigger than Inanna had led her to believe. Naomi closed her eyes, drawing upon her meditative techniques to calm herself. She knew there was the possibility she was wrong in this, despite the rightness she felt. She looked at the clock. Almost an hour had passed while she’d puzzled over the matter, and she was still no closer to sleep. It didn’t appear that she’d be getting any rest. There was too much to do, none of it having anything to do with this morning’s final.


She swept the newspaper off her bed and made herself comfortable with her laptop. Though she hadn’t planned on taking a trip to Europe, it was time to go home. She needed to see both Inanna and Nathan.


* * *


Darkness surrounded her, obscuring her vision as it seeped into her soul. She took hesitant steps, hands outstretched to grasp ineffectively for purchase, finding nothing but warm, moist air. No walls, no breeze, nothing to indicate where she was or how vast was the chamber in which she found herself, if chamber it was. For all she knew, she was outdoors. The vicinity didn’t feel like that, though. The darkness had no sense of openness, there were no sounds of nature.


She knelt, blindly touching the ground. Hard-packed earth met her fingers, nothing else as far as she could reach. So, indoors it was. She stood.
How did I get here? She had no memory. She had always been here it seemed, groping through the tepid atmosphere, lost and alone.


“Nuh vex ya.”


She gasped, whirling about. The whisper sounded familiar, but she couldn’t remember to whom it belonged. She reached out, uncertain, half-terrified she’d touch someone and half-terrified she wouldn’t. Whoever had spoken was out of reach, had always been out of reach. She could remember that at least.


Without direction, she stumbled forward, nerves longing for some sort of contact, heart dreading the inevitable touch of the unseen. She wandered the darkness forever. After an eternity it dawned upon her that there had been a subtle change in the atmosphere. Sweat formed on her upper lip, slicking her forehead. The air had become hotter, as if she closed in on a furnace. Despite the heat and the threat of burning up she crept along, feet shuffling, one hand still extended to search for obstacles.


The other hand held a knife.


She convulsively grasped the hilt as the knowledge of it came to her. A gasp escaped her, loud in the blackness, seeming to echo off unseen walls.


“Nuh linga, empress. You know what to do.”


That whisper again, irritatingly close yet so far away. But the disembodied voice was correct. She knew what to do. She had to find him, she had to kill him. Only when she did would she be able to live her life. Only then would she be free.


She flexed her grip on the knife hilt with resolve and tucked her chin. Her next steps were less hesitant, more resolute. She had a purpose, whether she remembered it or not. She had a purpose and she would see the job done. Her future required it.


Again the ambience changed around her. Time passed from minutes into forever but she eventually noted that there was dim light to her right. She veered in that direction, and the illumination increased in unhurried increments. A thrill of pleasure jolted her as she finally made out her hand before her. She waved it in front of her face, relieved to have at least this minimal sight.


Something emerged from the darkness ahead of her. She lurched to a stop, her blood boiling with adrenaline, the knife waving in front of her. Panting, she crouched as she stared at the apparition, unable to see anything but a darker blur against the inky blackness.


“You know what to do.”


The whisper was faint, barely audible. She swallowed against the lump in her throat, the dread in her mind. Her heart galloped in her chest and she couldn’t get enough of the boiling air, panting as she forced herself forward, step by step.


It seemed to take hours before she stood behind the blur of shadow against shadows. Every muscle tensed, causing her to tremble as she regarded her target. He stood a little taller, but that was his only discernible characteristic. Terrified, she wondered why he didn’t know she was there. Every scrape of her feet on the floor, every breath of air hissing through her teeth, the frantic thumping of her heart—any one of these should have betrayed her presence. But he stood still, alone, just like her.


Her eyes scanned his form, aching as she tried to make out details unavailable in the turbid illumination. Nathan’s training came to the fore, and she considered the best way to take out her target. Under the arm and into the chest? The large artery in the leg? About the only thing she could be sure of was that he stood with his back to her. She couldn’t see well enough, couldn’t tell whether he stood with feet together or apart, arms akimbo or hanging at his side. She’d only have one shot at this.


She took a deep, bracing breath and closed the minimal distance between them. Grabbing his chin, she drew the knife across his throat, slitting him from ear to ear. He struggled, a brief violent spasm as his life’s blood spilled hot over her hand. She held him tight, vaguely surprised at how little he weighed as she knelt down. Hot tears burned her eyes, hot shame her heart. She’d done it. She’d killed him before he could kill the world.


“Thank you.”


Naomi stared down in horror at familiar sea-green eyes, recognizing the Jamaican accent coming from the corpse she had created.


“Thank you,” Joram said again.


* * *


Naomi shot out of bed with the alarm clock’s strident sound. Terrified, she struck at it, knocking it to the floor. It broke with the force of its landing though the alarm feebly continued to beep. She ignored it, slumping back onto the bed, dropping her head to her knees as she battled dizziness.


Several minutes passed as she calmed herself. Her respiration slowing, her heart beat less clamorous in her chest. The dizziness faded and she slowly sat up, hands on her knees. Staring at her hands, she half expected to see blood covering them but couldn’t determine why. All she remembered of the nightmare was that it was hot and dark and that she’d killed her enemy.


A sharp knock on her door made her heart leap in her chest. Before she could think to answer, the door opened.


Rebecca peeked in, curls tousled and eyes puffy from sleep. “Are you okay? I heard a crash.” She scanned the disaster Naomi’s room had become, her gaze landing on the alarm clock mournfully beeping.


“Yeah.” Naomi took a deep breath and swallowed. “Yeah. It was just a nightmare.” She gave Rebecca a sheepish look. “I’m sorry.”


“Well, I’m glad I didn’t wake you. I feel sorry for the poor alarm.”


Heat suffused Naomi’s face as she stood and unplugged the clock, the silence loud between them.


“You sure you’re okay?”


Naomi rubbed her face, more to avoid seeing Rebecca’s concern than anything else. The nightmare had fully wakened her. “Yeah. You know how it is. Finals week and all.” She risked a glance at her roommate.


Rebecca nodded in understanding though her face held a thoughtful expression. “A lot of stress.” She smiled. “Better get a move on, then. Finals wait for no woman.”


Relieved, Naomi returned the smile. “Last one.”


“Urgh. I’ve still got two more.” Rebecca made a face. “I’ll make coffee.”


“Thanks.” Naomi waited until her roommate had closed the door before her shoulders slumped.


She scanned her room. The place was trashed with books everywhere and newspapers strewn across the floor. Her laptop leaned against the nightstand with the now-defunct alarm clock shattered close by. The disaster reminded her of last night’s research session. Scooping up her laptop, she confirmed and checked in to her flight. By this time tomorrow, she’d be on her way home.


Yawning, she set the computer aside and rose. Time to get dressed. She had a test to fail and bags to pack. She had to tell Joram she’d be out of town too. A pang of sorrow raced through her. She’d hoped to use this break between sessions to spend more time with Joram, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. If the ceremony to open the door was progressing as quickly as she thought, she’d have little time for romance.


Heart heavy, the nightmare fading, she prepared for class.


* * *


A tap on the glass brought Joram out of her musical reverie. She looked up from the keyboard and music sheets to see Chloe holding Joram’s cell phone. Joram nodded and stood while Chloe exited the sound booth and entered the studio.


“Phone call.”


Joram half-dreaded taking the phone. Chloe would only interrupt her if it was Anders. He was the last person Joram wanted to talk to when she was writing. Depending on the song, thoughts of him disrupted her creative processes. Expecting to see the devil on her caller ID, she was startled to discover Naomi’s face. Chloe gave her an impish grin and left. Relaxing, Joram returned to the keyboard and looked over the song she’d been working on. “Mi
empress.”


“Hi. Am I interrupting anything?”


“Never.” She sat on the stool. “Just working in the studio. How’d you do on the test?”


“Fair to middling, I suppose. More middling than fair.”


“Don’t sell yourself short. You probably aced it.” She could almost see Naomi’s modest shrug. Joram idly picked out a melody on the keyboard.


“That sounds nice. New song?”


“Yeah. It’s something a little different—a ballad.”


“Really?” Naomi sounded intrigued. “I’ve heard most of your music. I thought Invocation doesn’t do ballads.”


Joram smiled, caressing the instrument keys. “I didn’t have a reason before now.” They shared a moment of silence that she found oddly comforting. She felt an emotional intimacy with Naomi, one she’d never enjoyed with anyone else. Not even Chloe or Jubal with their shared experience of Hell had wormed so quickly into her heart. The sensation was weird, this sense of connection scary in its strength. Yet fear and self-doubt didn’t seem to slow the advancement of her infatuation. “Now that you’re a free woman, what are you going to do?”


“Ah, about that.” Naomi hesitated. “I’ve a flight tonight. I’m going home for a week or so.”


Joram’s spirits plummeted. She frowned at the sheet of music. Her plan had been to spend more time with Naomi while she was on break between terms. Uncertainty niggled at her self-assurance. Was Naomi trying to distance herself? Were her feelings for Joram less acute? “That sounds sudden. Is everything all right?”


“I’m fine. They are too. I’m just…just a little homesick. It’ll do me good to see my family.”


“Okay.” Joram chased a bit of dust from the keyboard with an index finger. “I’ll miss you.”


“I already miss you.”


The warmth of Naomi’s words thawed Joram’s growing trepidation. “You’ll call me when you return?”


“Of course. I can’t let you forget me.”


Joram chuckled. “Doan fret on that account, mi
empress. You’re unforgettable.” Again silence reigned between them, this one no less soothing than the last. Joram wondered why. On those rare occasions when she’d become emotionally invested in a woman, these sorts of pauses had always made her feel uncomfortable, questioning the motives of her love interest as well as her own. What was it about Naomi that negated those types of apprehensions?


Naomi’s response was a pleased whisper. “Thank you. You’re unforgettable too.” She sighed. “I’ve got to go. I haven’t packed yet and I need to print up my boarding passes.”


“Nuh linga. You have a safe trip.” Joram swallowed against the disappointment of a week or more without Naomi within easy reach. “Let me know when you get back and we’ll go out to dinner or something.”


“I will.” Naomi paused before blurting, “Take care. I’ll see you later.”


Joram barely got the words, “You too,” out before Naomi disconnected the line.


She blew out a breath, slumping on her stool as she stared at the phone. Up until the end the conversation had been easy. Only their goodbyes had become awkward. She pursed her lips, wondering why.




Chapter Twenty-Three


Naomi thanked the driver as she slid out of the cab of the rattletrap truck. She fished her pack out of the bed, receiving several farewell kisses from the two hunting dogs there. As the truck trundled off, she waved. It had taken three planes, two taxis and a local farmer to reach this point in her journey. She glanced at her phone, noting the time in California. All that and about twenty-one hours to reach the road at the base of the hill leading to Inanna’s complex. She shouldered her backpack and began the trek up the access road.


The farmer would have given her a lift all the way up, but she’d refused. She wanted to use the time to soak in the sights and smells of home. Though she’d come for reasons too unnerving to speak aloud, a sense of peace filled her soul as the cool mountain air filled her lungs. Crisp and clean, the atmosphere here was so much better than California. Thick foliage on either side of the road invited the traveler to step off the path and explore the deceptive green wilds. These woods weren’t as dangerous as some, though every forest held its perils. Naomi had spent years learning the foibles of this one, having camped and fished and hiked throughout its length and breadth. It welcomed her in ways she hadn’t realized she’d needed. Someday she’d have to bring Joram up here.


The idea of Joram coming with her for a visit evinced feelings of rightness as well as discordance. Though envisioning Joram hiking the trails or visiting the monastery with her offered a deep sense of satisfaction, Naomi had only ever seen Joram in a city. Though Joram had spoken fondly of living in Jamaica, she hadn’t seemed nostalgic for home. The life of a rock musician suited her well. She enjoyed the beach, and Naomi loved the mountains. Would she even want to come here?


Souring, she adjusted her load and walked up the road. It didn’t matter anyway. Once Naomi concluded her business she’d probably be in prison for the rest of her life. There was a strong possibility her incarceration would be in a mental facility if she tried to explain why she’d murdered a stranger. Why, officer, I had to kill him. He was going to open the door to another dimension and destroy the world. Her mother might be an ancient goddess but other than a few tricks with candles and a knack for healing, Inanna had been rather weak in her abilities to affect the modern world, which was probably why Naomi had been recruited to do the vile deed. Naomi would follow through with her task, and Inanna could do nothing to stop the repercussions from her actions. Naomi wasn’t sure she wanted anyone to disrupt the punishment she felt she’d richly deserve either.


She was distracted by the sound of a small engine up ahead. Her first thought was that one of the woodsmen had fired up a chainsaw, but the sound drew near too quickly. Around the bend a familiar motorcycle with an attached sidecar came into view, an older model that had been popular in the years immediately following World War II. Naomi had ridden that bike many times over the years. The rickety vehicle was held together by spit and baling wire. Joy counteracted her melancholy when she saw Inanna driving. Of course Inanna had known when she’d arrive. Another ability she’d demonstrated over the years had been predicting when visitors came to the complex.


The tiny woman handled the motorcycle with aplomb. She slowed and passed Naomi, swinging wide to turn around on the road. Pulling up beside her, Inanna shut the bike off and gifted her with a warm smile. “Oh how I’ve missed you, sweetness!” She hopped off the motorcycle, arms wide.


Naomi welcomed the embrace, hot tears threatening to spill over. “I’ve missed you too, Mama.” While being no giant, Naomi towered over Inanna’s diminutive form. Their difference in height didn’t invalidate Inanna’s strength of personality. Her mother’s presence was a palpable force that unwound the tenseness entrenched within Naomi’s heart. She immersed herself in the measured calmness that was Inanna’s being, allowing it to soothe her. After several long minutes, they separated. Naomi was glad to see she wasn’t the only one with damp eyes.


Inanna smiled up at her, cupping Naomi’s cheek and thumbing away a stray tear. “It’s too long between visits, sweetness. I’m so happy you’re here.”


Naomi sniffled and laughed. “Me too.”


Becoming businesslike, Inanna opened the backpack’s belt strap and turned Naomi around. “Let’s get that off you. You can take the bike up the hill.”


Soon Naomi found herself astride the motorcycle, Inanna in the sidecar with the backpack in her lap. She had a couple of false starts as she reacquainted herself with the gears, but before long they were on their way, wind in their hair. Sunlight trickled down through the foliage, speckling her vision with bright flashes. While she concentrated on the dirt road, she noted Inanna watching her.


“I’ve had Cook working all day for your welcome home dinner,” Inanna called over the engine. “Everyone’s aflutter. They can’t wait to see you.”


Naomi smiled, pleased. “Povitica?”


“Of course! It might not be Yule, but Cook knows how much you love it. You probably haven’t had any since your last visit.”


Her mouth watered at the thought of the sweet bread. “No. There aren’t many Croatian or Albanian restaurants in southern California.”


“I’d imagine not.” Inanna caressed Naomi’s shoulder and back. “You’re looking well. A little tired.”


Naomi stiffened. She didn’t want to delve into her nightmares or suspicions yet. She’d rather prolong her homecoming celebration for a few hours before broaching the subject of her visit. “It was a long trip.”


Inanna accepted her answer with a gentle touch. “A home-cooked meal and a good night’s sleep in your own bed will do you wonders.”


Muscles relaxing, Naomi grinned at Inanna. Ahead she came to the T-section crossroads. Forward were the gardens and playground. To their right a steeper path led through the trees to the complex. Naomi turned, eagerly speeding up the road to reach her childhood home. She steered into the pull-around driveway, cutting the engine off as they reached the main doors.


The complex’s double doors swung wide as Naomi dismounted, and a dozen people flowed out to welcome her home. Children retrieved her bag and assisted Inanna out of the sidecar. Laughter and delighted shouts lifted her spirits as she was ushered inside, her mother following at a slower pace. The common room, a vast room of hardwood and cozy furniture had been decorated before her arrival. A banner hung from the high ceiling—“Welcome Home, Naomi!”—and colorful streamers were everywhere. It seemed that everyone employed by Inanna was present. Sixty people or more hardly crowded the common room, everyone with cheerful smiles as they shared out drinks in preparation of the night’s festivities.


A mug of cider was thrust into Naomi’s hand, and her mother slipped an arm about her waist. She looked over the gathered throng, unable to dampen her jubilation. Her only unhappiness was that Joram wasn’t at her side to experience such a welcome. Someone suggested a toast, and Naomi lifted her drink with everyone else, silently saluting her missing friend.


* * *


 


The trip to Nathan’s monastery was decidedly easier in spring than in the dead of winter. Naomi and Inanna had a leisurely hike up to the saddle in the mountain, covering the distance in less than four hours.


“I could have sworn it took all day to get up here last time.”


Inanna smiled. “With the snowstorm we’d had that day, I shouldn’t doubt it. I was worried you wouldn’t reach your destination at all.”


Naomi remembered the day well. The snow had petered out by the time she’d reached the heights of the mountains. It had been the bitter wind that she’d battled most of the way. She’d almost gotten lost, having exited the trees at the wrong point along the saddle. If it hadn’t been for Joram’s voice guiding her, Naomi probably would have given up and returned a failure. “What if I hadn’t made it? What if I’d have come back?”


“Then you’d have tried again. And again.” Inanna glanced at her as they came to the crest of the saddle.


What if I’d refused to take on the role you’ve given me? Naomi quashed the thought. What did it matter when she’d already accepted her purpose in the coming conflict?


They turned east along the saddle. Nathan’s monastery was visible at this distance, as was the hovel Naomi had rested in all those years ago. As they passed by the small shelter, she reached out to brush the rock with her fingers, reliving the fond memory of her first conversation with her imaginary friend. “I think you’ll like the way I tease you.” She smiled in recollection, silently agreeing with Joram’s sentiment.


“Sweetling?”


Naomi pulled her hand away and shook her head. “It’s nothing. Just a dream I had a long time ago.”


Inanna smiled. “It must have been a powerful dream.”


Taking a deep breath, Naomi continued onward. “It was.” They continued along in silence, Naomi relieved that Inanna didn’t pursue the topic. Despite the knowledge that her imaginary friend wasn’t all that imaginary, Naomi’s worries and fears regarding her sanity had been long ingrained after years of secrecy. She knew she’d have to reveal what had happened to her all those years ago but wasn’t prepared to confess her connection just yet. If anyone deserved to know about her past first, it was Joram. Once Naomi revealed her connection to Joram—You mean “insanity,” right?—Naomi could explain the situation to her mother and mentor.


At the monastery Naomi took the rough stone steps lightly, remembering the struggle it had been to climb them, frozen from the elements and barely conscious. Golden sunlight washed over the entryway, belying her memory of frigid winds and biting snow. She reached the bell pull and tugged on the coarse rope as Inanna stood before the door with the eight-pointed star, the rich sound of a gong echoing from inside. The doors parted, splitting the star down the center as they opened outward. The sight of brilliant light and warmth emerging into a gray winter day briefly superimposed itself across Naomi’s vision before vanishing. Inanna reached out, and Naomi took her hand as they entered together.


Not much had changed inside the foyer. Two recliners still sat before the cold fireplace with a table and lamp between them. Naomi smiled at the sight of a bottle of whiskey and an ashtray on the table, smoke lazily rising to the ceiling from the cheroot parked there. Sitting before the chairs was a large screen television on a rolling stand. On the screen two parties were having a roaring gunfight in a ghost town. “Still haven’t gotten off that Western kick, huh?”


A slim hand appeared near the whiskey bottle, index finger raised to caution silence.


Grinning, Naomi approached while Inanna closed the door. The gunfight ended as she rounded the seating area.


Nathan used a remote to pause the playback, carefully setting it on the table before bringing the recliner to its upright position. He stood, drained the last of the whiskey in his glass and set it on the table. Turning, he regarded her with a hint of a smile. “One must get one’s entertainment where one can.”


“You know, if I thought I could have gotten a six-shooter through customs, I’d have brought one home for you.”


“And I would have been forever in your debt, crude weapon that it is.”


Naomi struggled with the joyful urge to hug him. Nathan had never been affectionate or demonstrative beyond a smile and praise. She’d never known if it was a personal quirk of his or something cultural and hadn’t asked. “I’ve missed you.”


His smile was both affectionate and innately perilous, a cat content to befriend the mouse but only until hunger struck. “And I you, Naomi. You’ve been well, I hope?”


“Yes, thank you.”


Nathan tilted his head, long silver hair swaying. “Something’s changed about you…your heart beats stronger, with more purpose.”


Naomi blinked, swallowing at sudden trepidation. How does he know? Even Mama hasn’t noticed. She glanced at Inanna’s curious expression. “I— Yes, I have.”


He reached out, lightly chucking her chin as he stared into her eyes. “I see.”


Swallowing again, Naomi felt pinned under his gaze. She wasn’t sure whether to take his comment as acceptance or threat.


“Naomi?”


With effort she pulled away from Nathan’s piercing eyes and looked at Inanna. “I’ve found someone, Mama.” Inanna’s immediate hesitation caused a hitch in Naomi’s heart before it began to gallop.


“You mean you’ve found someone to love,” Inanna stated, a smile growing on her face. She took Naomi’s upper arms in her hands and beamed at her from arm’s length. “I’m so happy for you! When will I get to meet this mysterious person?”


Naomi stuttered, clearing her throat. “Maybe when all this is over. She’s…she’s got a career that keeps her very busy, and I—” I’ve got to kill someone.


Inanna’s expression was poignant as she pulled Naomi into an embrace. “If she’s as special as you believe she is, your actions in this war will not undermine her love for you.”


Wordless, Naomi nodded, drawing strength from her mother’s touch just as she’d done as a child.


“I’m elated!” Inanna pulled back to kiss Naomi, rewarding her with a brilliant smile.


Naomi blushed and smiled, eyes stinging at her mother’s joy.


Nathan’s dry voice interrupted the moment. “I doubt you traveled all this way to inform us of your amatory affairs.”


Heat flamed Naomi’s cheeks. She swallowed the desire to cry and took a deep, bracing breath. “Can we go to your office?”


Inanna looped her arm through Naomi’s as Nathan bowed his head and led the way.


Nathan’s office was as incongruent as himself. The rough-hewn rock walls gave an ancient air to the room, one he’d counteracted with a modern metal desk, an executive desk chair and metal filing cabinets. Two guest chairs sat before the desk, mousy brown and reminiscent of waiting room furniture the world over. Even the overhead lighting was contemporary fluorescent bulbs, the likes of which cast a harsh glare over the room. A giant corkboard had been erected on one wall, currently showing a North American map and various overlapping satellite images of the Los Angeles area and southwestern states. Beside it stood a large whiteboard with scribbles in English, Albanian and the elegantly curving Elvish script.


Naomi glanced briefly over the board, not seeing anything new among the human language scribblings. She took a red marker from the tray and went to the southwestern United States maps. “All right, we decided I would go to Long Beach because the Invocation was supposed to begin somewhere near there, right?” She tapped the circled areas that held the most likely avenues for their opponent to use.


Inanna answered. “Yes. The warp and weave of power focuses most strongly in that region of the world now. We’re certain that will be where our enemy will strike.”


“But it would take a lot of energy to open the door. A lot. Isn’t the ritual supposed to also draw power from the other side to open the door, not just ours?”


“If one were to do so without killing one’s self,” Nathan said, lips pursed. “There isn’t enough power in this world nor is there a human strong enough to wield it without utilizing what magic leaks through the other side.” He stepped closer, pointing at each marked area in turn. “He must choose one of these places if he is to succeed.”


“But if he did that, wouldn’t your people become aware of his actions? He’d be draining their power as well. Wouldn’t they want to stop that?”


Nathan studied her. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Some could understand what the drain is indicative of and wish to assist breaching it. Others might not want the door opened or even be ignorant of what the loss means; those would attempt stopping such an action.”


“In either case, he already suspects that someone opposes him here. He doesn’t want to draw too much attention to himself on this side either. He may have firsthand knowledge of the people over there but he can’t know everything. He’d want to gain as much power as he can from both sides.” Naomi uncapped the marker and circled Los Angeles. “How strong would a person need to be to pull power from three separate vortexes?” She drew lines from each delineated area of interest to the one she’d created, studying the map. “We think that our enemy is going to use one of these spots to focus his attention. What if he uses all three? Three times the power presently on this side of the barrier as well as what can be gathered from the other.” When no one answered, she turned to see Nathan and Inanna staring at her. Despite the impending danger, a burble of inner laughter flickered through her. “Well?”


Nathan was first to close his mouth. He looked at Inanna. “They’re your people. Is that even possible?”


“I don’t know.” Inanna glided slowly closer to the maps. “I would say no except that I know how strong and incredibly resourceful my former protégé can be. What sort of trigger is he constructing?” She brushed her fingers along the circle Naomi had drawn. “If such is the case, we may only have a few weeks.”


“Weeks?” Naomi squeaked. Weeks? Not months? A wave of dizziness hit her, the shock of time swiftly running out causing her to waver.


“If he’s using three vortexes, he has more than enough power already to reach his goal.” Nathan snarled, lip curled back from glistening teeth. “If I go now, if I can survive the trip, I can meet him in battle once again.”


“No.” Inanna held up her hand to dissuade him. “It won’t matter if we don’t know who his Chosen is. While you fight him, the ritual will continue with no one to stop it.” She studied the map. “Why do you suspect this, sweetness?”


Inhaling, Naomi held her breath a brief moment, using the action to bolster her already frazzled nerves. “There’s something I never told either of you about my time here.” Her heart fluttered in her chest as she revealed the existence of her Caribbean friend and her theory that they both had lived near a weak spot. After she completed her tale, she peered at Nathan and Inanna, half-fearful of reprisal for her silence.


Nathan had leaned a hip against his desk, arms crossed over his chest and an expression of stern comprehension gracing the sharp planes of his face. Inanna’s was a storm, and Naomi almost flinched when she opened her mouth to speak.


“And you didn’t see fit to tell either of us what was occurring?”


It took effort not to wither under Inanna’s stern tone. She lifted her chin, forcing herself to meet her mother’s anger. “Why would I? At first I thought she was a hallucination, then I considered that she was some sort of psychic extension of myself, an over enhanced case of situational awareness that my loneliness manifested as a voice.” She threw her hands up into the air. “I didn’t realize she was real until…” Naomi snapped her mouth shut, fear flashing through her heart.


“Until?” Nathan pushed away from the desk, abrupt and bristling. “You’ve heard her again? You heard her there?” He pointed at the map.


Physically on edge, reading Nathan’s body language as a potential attack, Naomi almost dropped into a fighting stance. She relaxed her muscles, ducked her head and took a deep breath to steady herself. She wasn’t here to fight him, she was here to exchange information, get clarification. She calmly raised her head. “Yes. Three days ago in my apartment.”


Inanna moved closer, invading Naomi’s space, leaving her nowhere to run. “You didn’t realize she was real until you heard her…physically heard her voice.”


Naomi swallowed, unable to meet her mother’s gaze as her plans to confess to Joram first wilted. She mentally smacked her forehead. This information was too important despite its personal nature to be kept secret. “Yes. I’ve met her, the girl from my memories.” She shot a look at them, not liking the grim countenance they mirrored. “A couple of months ago in Long Beach. I’ve seen her a few times since then.”


“Your new love?” At Naomi’s wordless nod, Inanna turned and paced away, arms wrapped about herself. “I can see why you’re reluctant to speak of it.”


“Humans.” Nathan returned to his perch on the edge of his desk, his angular expression seemingly more alien than ever. “How you ever get anything done is a wonder.”


Confused, Naomi frowned. “What do you mean?” She waved at the maps. “I’m here because I think our target is pulling the power from three different points to fuel his plan. I don’t hear you coming up with alternative theories.”


He leaned forward, palms resting on the desktop. “You come so close but can’t quite make the connection, little filly. Your heart betrays you, as humans have always been betrayed over the millennia.”


“My—” Naomi shook her head. “What do you mean?”


“He means, sweetness, that you’ve already met your target.”


Naomi blinked, forcing her gaze inward as she scanned through her recent memories. “What?”


Inanna’s face was awash with sympathy. “Our enemy resides near a point of power, just as Nathan does. He raised his Chosen in that place. He would have to have in order for his protégé to be properly trained for the rigors ahead.”


Apprehension grew in Naomi’s chest. She fought a sudden urge to clasp her hand over Inanna’s mouth. Inanna’s voice continued on, saying what Naomi didn’t want to hear.


“Why else would you have heard this woman here in this place and also in Los Angeles? If what you say is true, if it is our enemy’s intention to utilize three separate weak areas to focus his energies, why else have you heard her voice again? Why have you heard no others?”




Chapter Twenty-Four


“Every word you’ve ever said brings me closer to the Hell I fled, and I am going to crack!” Joram screamed, voice raw as she imparted all the hatred and rage she’d ever felt toward Anders into the lyrics. The crash of cymbals and drums punctuated the angry fist she thrust out at the uproarious audience. Beyond the stage lights, a sea of answering fists raised in the air beating back and forward in time with Rand’s percussion, punctuated by Jubal’s bass and the driving chords produced by Bayani and Jarod. Strategically placed blowers backstage did nothing to counteract the heat of exertion and lighting. She rode the supercharged energy, too stimulated by the gig to care that she swam in sweat, perspiration dripping freely from her face.


The band broke into the song’s chorus and she pranced backward away from the edge of the stage. Even through her earplugs and the heavy pulse of their music she heard the audience singing the words along with them. Her heart swelled with a combination of pride and fury, a mixture of the anger that was the music and the exuberance that was the high of the crowd. She sensed the mob out there—their joy, their wrath, their lust. Their feelings emanated above their heads, a fine mist of ethereal emotions that were almost visible beyond the brilliant lights illuminating the stage. She could almost reach out and gather the mist together, work the malleable material into a finely honed song and fire the music back at them.


On good nights like this one, she imagined she was doing just that. These nights were occurring with more frequency as their popularity grew. Each gig seemed to draw more people, bigger crowds and more media attention. And each night Joram’s eagerness overshadowed her performance jitters as she soared, wallowing in the audience’s exultation, filling herself with their insubstantial might. Afterward she would ride the high for hours before collapsing in exhaustion. This…this was better than any drug with which she’d ever experimented.


The song, their final one for the evening, came to a crescendo and end, the lights dramatically shutting down, leaving the club in darkness. Joram remained frozen in place, both fists skyward, listening to the thundering roar of the audience physically buffet her. The band had already finished two encores. Despite the riotous demands of the audience, there would be no more this evening.


She dropped her arms and trotted stage left. The curtains came down as the floor lights went up, illuminating the seating area. Once the curtains were closed, lights come up on the stage. Roadies emerged from everywhere to dismantle the gear and pack it away. Invocation was scheduled for a gig across town tomorrow night, and the crew needed to transport the equipment, set up the new venue and run sound and light checks before the band arrived to rehearse in the afternoon.


Panting with exertion, Joram fell behind as her band disappeared down the stage steps and into the warren of back rooms and corridors beyond. She retraced her steps across the stage, bypassing the busy crew, and peeked through a curtain. The audience remained in place with single-minded purpose, screaming and stomping as they glared at the stage as if they could draw the band back by sheer will. After two encores all but the most hard-core fans should be letting it go. At any concert Joram had ever attended, it was the time to give it up, time for people to chatter with their friends about the show, begin the interminable shuffle to exit the venue and deal with the parking lot traffic jams.


That wasn’t happening.


She frowned, a shiver passing through her as she studied the crowd. Back around the edges only a handful prepared to leave. The vast majority of the audience remained in place, faces grim, eyes bright as they demanded another encore.


“That’s just creepy.”


Joram jumped, whirling to glare at their road manager, Ivan.


He chuckled, holding his hands up in surrender. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to scare you.” He gestured toward the curtain with his chin. “They’re pretty adamant, eh?”


“Yeah, they are.” Joram relaxed, willing her heart to slow as she peered once more through the curtain. “It’s almost like the Stepford Wives out there.”


Ivan barked a laugh. “The price of fame.” He patted her shoulder. “Come on, the others are waiting in the dressing room. We can’t stay long—radio interview at midnight downtown. Remember?”


A night didn’t go by anymore that music reporters and talent agents for major recording labels didn’t accost her and her bandmates. Their flourishing popularity almost felt magical, as magical as her ability to weave the crowd’s emotions back into the songs they performed. “I remember.” She twitched the curtain back into place and turned away from the cacophonous tableau. He led the way offstage and to the dressing room. “How long do you think they’ll stay out there?”


Shrugging, Ivan ducked beneath a lighting truss being lowered into the waiting hands of the road crew. “Who knows? They seem to hang out longer and longer. You’d think they’d get the hint when the curtains come down.”


She nodded. As she followed him toward the dressing room, she had the eerie sensation that she could, even now, use the emotional energy of the audience to affect change. What if I went back there and told them to go rob a bank or something? Would they do it? She snorted, shaking her head. That was ridiculous. She picked up the pace, wanting to get out of the club and away from the strangeness, unable to escape the idea that she’d somehow had a hand in creating it.




Chapter Twenty-Five


“And that was The King of the Rats with their latest single, ‘Whisper in a Hurricane!’ They were here last week, remember, Bash?”


“Who could forget?” Bash answered, his voice rich with ironic humor. “It’ll be another week before repairs are completed in the studio.” He gave a low whistle. “That band certainly knows how to party, Wayne.”


Wayne chuckled through the speakers imbedded in the bathroom ceiling. “Yeah, I thought their singer, Dave Harriman, and lead guitarist Scott Berbick were going to burn the place down.”


“And what about Dr. Q? He’s no slouch in the destructive department.”


Bash laughed aloud. “That microphone will never be the same.”


Joram tuned out the banter of the two radio personalities as they chatted between song sets. She studied her visage in the mirror over the sink, fussing with her bangs. It’s a radio interview, ooman. Who cares what you look like? Still, it wasn’t unheard of for a radio station to have an impromptu photo shoot. Interviews were free publicity but quid pro quo—she and the band were expected to record statements plugging the station and to allow their images to be used as promotional material.


She stepped back, revealing more of her clothing in the waist-high mirror. Turning, she examined her profile, glad that their last venue had boasted shower facilities. After the concert, she’d changed into tight leather pants and a gray long-sleeve T-shirt that reached her upper thighs. A bulky belt of studs and rivets bisected the shirt, held in place by a grinning silver skull buckle that enhanced her rock ‘n’ roll image. Black leather and copper bangles ringed her wrists, and a delicate chain secured a golden razor blade at her throat. She smoothed the material at her abdomen with critical detachment. Maybe she should have gone with a more colorful shirt.


Her phone buzzed on the bathroom counter. Leaving off her inspection, she retrieved it, automatically noting the time. Twenty minutes until the interview. She smiled as she gazed upon Naomi’s photo, an eager jolt stabbing through her chest. Turning, she leaned back against the counter and answered the call. “Mi empress, hello.”


Naomi’s voice was a balm, distant as it was. “Hi.”


Something in Joram’s body relaxed. It was a pleasant sensation but she couldn’t pinpoint its cause and wasn’t certain she wanted to investigate. “It’s good to hear you. How’s your trip?”


“It’s been okay.” Naomi paused, and Joram imagined her tucking a strand of red hair behind her ear, maybe pacing around a room or looking out a window. “Just…weird.”


Joram recalled her own homecomings, those visits to the compound to record CDs with the band or work with Anders on his special songs. Gloom and apprehension always preceded those trips, filling her with a sense of loathing and unease during her stays. “Yeah. Going home isn’t easy.” Still intoxicated by the concert, she remained lost in the unfavorable memories, seemingly feeling Naomi’s similar emotions through the phone. She didn’t think Naomi’s were as foreboding as her own.


“I miss you.”


The abrupt confession broke Joram’s contemplation. Her smile returned. “I miss you too.” She straightened, fingers of one hand easing into a pocket, staring at the tile beneath her feet. “Do you know when you’ll be back yet?”


Naomi blew out a breath. “Soon. I’m almost finished here.”


“Irie. I can’t wait to see you again.” Joram’s gaze shot up as she froze in place, eyes widening at the recognition of longing in her voice. She barely heard Naomi’s similar response. Balance, ooman! She inhaled and turned to stare at herself in the mirror. You don’t have time for this, remember? The silence that followed was both awkward and not, her heightened emotional awareness understanding that Naomi felt just as hesitant about the friendship flourishing between them. Joram swallowed, needing to change the subject. “Things have been—”


At the same time, Naomi blurted, “Maybe we can—”


Both of them chuckled, Joram’s humor serving to release some of her pent-up nervousness. “You first.”


“No, you.”


She heard the smile in Naomi’s tone, grinning in return. Pulling her hand from her pocket, she lightly caressed the laminate counter, following the gesture with her eyes. “I was saying that things have been really hopping here. We’re getting some serious attention from the media now.”


“That’s fantastic! I know you’ve all worked hard for so long. It must feel wonderful to finally be getting somewhere.”


“It does, thanks.” Joram leaned a hip against the counter, crossing her arm across her chest, staring off in the middle distance. “I mean, it’s only been a couple of months since you first came to a show, but our gigs have…changed a lot in that time.”


“I look forward to seeing another.”


Naomi’s voice held a depth of meaning, something questionable with a slightly wary flavor to it. Joram concentrated on the sensation but couldn’t quite grasp the hidden meaning. She gnawed on the concept for a brief moment. This notion that she felt other people’s emotions was crazy, a byproduct of tonight’s performance experience and nothing else. She gave a slight headshake, pushing away the suspicion. Despite not being a fan of the type of music Invocation played, Naomi had never been less than enthusiastic on those times she had attended their gigs.


Anders had spent the majority of Joram’s life instilling misgiving in her heart. This sudden distrust was an example of old training coming to the fore, nothing else. Forcibly setting aside her doubt, Joram continued the conversation. “You’re always on the VIP guest list.” Sudden anxiousness bloomed in her chest, concern that she’d revealed too much of her affection for Naomi in that simple statement. She hastily added, “Rebecca too!”


“Thank you. I’ll tell her. She’ll be ecstatic.”


Joram gauged Naomi’s reception, breathing a sigh that her friend might not have read as much into her tone as she’d unwittingly revealed. She slumped against the counter, relieved at dodging the social bullet. “What were you going to say earlier?”


Naomi sounded as distracted as herself, bolstering Joram’s confidence. “Hmm?”


“When we both started talking a few minutes ago.”


“Oh! Um…” Naomi paused. “I was saying that maybe we can meet up when I get back.”


“I’d love that.” A flash of memory crossed Joram’s mind—a gentle kiss turning to molten fire. “You still need to educate me, you know.”


“What?”


Joram imagined the confused expression on Naomi’s impish face. “Kisses. You told me you’d tutor me and I’m sore in need of the taste of your lips.”


“Is that so?” Naomi said, a teasing lilt in her voice.


Suddenly breathless, Joram licked her lips. “Very much so, mi empress.” She heard movement on the line, the soft sound of a door closing.


“Where are you?”


Joram’s eyes automatically flickered around the restroom. “Radio station. We have an interview in…” She paused to check the time on her phone. “In ten minutes.”


“Are you alone?”


She blinked, briefly wondering why it mattered. “Yes.”


“What are you wearing?”


Naomi’s voice had dropped a register, its huskiness igniting a fire in Joram’s abdomen. She smiled, playing along. “Tight black leather pants, a gray shirt.” Her hand slid down the curve of her waist and across her body, fingers lightly rubbing the cloth at her hip. “What about you? What are you wearing, mi empress?”


“Nothing.”


Any playfulness fled Joram’s mind as she imagined Naomi without a stitch of clothing. She attempted to speak but nothing came out. As she cleared her throat, her mental image expanded to include a roaring fireplace and a four-poster bed. “Uhhhh.”


Naomi’s sexy laughter both eased Joram’s stupor and increased her desire. “I have you at an unfair advantage,” Naomi said. “I know.”


Joram’s eyes darted to the door. Above her, Wayne and Bash bantered back and forth, reminding their audience that in just a few minutes they’d be interviewing Invocation. “You’re a bad girl. A bashy bad girl.”


“I can be.”


A sharp stab of desire pierced Joram at the wealth of meaning from that simple statement. Her fingers dug into her thigh and she closed her eyes, her breath hitching at the intensity. “If you don’t watch it, mi empress, I’ll be giving you lessons beyond those kisses.”


Naomi didn’t answer for several seconds. When she did, it was with a breathy whisper. “I look forward to it.”


Stunned and aroused at the unspoken promise, Joram swallowed. Before she could adequately respond, someone burst into the restroom. Joram’s eyes flew open.


Chloe stood in the doorway. “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you. Everybody’s heading into the studio.” She cocked her head and peered at Joram. “Are you okay?”


“Fine! I’m fine!” Joram spun around, seeing the flush of arousal gracing her skin in the mirror. “I’ve got to go,” she said into the phone.


“Okay. I’ll call you when I get back.”


Joram turned on the cold water, using one hand to splash her face. “Good. I can’t wait.”


Naomi lightly laughed. “Neither can I. Break a leg, okay?”


Turning off the water, Joram grinned at her reflection. “I will.”


“Goodbye.”


“Bye.” She set the phone on the counter long enough to dab at her face with paper towels.


Behind her Chloe leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, bearing a smug expression. “And who was that?” she asked in a voice of sweet innocence.


Joram tossed the used paper towels into the trash with a shrug. “Nobody.”


“Liar.” Chloe grinned. She held out her hand for the cell phone. “How’s Naomi?”


A wide smile crept across Joram’s lips as she handed it over. “Well. She’ll be home in a few days.” She exited the restroom while Chloe held the door for her and then followed.


“Come on, gyalis,” Chloe said, speaking the Jamaican patois with a flat American accent. “Your audience awaits.”


Joram followed, wanting to argue Chloe’s choice of words but repressing the urge. In the past Joram had been a player of epic proportions. Chloe couldn’t know that something had changed within Joram’s heart, something that Naomi had triggered when she’d shown up backstage a couple of months ago.


No, Joram wasn’t a player, a gyalis, anymore. Naomi was more important than that.


* * *


Naomi sobered as she disconnected the call. Fully dressed, she’d lied to Joram, perversely enjoying the discomfort she’d caused. Her humor faded as she stared unseeing out her bedroom window, watching the deep green pine and fir trees casually shift with the wind. The aromatic breeze caressed her face, the quality of it so different from the cities of California, rich with the scent of life and growth. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the fragrance of home. The trees whispered secrets to one another as they rustled with movement, their sounds interspersed with birdsong and the tock tock tock of a woodpecker. If she could just bottle this scent, this feeling.


Inanna and Nathan had to be wrong. Naomi squinted out at her world, attempting to reconcile the exciting young singer she’d come to know with the exaggerated evil caricature responsible for destroying the world. It didn’t work. It wasn’t right. Joram wasn’t a spiritual person—and if Naomi’s childhood monastic experience had been real, Joram never had been one. Even as a disembodied voice keeping a lonely thirteen-year-old girl company Joram had kept up a skeptical tirade on the metaphysical training Naomi had endured. Naomi’s experience argued that Joram was incapable of gathering and focusing the eldritch powers from a single otherworld vortex, let alone weaving three of them into one massive sorcerous maelstrom. Such a deed would take extensive and devout training and an iron will.


But what do I know about her? How much of my vision has been blinded by my—our past? Naomi turned and tossed the phone onto her bed, following it as she threw herself on her back. She stared up at the four-poster canopy, fingers interlaced across her belly as she mentally ticked off a list of facts.


Joram was about the same age as her, raised in Jamaica by a man who obviously had plenty of money. She was wealthy, musically inclined and knew what she wanted in life. And gorgeous. Don’t forget the gorgeous part.
Naomi shoved aside the non sequitur, feeling her lip curl in sour perplexity. Whoever her patron was, Joram didn’t like him. Naomi recalled the telephone conversation that had interrupted their first date. The signals Joram had sent out during that call had indicated a lot of water beneath that bridge. Even if she had been fully indoctrinated into the phantasmal arts, Naomi doubted Joram would follow through for a man for which she held such palpable hatred.


Could Joram’s patron be Inanna’s former protégé?


Ice trickled along Naomi’s spine, causing her to shiver. She shifted in discomfort, grabbing a pillow to clutch to her chest. It was possible. Anything’s possible. She shied away from the hypothesis that Joram, by extension of being raised by Inanna’s ancient enemy, was Naomi’s target. Naomi had spent years researching anthropological and historical texts, delving into supernatural and spiritual tomes and holding long conversations with her mother on the subject. Whoever had trained to open the door between dimensions had to have had rigorous instruction and a willpower of iron. From what Naomi could gather from their admittedly few conversations, Joram’s education was inconsistent. She’d told Naomi that she’d dropped out of school early, around thirteen or fourteen. The last dozen years had been formally studying music, alone and with the band. Joram certainly hadn’t wasted time on ancient magical theories or practices.


Naomi’s target wasn’t necessarily Joram. Nothing said Inanna’s enemy couldn’t rear other children, people he’d taught the required metaphysical arts for the task at hand. For that matter, was it possible to do something like this by committee? Train several people, each attentive to one task during the ritual, leading them from afar. She dismissed the idea. There were too many things that could go wrong with that scenario. Though her information on the mysterious protégé wasn’t complete, she’d gotten the impression from Inanna that he’d been quite the control freak when she’d known him. There was no reason that would have changed over the centuries, especially in light of what he’d done in the interim.


Could it be someone else? She sat upright. “What if it’s someone else in the band?”


“Nuh vex yuh, mi empress,” Joram’s voice whispered in the room. “You’ll figure it out.


A lump formed in Naomi’s throat as she fell back onto the bed in despair. Nathan’s environment hadn’t become stronger. Hearing Joram indicated that Naomi’s theory was correct, and the Los Angeles area had become inundated with ethereal might. The distance also put lie to the hope of Joram’s innocence. Only someone with an inherent magical ability could utilize the fey powers near the vortexes. Inanna had been right. Naomi had never heard anyone else’s voice.




Chapter Twenty-Six


Joram followed Chloe into the control booth, looking through the glass wall between it and the studio proper. It didn’t look much different than the music studio she had at home or the compound. A massive sound board and monitoring equipment crouched here in the control room with a technician hovering over the switches and dials. The view beyond the glass was different. Rather than an assortment of musical instruments scattered across the soundproofed area, a long counter bisected the room with additional controls and equipment imbedded into its surface. Microphones dangled from the ceiling and cables snaked everywhere. The rest of her bandmates were already inside the cramped compartment, crowding into their seats on the side of the counter closest to the door. A pair of assistants helped them make sense of the slew of microphones and headphones. Bayani flirted outrageously with the woman assigned to help him. Jubal chuckled at Bay’s display, taking the opportunity to rib him. Naturally reticent at the best of times, Jarod settled into his chair with a minimum of fuss, closing his eyes for a brief moment to either battle a case of nerves or simply center himself. On the far side, Rand draped her metal-coated leather jacket over the back of her chair, laughing at something the male assistant said. The radio hosts were on the other side of the counter, speaking quietly to one another in preparation for the interview.


Ivan bustled out of the pandemonium, raising his hands in exasperation when he spotted Joram. “There you are! Come on.” He turned sideways and allowed her to squeeze past him, glancing at the digital clock on the far wall. “You’re on the air in six minutes.”


Familiar apprehension filled Joram’s abdomen as she eased into the cramped room. Her stage fright appeared no matter how often she put herself in front of an audience, even as small an audience as the two men whose radio show this was. Chloe followed and hustled her into the nearest chair, handing her a set of headphones that had been hooked over a large microphone dangling from the ceiling.


One of the interviewers, a long-haired ginger with a flowing beard worthy of a fantasy movie, reached across the table to shake her hand. “Welcome to KRAK. I’m Bash.” He jerked a thumb at the bald young man seated beside him. “That’s Wayne. Glad to have you in the studio.”


Wayne looked up from his controls, revealing dark brown eyes sparkling with wit. His well-trimmed goatee didn’t quite hide a weak chin. Though not much to look at, his expressive face indicated he had charm in spades. “How’s it going?” His resonate voice demonstrating that he was in the perfect occupation despite his less-than-glamorous appearance.


“Still high from the concert. Thanks for having us.” Joram leaned to one side to allow an assistant to pull the microphone closer toward her.


Wayne laughed, a rich tone that made Joram smile in automatic response. “We heard you had a tough time turning them away tonight.”


“Dey sick inna dey head,” Jubal said.


Joram recalled the intensity of the audience even after the third encore. “Yeah, they were pretty crazy all right.”


“A good kind of crazy,” Ivan insisted from the open doorway. “The kind that sells.”


Jubal rolled his eyes. “Yah, mon. Dat’s what I meant.”


“Um…” Rand stared at the microphone in front of her with distaste. “What exactly did Dr. Q do to the microphone anyway? And which microphone was it?”


Bash wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Our little secret.” When Rand reached out to carefully push the microphone away with a single finger, he guffawed. “Don’t worry. We threw it out.”


Wayne snickered. “Yeah. Can’t sterilize a microphone without fucking up the wiring.”


Rand looked unconvinced but didn’t argue the point as the assistant squeezed back down to her end of the console and repositioned the mic.


“So here’s what’ll happen,” Bash said, getting back to the business at hand. “Wayne will open the interview segment, we’ll have a bit of back-and-forth and then get into the questions.” He waved at papers being handed out to the band. “Here are the basic questions we’ll be asking. We’ll stick to them for the most part, but be prepared to swing slightly off-topic.”


“We don’t run a tight ship on this show.” Wayne grinned. “But we’ll try not to put you guys in too much of a bind.”


Joram received her list and scanned them while Ivan peered over her shoulder. They were standard questions regarding their music, their inspirations and the techniques they used to create their songs. At the bottom was a list of six songs on which they planned to focus their attention. She wasn’t pleased to see “Christina” there, but there was little she could do about the matter. As the band rose in prominence, the song about her childhood nemesis had become one of their most popular. It hadn’t helped that it was one of Anders’s “special” songs.


Bash laughed. “Investigative journalists, we’re not. But the flow of the interview can bring us to all sorts of places. We’ve got four commercial breaks and will play two of your songs over the next half hour, as well.”


Wayne nodded. “We don’t want to leave too much in the way of dead air, so we’ll direct our questions as best as possible. Feel free to cut in if you think someone else is more qualified to respond. Everybody good?”


The band looked back and forth at one another, nodding agreement. This wasn’t their first dog and pony show. Even Jarod, their most laconic member, had learned to force himself to speak in promotional situations such as this. The two assistants and Chloe filed out of the room, closing the door behind them. Joram saw Ivan and Chloe take up places in the control room beyond.


“Great! In just a minute, our controller will run you through a quick sound check. But right now…” Bash held his finger up to his lips, instructing them to silence as he flipped a switch. “All right, folks, that was the L.A. Tulips with ‘Target Rich Environment.’ Next up will be a live interview with Invocation, so stay tuned!” He hit another switch and the strains of their song, “Christina” began to play.


 


“Giving the Devil his due.


“No baptismal mercy to wash away


“My wicked crime.


“Time to erase myself,


“To cross out my mistakes,


“What I’ve Chosen.”


* * *


“Welcome back from the commercial break. That was ‘Homicide’ by Invocation,” Bash said.


Wayne cut in. “Who we actually have sitting across from us in the studio.” He paused, winking at Joram across the console. “So this song. It’s pretty intense. Joram, what were you thinking of when you wrote it?”


Joram pushed away the memory of Christina’s blood splashing hot across her hand so many years ago. “A horror movie.” She forced a laugh, pleased that it even sounded natural. “I can’t remember the title of it, but it was a movie that I saw when I was a child.”


Bash raised bushy eyebrows. “You were allowed to watch horror movies when you were a kid? My parents would have killed me.”


“Well…I was a bit of a handful when I was young.”


“Truss me,” Jubal interrupted, his accent uncharacteristically thick with patois. “Mi gyal was nevah balanced.
One hataclaps afta anudda.”


The radio hosts blinked a brief second at the unfamiliar words.


“Crisis,” Joram supplied with a false smile, glad of Jubal’s distraction. Of her circle of friends, only Chloe had been present in Hell when she’d put an end to Christina’s abuse, but Jubal had arrived less than a week later and knew the truth. The rest of the band had only heard of it via rumor mill during their stays in Hell. “One crisis after another. I think I was in trouble the majority of my childhood. Seeing an R-rated movie was the least of my transgressions.”


“Rebel rocker from the very beginning. I like it.” Wayne looked down at the list of questions he had before him. “So how are you guys taking your recent success?” He gestured toward Rand.


“I don’t know.” Rand looked down the chairs at the rest of her companions. She shrugged. “It’s been fu— Sorry. It’s been effing weird. Not just hearing our songs played over the radio, but the concerts themselves.”


“Yeah, our concerts have become pretty intense.” Bayani traded a glance with Jubal. “We’ve had a great opportunity to tighten our act, and that’s really becoming evident at our gigs now.”


Bash nodded. “Speaking of your concerts, you’re set to play at the Swift Waters Casino tomorrow night, right?” After receiving affirmatives from the band, he whistled. “That ain’t bad for an up-and-comer band like yourselves.”


“Not bad at all,” Wayne agreed. “I doubt you can find a single act that has played Swift Waters two months after headlining at the Indigo. You guys are riding the edge of a freaking tsunami.”


Jarod leaned close to his microphone. “Sometimes it feels that way.”


Joram smiled, pleased that their introvert had inserted himself into the discussion. Jarod’s entire world focused on his music. She understood how much the social interaction drained him. She’d much rather be fiddling with her guitar or piano than putting on a show like this, just like him.


“So, what’s next? Your EP is playing all over the city, you’re heading to the top of the LA music world. Are there any new songs coming out? Plans for another CD?”


“We’re always writing music.” Joram gestured at the rest of the band. “I know Jubal’s got a couple of tunes he’s been working on with Bay. Rand’s been developing some decent licks on the drums, and I’ve just completed something a little different.”


Bash perked up. “Yeah? Anything we can have a listen to?”


“Oh, I don’t know.” Joram stalled as her mind caught up with the unexpected request. Her intent hadn’t been to play music but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t do so. She glanced into the control room at Chloe, cocking her head in question. Their gear had been transported to their next venue for set up, so she didn’t have a musical instrument with her.


Chloe nodded and spoke with the controller. He responded and she held a thumb up to indicate affirmative. Ivan dashed out of view, presumably to collect whatever the radio station had on hand.


Joram continued speaking. “The band hasn’t heard it yet. It’s just something I’ve been working on for the last month or so.”


Wayne followed her gaze out the window. “Come on. We’d love to hear it live!” He stood up as Ivan reappeared with a guitar in his hand, gesturing him forward. “And we’ve got a guitar just waiting to be played.”


Joram gauged the reactions of her bandmates. They seemed agreeable enough, so she nodded. “Okay. It can’t hurt.”


“Yeah!” Bash held up a finger, pausing conversation and actions. “You heard it here, folks! We’ll take a brief commercial break. When we come back, you’ll hear a brand-new song by Invocation.” He hit a switch on his console. “All right, kids! We’ve got two minutes.”


Ivan entered with the guitar. It wasn’t much to look at, but had all its strings. The face of it was covered in writing, signatures by the look of it. “Here. There were a couple of picks too.”


Joram gave him a grateful smile as she settled the guitar in her lap. A few strums indicated it was slightly out of whack, and she did a fast and dirty tuning.


“You just happened to have a guitar hanging out in the control room?” Rand said, pursing her lips with skepticism.


“Oh, yeah!” Wayne utilized the time to prepare another commercial break and song for the next break. “Standard equipment around here.”


“One minute.” Bash nodded in agreement with his companion. “You never know when something like this can happen. Anyone who uses it has to sign it too.”


“Thirty seconds.”


Joram peered at the writing, recognizing one or two of the autographs. She grinned. “Irie.”


“Ten.” Wayne continued the countdown to three, using his fingers for the last count. “Welcome to KRAK radio and The Bash and Wayne Show! We’re back with Invocation in our studio. If you’re just tuning in, you’ve missed a hell of an interview.”


“You haven’t missed everything, though,” Bash stated. “Joram Darkstone, lead singer, is going to play us a brand-new song, never been heard before.”


Wayne stepped into the conversation with practiced ease. “And considering the popularity of their recent EP, this song should be as awesome as their others.” He nodded at Joram. “You ready, Joram?”


Not even Chloe had heard the full song. It was of such a remarkably different nature than her usual work that a shiver of dread coursed through her. Regardless of her jitters, she smiled. “Yep, sure am.” She pulled the microphone closer, the fingers of her left hand quickly finding the first chord on the guitar’s neck.


“Then have at it!”


Joram dispelled her stage fright by filling her mind with thoughts of Naomi, for whom the song had been written. The tune was a slow one, a ballad, unlike the majority of Joram’s songs and without the trademark taint of fury. Still riding the vestiges of her stage-high, she closed her eyes, drawing emotion from the music and people around her as she played. Time seemed to stop as she sang, a breathless instance between one moment and the next, full of life and love and a faint edge of melancholy, a subconscious reflection of the joys and fears that Naomi triggered within her heart.




“My heart has turned to stone.


“Take my hand,


“Please help me to understand.


“Soften the steel, reforge my heart.


“I need you.


“I wish I didn’t.”





Joram whispered the last line, and the strains of guitar faded. A moment of silence followed the final chorus. Sharp applause forced her eyes open. Jarod thumped her shoulder while the others clapped. Jubal’s expression was distant, perhaps from inspiration as he considered a bass line for the song.


“Now that is going to win awards!” Bash said.


“A rock ballad! Every metal band needs a rock ballad,” Wayne added with enthusiasm. “Up until now you haven’t had one, not even in your live shows.”


A slight blush heated Joram’s cheeks. A brand-new song, an exuberant reception and it looked like her bandmates were on board with it. She removed the guitar from her lap. “It’s about time, I think.”


Bash laughed. “Oh, yeah. About time.”


“Thank you, Joram, for playing…what’s it called? Does it have a name yet?”


“It’s called ‘The End.’” Joram tucked the guitar picks into the strings of the instrument.


Wayne raised an eyebrow at the oxymoron of a love ballad being titled in such a manner, but gave a slight nod of concession. “‘The End’ by Invocation. And thanks to all of you for coming down to the studio tonight.”


Rand and Bayani both verbally responded while Jubal remained distracted and Jarod kept his usual silence. Bash stepped in to plug the band and the radio station, reminding their listeners to tune in tomorrow for another fun-filled show. Then the strains of the next song filled the speakers as they shut down their console.


“And we’re done.” Bash stood, doffing his headset. He reached across the table to shake hands with the band. “Thanks again for coming. I think our manager has you lined up for some promo spots before you go.”


“Yeah, I think so.” The small room was made smaller by the mass of people pushing away microphones and removing headsets, standing and stretching and chattering to one another. The door opened, and the two assistants returned to pull extra chairs out of the way and usher the guests out of the room. The two hosts spoke quietly to one another as Joram stepped into the control room.


Ivan didn’t look happy but he rarely did when there wasn’t a cheering audience in the background. For a wonder, Chloe didn’t appear pleased either, and Joram frowned, wondering why. She received her answer before she could ask as Chloe held out a phone. “It’s him.”


Joram didn’t need to look at the screen to see the devil’s grinning face.


* * *


Joram ignored the butterflies in her stomach as she closed the door on a borrowed office. She put the phone hesitantly to her ear. “Hello?”


Anders’s scornful voice answered. “What was that?”


She swallowed, recognizing his aggravated tone. Many were the times she’d triggered his annoyance, each occurrence ending with her capitulation or banishment. Though a full adult with budding popularity in her career, she couldn’t help but feel like a teenager being brutally brought to heel when in his presence, even over the telephone. “What do you mean?”


His pause played out to incite guilt for playing stupid, and it worked. It was easy to imagine the stern expression on his face, the strength of his glare. “You know perfectly well what I mean, miting. That song. What was it?”


Joram shrugged, digging one hand into her pocket. She leaned back against the door, sullenly staring at the carpet. “A song, that’s all.”


“No, that was a melancholy display of weakness. One you can’t afford.”


“It’s just a song.”


“One that you’ll set aside,” he insisted. “You have better things to be working on, better music. Music that exhibits the fire and passion and fury that is your trademark. That is your destiny, not this doleful codswallop.”


Joram remembered Jarod patting her shoulder, Jubal’s distance as he considered musical possibilities. They’d liked the song, just as everyone else in the studio had. “It’s not codswallop.”


“Does this have anything to do with that redhead you’ve been dating?”


Alarmed, she pushed away from the door. “What? No, of course not!” The last thing she needed was Anders investigating Naomi. If he made it his life’s mission to interfere between his Chosen and her love interest, Joram’s life would become miserable. Until now she’d always heeded his vague warnings, never becoming seriously involved with anyone except Chloe. But Chloe was one of them, a follower of Anders. He had no way to control Naomi, which made her a threat in his eyes. To protect Naomi, to protect herself, she changed the subject. “Look, everybody in the studio liked the song. You heard them applaud.”


He snorted. “Like they’d express a different opinion to your face. You’re my Chosen. Your bandmates follow your lead in all things, as they’ve been trained to do. When have they ever argued over your musical arrangements?”


“What?” Joram asked in confusion.


“You’re my Chosen, Joram. I’ve given you everything—a home, stability, a world of music. Why wouldn’t I also give you the tools you need to succeed in your profession?”


She didn’t know what to say. Doubt filled her mind as she sifted through her memories. From the beginning she’d always counted on her band. They’d all been through Hell, a couple of them even at the same time as her. That separated them from the rest of the world, from Anders himself. She’d trusted them to be honest with her and she’d returned the favor. Could it be true? Is that why the band is with me?


Chloe and Ivan, were they just as false? Ivan had been appointed by Anders as her road manager and had always been suspect to her. But Chloe? Chloe had saved her life in Hell, giving Joram the knife she’d used to defend herself against Christina’s abuse. Chloe had been there from the beginning. Faint nausea rolled in her stomach at the thought that Anders had set her up.


Anders continued. “None will argue with your direction regardless of what you say. They’d jump off a cliff if you ordered it. They’ve been put there to support you, nothing more. And your hosts tonight only sought an edge, a flaw. I guarantee they’ll speak of this night with derision, replaying that unfinished piece of drivel over and over to undermine your success.” He paused for effect. “Don’t waste your time on that song. Anger, rebellion, flames of destruction. Stick to what you know best.”


She gauged his words against her feelings of betrayal, still questioning her interactions with the people she’d trusted for years. He always did this, spinning her head around, gifting her with doubts and demoralization just when things were going exactly as she’d planned. Unfortunately, she’d fallen flat on her face on those rare occasions when she’d ignored his forceful advice. Reluctant, she sighed. “All right.”


“Good.” She heard the smile in his voice. “I’ll leave you to it then.”


He hung up. There were never any goodbyes between them just as there were never any declarations of affection. She disconnected from her end and pocketed the cell phone, standing in the silence for several moments. The ballad was off the table. Destruction and wrath were the order of the day. Obeah
Man had spoken.


Growling softly to herself, she felt her lip curl. She hated it when he laid down the law like this, using his power over her to demand—and receive—her irresolute obedience. As always, her capitulation galled her. How many times over the years had he told her she was his Chosen, better than everyone else, stronger, more talented? And how many times had he yanked on her choke-chain collar, restricting her desires and decisions into a narrow track of acceptable behavior.


If I’m such a be-all and end-all, why do I let him run over me like this? This wasn’t the first time she’d questioned her convoluted feelings about the man who’d raised her. It wouldn’t be the last. As before, no answer was forthcoming. Anders was ever the malignant force of nature and she’d become expert at ducking and covering to avoid the worst of his catastrophic damage. Sometimes, like today, the urge to defy his orders welled up within her so strongly that struggling against the illicit desire made her nauseous.


Joram inhaled deeply once, again and then a third time, releasing her choler, stilling her roiling stomach. She knew her senses weren’t wrong regardless of Anders’s attempt to undermine her confidence. Everyone in the studio had enjoyed the ballad, band and radio hosts alike. Anders isn’t even here; what does he know?


There was a reason Anders had been nicknamed Obeah Man by his followers.


She pushed away a spiritual shiver, stubbornly clinging to her pique. She’d follow the letter of the law and not perform that song. Though she might not be able to play the total malcontent, she could do something else. She’d finish arranging the song and enlist the rest of the band in the task. With their input and the tweaks and tricks Anders himself had taught her over the years, that ballad would be a hit if it ever saw the light of day. Maybe when it was finished they could play it for him and he’d change his mind. In any case, Joram would be happy for having secretly defied his order.


Satisfied with her intentions, she exited the office.




Chapter Twenty-Seven


She took a deep, bracing breath and drew the knife across his throat, slitting him from ear to ear. He struggled, a brief violent spasm as his life’s blood spilled hot over her hand. Hot tears burned her eyes, hot shame her heart. She’d done it. She’d killed him before he could kill the world. 


“Thank you.” 


Naomi stared down in horror at familiar sea-green eyes, recognizing the Jamaican accent coming from the corpse she’d created.


“Thank you,” Joram said again.


“Thank you for flying JetBlue!”


The captain’s voice was loud over the speaker, startling Naomi from her restless slumber. Her heart pounded and her mouth was dry. This was the fourth time she’d had the nightmare, though she still couldn’t remember much more than heat and darkness and the iron tang of blood in her nostrils. She shifted in her seat, wincing as a piercing pain inflamed the nerves in her neck and shoulder. Groaning, she massaged the crick and peered out the window. A sea of lights flickered in the darkness, a web of illumination coalescing with irregular intervals of brilliance.


“We’re in LA,” her seating companion informed her.


Naomi cleared her throat before nodding. “Thanks.” She stretched, noting the numbness of her fanny. It had been hours since she’d been on her feet, but it was the price she had to pay for a nonstop flight from the east coast.


The cabin shook and shivered as the plane made contact with the tarmac. Engines roared, drowning out the wail of an infant four rows back. The laws of physics pressed her forward against her seat belt until the plane slowed to a manageable speed. A bell dinged and the flight attendant announced that the use of cell phones was now permitted, iterating the captain’s pleasantries and a welcome to sunny Los Angeles.


As the plane taxied to the waiting gate, Naomi pulled her phone from the bag beneath the seat in front of her. Once turned on, she checked her messages, disappointed there wasn’t one from Joram. She attempted a call only to be sent to voice mail. Either Joram had turned the phone off or she was at a concert. “Hey, I’m back. Give me a call when you get this.”


Naomi paused a moment before opening the phone’s web browser. She could always count on the information on Invocation’s website. The band’s manager was adamant about keeping fans updated with the most recent touring information. Her initiative was rewarded with the fact that Joram played at the Swift Waters casino this week. Tonight was the band’s third night out of five at the venue. The concert would begin in about three hours. Naomi checked the time and gauged the amount of traffic on the road. She had just enough time to drop her bags and reach the casino before the doors opened.


The thought of collapsing in her own bed was tempting but the desire to see Joram was stronger. Time was of the essence, especially given the hypothesis Inanna and Nathan had derived. Just a few more days. Maybe Joram’s adoptive father had been Inanna’s former Chosen One, but Naomi knew in her heart that Joram couldn’t be involved. Granted, they hadn’t been friends long enough to fully know each other, but Naomi had spoken of her graduate education in mythological and spiritual anthropology. Though intrigued with the topic, Joram had exhibited ignorance on the subject. She simply didn’t have the supernatural background for an endeavor of this magnitude. It had to be someone else in the band. I only have a few more days. Her stomach roiled with the knowledge.


The plane arrived at the gate, and the captain turned off the seat belt sign. Welcoming the distraction, Naomi rose, crouching beneath the overhead luggage rack as she massaged feeling into her thighs and lower back. As her fellow travelers shuffled toward the cabin door, she shook her head. Joram can’t be the one.


* * *


It wasn’t until she was inside the casino that Naomi wondered if she could even gain entry. A line of people snaked out of the double doors and down along the wall outside the concert hall, waiting admittance. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate letdown—I didn’t save the world because I couldn’t get past the door guard. Joram had said she’d put Naomi on the VIP list, but that didn’t mean she’d had time to do so yet, not knowing of Naomi’s impending return. There was nothing else to do but try.


Having been a VIP before, Naomi bypassed the main line, opting for the ticket booth where only a handful of people loitered. She didn’t have a long wait before she presented herself at the “Will Call” booth. Two sales people sat just inside, an old Indian man and a woman in her mid-thirties. “I’m Naomi Kostopoulos. I should be on the guest list.”


“You and a half a dozen others,” the old man said, jerking a chin to a small crowd of young women corralled by ropes and stanchions to one side. He gave her a long look. “Stand over there for now. I’ve already put in a call to security.”


“Thank you.” Naomi moved out of the way, not quite entering the crowd of groupies awaiting attention.


Her physical distance wasn’t the only difference between them. The young women—teenagers barely old enough to employ the term—wore more makeup than clothing. What clothes they’d chosen drew heavy influence from hair metal music videos if anything at all. They were awash in a sea of latex, leather and lace with platinum or burgundy hair and long fake fingernails.


One gave Naomi a once-over, popping her gum. “Where’d you get that blouse? Goodwill?”


While the others laughed, Naomi smiled. “Actually, yes! I didn’t know you shopped there too.”


One guffawed aloud and two others shared a secret smirk between them as the first bristled. Before she could push through the others to confront Naomi, two large men wearing neon yellow T-shirts arrived.


The one with the beard consulted a clipboard. “All right, someone here says they’re on the guest list?”


Chance skirmish forgotten, the groupies clamored, raising their hands as they hopped excitedly on stiletto heels. Naomi had to give them all secret praise. She knew how difficult it was to walk in shoes like that; she couldn’t imagine skipping about in such a fashion and still remaining upright.


The second guard called, “One at a time!” He visually scanned them all, his gaze stopping on Naomi. “You. Who are you?”


Naomi stepped forward, smoothly bypassing the ineffectual glare of the Goodwill groupie. “Naomi Kostopoulos, guest of Joram Darkstone.”


Scanning the list, the bearded guard nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got you here. You have any ID?”


Producing her passport, Naomi felt the waves of surprised infuriation emitting from the snubbed groupie.


“You’re cleared.” Beard waved her behind him, telling his companion, “She’s got the full VIP package.” He turned his attention to the others.


The second guard shuffled through the passes dangling from one wrist. “Here we go.” He handed her a colorful plastic card with a lanyard dangling from it. He flagged down a passing person whose shirt was as bright as his own. “See that she gets to the balcony seating in Section F.”


Transfer complete, Naomi glanced back over her shoulder at the groupies, noting their sheer green envy. Those not watching her departure were too busy arguing with the security guards to notice.


Her guide led her to a wide set of stairs. As she climbed she had a better view of the crowd on the first floor. There were more people in the foyer of the concert hall than there’d been at the last gig she’d attended. And that number didn’t count those who had already taken their seats or still remained in the line slowly crawling toward the ticket takers.


There were fewer people on the second floor, most hanging from the banister to call to their friends below. Almost every one of them had an Invocation T-shirt on, and Naomi grinned. I’ll bet Joram is ecstatic! Proud of her friend’s accomplishments, she followed her guide past a Reserved sign and another guard into a balcony seating area.


“Take your pick,” he said, waving at the dozen or so empty seats. “It looks like you’ve got the place to yourself for a while.”


“Really?” She scanned the area. “Don’t they have many other guests?”


He shrugged. “Sometimes. Not every night, though.” He edged toward the door. “Gotta go. You can go back down and pick up drinks or food at the bar. Show ’em your badge and let ’em know that you’re up here, and they’ll deliver it. Use your badge to get back into the seating area.”


Naomi slowly turned as he left. Though she had a decent enough view of the stage from the back row, she descended the short flight of steps to the front. She chose a seat in the middle but didn’t sit down quite yet. She’d spent hours today sitting on her butt in planes and taxis. Standing was a luxury she wanted to enjoy for a while longer. After another look around the empty balcony, she smiled. She might be able to stand through the entire concert, for that matter. It wasn’t like she was blocking anyone’s view.


She put her hands on the banister at the balcony’s edge, gazing down at the audience below. The chairs filled up quickly, and an open dance area had been placed directly in front of the stage. That was different. The last time she’d had a guest pass, seating had been available right up to the edge of the platform. Was that why guests were seated up here in the balcony rather than the first row of chairs behind the dance area? She didn’t like being so far away from the action. It had been exciting to see Joram at work from that vantage point. This distance seemed viscerally different, separating her from direct interaction with the band. She supposed it was better than being jostled by strangers throughout the concert.


The cleared section had quite a number of people already present. Despite the amount of space set aside and the fact that the performance hadn’t yet started, the people thronged against the barrier before the stage, packed tightly together, their attention focused on the platform. Naomi frowned, cocking her head to stare at them. Something was weird about that lot, and she couldn’t figure out what it was.


Again she scanned the rest of the venue. The audience was a colorful, restless and clamorous conglomeration. Loud music emitted from overhead speakers, not as earsplitting as the concert itself would be, but loud enough to keep easy conversation to a minimum. Several thousand people chatted with one another, called across the seating sections to friends and took photos of themselves with the stage behind them. It was a riot of sound and movement with more coming in to fill the venue to bursting.


The people gathered at the stage were anything but vocal. Naomi crouched, resting forearms on the banister, her chin on top of her hands. She frowned as she stared at the anomaly.


The dance area hadn’t filled as quickly as the rest of the concert hall. Those people ignored the presence of the security team posturing between the flimsy barrier and the riser. From Naomi’s vantage point, she couldn’t tell if any of them spoke. They didn’t appear to pay much attention to one another, and few moved more than the occasional shift in stance. They waited with deathlike patience. Occasionally others from the main audience would drift into the clearing but unless the new arrivals were as single-minded as those already present, it didn’t take long for him or her to return to the seats. Even people in the first row of chairs cast uncertain glances at the tableau, a ripple of disquiet that radiated out from the stage itself.


That’s just…odd. She studied them until the lights dimmed. Startled by the passage of time, she stood and fished in her pocket for earplugs.


A rush of concert attendees hit the dance floor, no longer heeding their intuitive misgiving of those occupying the area. A roar filled the auditorium, an indistinct thunder that eventually coalesced into a chant. “Invocation! Invocation! Invocation!”


As the first strains of music began and the spotlights came up, Naomi lost herself in the music, seeing nothing but Joram bursting out onto the stage, strangeness forgotten.


* * *


The band had put on an outstanding performance, one that had held the entire audience in thrall. A long time passed before Naomi came back to herself, fist in the air, screaming defiance. Several of the songs were unfamiliar to her, but those seemed to be the most popular. The new tunes snapped with electricity and tugged at her emotions. Unfortunately, they sparked anger and discontent more than anything else. Like Naomi, the audience had thrown fists into the air and growled their displeasure even as they cheered Invocation onward.


Naomi pursed her lips in thought as Joram finished the band’s second encore, a wave of rebelliousness having taken root in her heart. It didn’t help that she thought she’d seen Inanna in the crowd earlier, as unlikely as that could be. Naomi had done a double take at the time, but couldn’t find her mother again, realizing the sighting was her imagination. To her knowledge, her mother rarely left her complex, only visiting Nathan or the village that supported the school. Her analytical self distantly examined her anger, understanding that the music had somehow triggered her emotions. It wasn’t the seed of insubordination in her soul that caused the abrupt crystallization of her underlying discontent. Regardless, her mistaken sight of Inanna coupled with the mood alteration projected by the band had been enough to fan her defiance into high crackling flames. The music had taken negative parts of herself and magnified them. This hadn’t happened at the previous concerts she’d attended. The question was whether or not this temperamental manipulation was by design on the band’s part or by simple accident. Or you’re being overly sensitive after your visit home.


She couldn’t argue that point.


The band left the stage, breaking their spell. Naomi looked at the people below, eyes automatically scanning for Inanna’s slender frame, relieved at not finding it and feeling slightly foolish for the worry. The dance area in front of the stage had swelled since the concert began, becoming a mass of humanity that spilled into the aisles leading to it. Chairs stood forlorn and forgotten in clumps throughout the venue, abandoned as their owners fell sway to the same glamour she’d experienced. The people pumped their fists in the air, rhythmic and eerily in sync as they chanted, “Invocation! Invocation! Invocation!”


A tremor filled the stadium as they stamped their feet, not just those on the floor but everyone else in the theater as well. Naomi swallowed in nervousness. She watched as they demanded another encore with almost robotic synchronicity. A sense of malevolence emanated from the assemblage, a cloud of malice hovering over their heads and filling the air with malignancy. Perturbed, she glanced over her shoulder, fearful. No one else had joined her in the balcony, leaving her all alone. She shivered at the realization that she was completely defenseless in the dark and that a mob of thousands stood below her, looking for blood.


The chant changed into a roar of approval, and she snapped her eyes back to the stage. Joram and the band had returned, smiling and waving. Can’t they feel the madness they’ve created?


Joram held her hands up until the crowd quieted. “Doan
fret! We not done yet!” She grinned, in her element as the audience celebrated her reappearance. The rest of the band strutted about the stage, strapping their guitars over their shoulders. Rand rattled her drums, ending an impromptu solo with a crash of cymbals. When everyone on stage was ready, Joram held up her hands again. When she could be heard over the screaming, she called, “Some of you listened to a radio interview we had on the Bash and Wayne show last week. KRAK radio, remember?” She shouted over the responding din. “And I played a little song on the air.”


Again the crowd went wild, and it took some time for them to quiet down once again. Naomi raised her eyebrows in surprise at the reaction, wondering what song it had been. Apparently it had made quite an impression on those who’d heard it. Either that or these people are too far gone to care so long as the band performs.


“Well, the band hasn’t had a lot of time to work with it, but we have a inner luv for you! So we’re goan play it.” This time, she held up a hand, pointing at the balcony where Naomi sat. “For you.”


As the band began to play, Naomi grinned ear to ear. Security must have told Joram she was here. There was no way Joram could have seen Naomi with all the lights blinding her. Naomi forgot her edginess about the crowd and sank into her seat. The anger that plagued her faded as the music washed over her. The tempo and style were different from any other Invocation song. Slow and deep, the sounds soothed her and filled her heart with something else, something warm and pleasant. She found herself enamored as Joram sang the lyrics.




“My heart has turned to stone.


“Take my hand,


“Please help me to understand.


“Soften the steel, reforge my heart.


“I need you.


“I need you.


“I wish I didn’t.”





In the silence following the final strains of guitar, something tickled Naomi’s cheek. She swiped at her face, surprised to find tears there. Sniffling, she chuckled, sheepish and a little glad there weren’t any witnesses. “Thank you,” she whispered, blowing a kiss to Joram who stood panting onstage.


Another tickle drew her gaze to the back of her hand. Her mouth opened in awe as she watched a monarch butterfly slowly open and close its wings.


“Look at that!” someone said loudly into the stillness below.


Naomi’s butterfly took flight as other members of the audience exclaimed. No one from the ground floor could see her sitting here in the dark. Puzzled, she stood, trying to keep the butterfly in her vision as she glanced down to the main floor.


A thousand butterflies flittered over the audience, rising in a gentle swarm. Their colorful wings caught stray light from the stage, seeming to ripple in the darkness as the multitude stared agape at them. Smiles broke out, hands raised to gently provide roosts or capture one, and the clamor became one of wonder rather than fury.


Naomi gasped, holding a hand to her mouth. This was magic, not accident, something few people in the world could master. She stared at Joram who appeared stunned as she flinched away from three butterflies fluttering about her. She doesn’t know how it happened. The thought alleviated Naomi’s worry. Joram didn’t understand what was happening any more than anyone else. She couldn’t be Naomi’s target. But the rest of the band showed similar reactions. Was it possible that one of them was that good an actor? Was Joram? Or did none of them have anything to do with the spell that had been cast over their audience?


Belatedly, the curtain came down, almost hitting Joram who did a hasty back-step to avoid disaster. The crowd was too enamored of this magical moment to notice the band’s departure, chattering and laughing as they gathered their things and prepared to leave.


Naomi remained in place, mind racing. If Joram and the band weren’t involved, then who else could it be? The only other regulars that Naomi had met were Chloe and Ivan. Ivan was the road manager, responsible for keeping the band in business. Was it possible that Inanna’s Chosen had raised Ivan to such a level of sorcerous skill? And what of Chloe? What did she really do for the band? “But it’s the music causing it, right?”


“Sweetness.”


She whirled around to see her mother flowing down the steps from the balcony entry. The incongruity of Inanna’s presence in her modern day life dazed her. Inanna never traveled so far. Never. Was this a magical manifestation too? “Wha—What are you doing here?” she sputtered.


Inanna came to a stop before her, a saddened expression on her face. “Your love for this woman is too strong. It blinds you. I had to see her for myself.”


Naomi’s spark of rebellion, still fresh from the concert, fully returned. She crossed her arms over her chest. “You mean you don’t trust my opinion.”


“It’s not your opinion I need, daughter. It’s your unbiased observation.” She reached out to caress Naomi’s cheek, pausing as Naomi turned her head away. Instead she reached up and a butterfly delicately landed upon her hand. “She must love you very much.”


Naomi’s heart soared at the words though she scowled. She and Joram had only just begun to get to know one another. She had strong feelings for Joram, emotions born during her solitary year at the monastery, but that didn’t mean her friend shared them. “Why?’


Inanna held the butterfly up to her mouth and lightly blew on it. It fluttered up into the air and vanished in a sparkle of light. “Because she created these from her love, using the power she’s gathering from the vortexes and the people to express it.”


Though pleased by the idea, Naomi had to dispel her mother’s suspicions. “It’s not her. She had no idea this was going to happen.” Naomi turned away to look out over the crowd. Most of the butterflies had disappeared though one or two still danced above the heads of the audience as they worked their way out of the venue. “She was as surprised as everyone else.”


“She might not be aware of her ability, but she was the focal point of the spell.”


Naomi spun back around. “How is that even possible? Skills like that require discipline and knowledge, skills she’s never spent time acquiring.”


Inanna’s smile was bittersweet. “On the contrary. She’s put much of her time and energy into learning her craft. Just because her skill manifests as music doesn’t make her actions less magical.”


Unable to speak, Naomi stared. Joram had admitted her education was spotty, that she’d focused all of her attention on her music. Had she been guided in a manner that had created an ignorance of her power, her ability? “Is that even possible?”


At her mother’s nod, Naomi dropped into her seat, hardly hearing the sorrowful voice that had comforted her all her life. “I’m so sorry, Naomi, but Joram is the one. She will destroy the world unless you stop her.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight


“Holy shit! Did you see that?” Bayani demanded as the band burst into the dressing room.


“Fucking butterflies everywhere!” Rand exclaimed, a grin on her face. “Where the hell did they come from?”


Jarod wiped his face with a towel, draping it over his shoulder. “Who knows? It was a pretty awesome ending, though.”


Pleased beyond measure, Joram grinned as Ivan notified security to give the band five minutes before visitors were allowed backstage. The doors closed on the sounds of people clamoring for entry. Speakers embedded in the ceiling played recorded music piped in from the main auditorium.


For not having more than three days to work on the ballad, the band had kicked ass. She trembled with a combination of dread and excitement. As soon as Anders heard she’d chosen to play the forbidden song, she expected an explosion. That fear couldn’t shake the sheer joy she felt at knowing Naomi had been witness to the miracle. “There must have been cocoons in the rafters or something.”


“And they just happened to hatch during our concert?” Bayani said before taking a swallow of beer. “All of them? What are the odds of that happening?”


“Obeah.”


Joram turned to see Jubal’s sober face. “What?”


“It was obeah, mon. Pure and simple.”


“It was fucking awesome!” Jarod collapsed into a chair.


Joram shook her head. “It wasn’t magic. Magic doesn’t exist.” She examined her friends and bandmates, catching a frown on Rand’s face. “What? You can’t seriously think that.”


Rand shrugged, her initial delight fading beneath a speculative expression. “I dunno. Now that Jubal mentions it, I thought I saw a couple of them just…vanish.” She held up her hands, fingers together, fanning the digits out as she spoke. “Poof.”


Jubal wasn’t the only one dissatisfied. Ivan scrubbed at the back of his neck, one hand on his hip. “I don’t know, Joram. I thought the boss said not to play that song.”


Her trepidation spiked as she frowned at him. She hadn’t told anyone that Anders had forbidden the song. Ivan could only have learned of it from the man himself. “Where’d you hear that?”


He flinched away from her, holding both hands up, exposing his palms in a calming gesture. They both knew the answer, but he wasn’t willing to speak it aloud.


“We weren’t supposed to play it?” Bayani’s complexion paled as he looked back and forth between the others.


Joram swore aloud. “What difference does it make? It’s a hit! Anders isn’t here, he’s in fucking Jamaica! Why is he calling the shots?”


Jarod wiped again at his face, his exuberance gone. “Because he’s the boss.”


Frustrated, Joram stared at her friends. “How often have I heard you guys complaining because he’s been holding us back? This song is our platinum hit, I guarantee it. You saw them out there! I don’t give a shit about what Anders wants us to play if we can get that kind of response from the audience.”


The others wouldn’t meet her gaze, not even Chloe, their qualms hitting Joram with almost physical pain. These were the people she trusted, some she’d literally trusted with her life in Hell. Despite years of friendship, of being out from under Anders’s direct supervision, they couldn’t overcome the specter of “Obeah Man” looming over them. Unable to stomach their sudden lack of support from those she’d considered staunch champions Joram grabbed her jacket. “Fine. I’ll see you guys later.” She shouldered past Ivan and Chloe, bursting out the door and into the midst of several people bearing backstage passes. She did her level best to smile as she pushed onward with the help of two security guards.


Behind her, Chloe called out to distract the crowd. “C’mon in, everybody! Who wants to meet the band?” A ragged cheer rose from the thirty bystanders, ignoring Joram as she walked away.


Joram continued on. Naomi was here somewhere. Perhaps she’d have a higher opinion of the new song.


* * *


A thorough search of the concert hall didn’t turn up Naomi. The venue staff had been too enamored by the butterflies to notice when she’d left the balcony or which exit she’d taken. Joram had sent one of the security people back to the dressing room in case they’d crossed paths when she’d stormed out. He’d returned and reported that no one matching Naomi’s description was there.


Depressed, Joram now sat alone in the balcony. With the venue cleared of nonessential personnel, she’d sent the security officers away. Everyone present was either backstage or a casino employee cleaning up the concert aftermath.


Had she misunderstood Naomi’s last phone call several days ago? Naomi had been a little emotionally distant at the beginning, but they’d ended the call with passionate promise. Here at the casino, Naomi’s VIP pass included free access to the after-party in the dressing room, yet she chose to leave without seeing Joram. She hated the song. Why else would Naomi have left without a word, without seeing her? Joram supposed she couldn’t blame her. The last line of the ballad didn’t exactly inspire love and understanding. “I need you. I wish I didn’t,” she whispered the last lines of the song. Naomi had probably assumed Joram wanted her to disappear.


Joram had spent too many years expressing anger and sorrow in her music. Melancholy and wrath had forged her soul. She didn’t have the luxury of evincing her fears in real life, not with Anders hovering over her every word and deed. To not imbue the song with her antagonistic truth was a denouncement of the experiences and emotions that had created her. Without an avenue for their release, Joram would have long since lost her mind. Had she been a fool to think that Naomi would understand that need within, that drive to express those negative emotions and distress in a constructive manner?


Didn’t Naomi really listen to the song?


Joram had attempted to call Naomi several times but had received no answer. In the process of trying to reconnect, she’d discovered Naomi’s voice mail, left when she’d arrived in town. Now there were no responses at all, though Joram had left two messages. That in itself indicated Naomi probably detested the new song. She’d just arrived in town, came to the casino despite jet lag and then ditched Joram, either saddened or pissed off by the song’s sentiments.


A thousand butterflies and Naomi’s desertion. How could such an awe-inspiring night end in such desolation?


The sound of jazzy percussion and Mick Jagger’s screams jolted her from the edge of her broodiness, sparking her ever-present hatred and anger, liberally mixed with a shock of fear. The abrupt emotional transmutation left her nauseous, and she gritted her teeth against her stomach turning over. She fished the phone from her pocket, glaring at the devil image on the screen. This was his fault whether he had an active hand in it or not. She gathered her hostility, using it to sublimate the instinctive fright that ruled all her dealings with Anders. “What?”


Anders’s voice was just as gruff. “I thought we had an agreement.”


Rebellious, Joram shot to her feet. “No, you gave me an order. I didn’t agree with it.”


“And you’re to follow orders, or have you forgotten your role as my Chosen?”


“Whatever.” Pressure bore down upon her; the desire to see Naomi again, to gain favor or apologize for the stupid song, the trembling need to be obedient to the man who held power over her, to appease her fearful bandmates and return to their good graces. She paced in the aisle, walking up and down the balcony steps, her free hand on her forehead. God, how much longer can I do this?


Anders let her stew several moments before speaking again, speculation in his tone. “So you went against my express wishes and things didn’t turn out the way you’d hoped.”


Tears burned hot behind her eyes and in her throat, infuriating her more. She wished she had some sort of witty retort, but was afraid her voice would crack if she spoke before gaining self-control.


“I tried to warn you,” Anders said in a fatherly manner.


She imagined him smug and smiling, pleased at having the opportunity to say, “I told you so,” once again. Swallowing against the lump in her throat, she said, “Bullshit! The audience loved it. You told me it was crap.”


“It is crap,” he insisted. “It’s drivel. You’ll drive your fans away with that sort of music.”


Joram stopped at the balcony railing, staring out at the empty stage, imagining the butterflies filling the hall. “You weren’t here. They loved it.” Didn’t they? Up until that last song, the audience had been furious and rabid, their collective lives a tangible and pliable thing that she’d used to…what? She felt her forehead wrinkle as she frowned. When she was in the moment, the crowd screaming, the music swelling, she imagined herself gathering their emotions, their souls, hugging them to her chest and doing something. Afterward, she could never understand what it was that she was doing.


Anders chuckled, bringing her back to the present. “And now you’re upset…why? Did their adoration not reward you with the experience you sought? Was your band less than pleased with the results?” He paused for effect. “No, wait! Your band has chosen to ignore your leadership in favor of mine.”


“Fuck you,” she snarled, wincing internally at her uncharacteristic attack. Though she acted bold and uncaring in his presence, she’d rarely lost control so absolutely. It didn’t help that Ivan had ratted her out, informing him of her bandmates’ lack of support.


This time he laughed aloud, unfazed. “Hardly, miting. You’ll get no such pleasure from me. You won’t get that pleasure from your redheaded chit, either, will you?”


Icy fingers of fear gripped her heart. He knows everything else. What does he know about Naomi? “What do you mean?”


“She didn’t like your soppy love song, did she? You thought you’d use your skills—the skills I taught you—to woo her, to bring her into your bed. Only she’s left you in the lurch, hasn’t she?”


Joram shivered. Her immediate concern was that Anders was watching her from somewhere here in the venue, and she automatically whirled around to see if she could spot him. A handful of employees combed the aisles for trash and three roadies were onstage, winding cables and sweeping the floor. No, he wasn’t here. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d left his compound. The security guard she’d sent back to the dressing room had tipped off Anders’s mole when asking about Naomi. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Poor misunderstood Joram. She spends years slogging through Hell to build her musical empire, climbs to the peak of success, and succumbs to the weakness of love, writing a song for her paramour.” He paused. “Is it any wonder the young woman was unimpressed? Who respects such sentimentality from a ruthless murderer?”


“Shut up!” For a wonder, he did. She collapsed into a seat closest to the balcony entrance, staring down at the blank white screen backdrop behind the stage.


Anders had found her on the streets, saved her from predators and brought her to Jamaica. There Madeleine had raised her for nine years before Anders threw Joram to the wolves in Hell. After Joram’s release, she lived in her apartment alone, Madeleine having been dismissed. Anders had refused to give Joram her forwarding address. He financially supported her and her musical career, denying her nothing when it came to instruments, gear or education. She’d never understood why and had never been able to bring herself to ask the question. Instinctively, she knew she didn’t want to hear his answer. He was always going on about how she’d Chosen to be his, but the only thing she’d truly chosen was to remain ignorant of his reasons for coming into her life. “Why?”


“Why what, miting?”


Her head fell back as she scrunched down in the seat. She closed her eyes. “Why me? Why did you choose me all those years ago? What do you get out of all this?”


“Are you sure you want to know?”


His query held an ominous tone, one she’d heard before. If she pressed, he’d answer, and it wouldn’t be something she wanted to hear. But she couldn’t shake the thought that she was somehow responsible for the butterflies, for the craziness. Despite scoffing at Jubal’s superstitions, she’d been raised in the same environment and held the same notions. Only Anders had the answers. Bracing herself, she said, “Yes.”


The line disconnected.


Blinking in surprise, she straightened in her chair, staring at the phone.


“Come with me.”


Joram’s head whipped around, heart pounding.


Anders stood silhouetted in the doorway, hand outstretched.


Dazed, she slowly stood, reluctantly stepping into the aisle to approach him. Smothering her revulsion, she took his hand, his ethereal greasiness filming her skin and spirit.


He ignored her discomfort—he always did—tucking her hand into his crooked elbow. As he led her away, he said, “Millennia ago there was a door…”




Chapter Twenty-Nine


Naomi stared out at early morning traffic from her booth at the window, nursing her third cup of coffee. The clientele of the twenty-four hour café had slowly shifted from late-night barhoppers to businesspeople en route to offices and joggers rewarding themselves for another few miles beneath their sneakers. She knew she was wasting time, but couldn’t bring herself to care at the moment.


“Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat, honey? You’ve been here most the night.”


She looked up at the waitress who worked the late shift. Her stomach grumbling agreement at her neglect though she didn’t feel the hunger. With a sigh, she nodded. “Sure. I’ll have the number twelve breakfast platter.”


The waitress appeared relieved as she whipped out her pad and jotted Naomi’s order down. In her book, a single woman brooding over coffee for her entire shift was cause for concern. “How do you want your eggs?”


Naomi gave the specifics, requesting another refill for her cup before the waitress left to put in the order. Then she propped her chin on her hand and watched people and vehicles pass by.


Inanna had literally disappeared not long after dropping her bombshell on Naomi, dissipating in a puff of sparkling light just as the butterflies had. She’d never actually been at the casino, only projected herself from home. Perhaps the growing strength of the vortexes in the area had aided her, just as they’d aided Joram’s invisible presence in Europe. Naomi shook her head. Having a goddess for a mother, even an aging one, was inconvenient in the extreme.


Her phone buzzed on the tabletop. She was relieved when Rebecca’s face showed on the screen rather than Joram’s or her mother’s. It had been difficult to ignore Joram’s attempts at contact, but Naomi couldn’t face her. She had to gain some distance and perspective before talking with Joram again. The song, the butterflies and Inanna’s confirmation were too much. For an instant she considered also disregarding Rebecca, but she hadn’t seen her roommate since she’d left last week. Naomi missed her. None of this was Rebecca’s fault, and Naomi knew she’d be worried more by her not answering. Steeling herself, she sighed and picked up the phone. “Hey.”


“You are home, aren’t you? I got back last night to find your luggage in the living room. It’s still sitting here.”


Despite her exhaustion and unhappiness, Naomi smiled at the warmth in Rebecca’s voice. “Yeah, I’m home. I got back last night.”


Smugness radiated over the phone. “Out all night, huh? I guess I know where you went.” Naomi could almost see Rebecca’s eyebrows wiggle suggestively. “How’s Joram?”


Stung by sorrow, she shook her head though her friend couldn’t see the gesture. “It’s not what you think.” No matter how much I wish it was.


“No?”


“No.” Naomi scrubbed at her face, willing away fatigue. “I went to their latest concert but didn’t stay.”


“Then where the hell have you been all night?” Concern tinged Rebecca’s voice.


Naomi blew out a breath. If she revealed her location, Rebecca would come running. She also knew Rebecca would never forgive her if she deflected the question. “The café. You know the one.”


“The Rosé Café?” Alarm radiated across the phone. “What’s going on? You only go there when you’re upset. Did Joram do something? Are you all right?”


She rubbed her face, stopping to frown at the table, struggling with a wave of dismay. “I don’t know anymore, Rebecca. I just don’t know.”


“I’ll be right there,” Rebecca said and hung up.


Her head shot up. “No!” Too late. Frustrated, Naomi dropped her phone onto the table with a clatter, rolling her eyes skyward. She shouldn’t have said anything. She knew better. Rebecca was the type of person who took friendship seriously. If Naomi was in trouble, Rebecca would be there beside her come hell or high water. Her loyalty was one of her most generous traits, and Naomi loved her for it. But that dedication could herald the end of their relationship as Rebecca’s good opinion of her faltered. How do you explain to your best friend that you’ve been raised to murder someone in order to save the world from total destruction? Rebecca would see Naomi in jail or a psychiatric wing before the day was through.


Maybe that would be for the best.


Ignoring the urge to simply give up, Naomi glanced around the café, debating the idea of leaving prior to Rebecca’s arrival. Fleeing would take too much energy, something that had drained from her after Inanna’s pronouncement at the casino. The thought of making a decision exhausted her. Rather than take action, she remained in the booth, staring as the world passed by outside, accepting her breakfast from the waitress with wooden politeness.


Rebecca’s whirlwind arrival scattered Naomi’s ennui. “At least you’re eating,” she said by way of greeting as she slid onto the bench across from Naomi. She waved her hand for the waitress, turning the place setting coffee cup upright. “Coffee,” she ordered. “Bring a pot.” As soon as the server left, she reached across the table to take Naomi’s hand. “All right, I’m here. What’s going on?”


Her touch grounded Naomi. “You didn’t need to come. I’ll be okay.” Despite her protest, she gripped Rebecca’s hand, gathering strength from the physical contact.


Snorting her opinion of that, Rebecca squeezed. “Last time you came here you’d damned near failed your statistics class. The time before that? That family friend of yours had died in the middle of the term and you couldn’t get home to the service. And before that was when you broke up with Theresa. Something serious is going down, and you need me here.” She pulled away as the waitress returned with the coffee, waiting for her to replenish the cream and leave the pot behind. As soon as they were alone again, she reached for the creamer. “Now, what is it?”


Naomi fled the question, finding the rich color of her egg yolk more interesting. She dragged her fork through the golden yellow, watching it trail from the tines across the plate. “It’s nothing.”


“Was it something that happened when you visited home?”


She gave a humorless chuckle. “Something like that. It started there in any case.”


“Is it because of Joram?”


Naomi didn’t answer. No longer hungry, she shoved her plate aside and tossed her napkin onto the detritus, avoiding Rebecca’s gaze.


A bemused expression crossed Rebecca’s face. “Doesn’t your mother know you’re gay?”


The thought that her trouble boiled down to a lack of acceptance regarding her sexual orientation amused Naomi. “That’s not it.”


Rebecca leaned forward over her coffee cup. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”


“Rebecca,” Naomi drawled.


“Naomi,” Rebecca returned in the same tone.


The familiar exchange eased a small part of Naomi’s dread. She sighed. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”


Rebecca sipped and set the cup down, her response light. “No worries there. I already know you’re crazy.” She examined Naomi with a frown. “This isn’t something new, is it? This has something to do with why you’re so tightly wrapped.”


“Yes.”


“I’ve told you before that you need to release some of that pressure before it explodes.” She took Naomi’s hand again. “You know me. I won’t judge you. I love you. You need to talk to somebody. If not me, then consider talking to someone else.”


The urge to cry strained the back of Naomi’s throat. “I can’t trust anyone else.”


“You can trust me. I’ve been your best friend for years. There’s nothing you can say that will turn me against you.”


The tears spilled over as Naomi laughed. “Don’t bet on it.”


“Try me.”


She studied Rebecca’s solemn resolve, seeing the dedication and love glowing from within. The desire to unburden herself was overwhelming. To share this abysmal weight with another person, someone who wasn’t connected to the world in which she’d been raised, might be the respite she needed to carry out her task. And maybe with the help of another she’d find an escape from this trap in which she languished. Mama was wrong to choose me. I can’t do this alone. I’m not strong enough. “So be it,” she said. “Millennia ago there was a door…”


* * *


Rebecca unlocked the apartment door in silence, and Naomi followed her inside, worry nibbling at her calm facade. Rebecca had asked few questions throughout Naomi’s delivery at the café, more for purposes of clarification than critical commentary on the fantastic story that was Naomi’s life. Afterward, she’d paid the breakfast bill without comment and offered to drive them home.


The trip back had been too quiet, nibbling at Naomi’s nerves. She closed and locked the door, paying little attention to her bags still parked on the floor. She thinks I’m crazy. Inwardly scoffing, Naomi couldn’t blame Rebecca for that. Everything she’d just heard defied her version of what was right and true in the world. Standing forlorn in the entry, at a loss for a way to break the ominous hush between them, Naomi took a step toward the kitchen. “Do you want tea or anything?”


Rebecca dropped her keys in the bowl by the door, waving Naomi’s suggestion away. “Oh, no. I’ve had enough caffeine already. My back teeth will be swimming soon.”


The activity curtailed, Naomi trailed uncertainly after her into the living room. Rebecca collapsed on the couch, and Naomi joined her there. “Can you at least say something then? You’re scaring the hell out of me!”


“I’m still trying to process.” Rebecca rubbed her fingertips against her forehead.


“Do you want me to look up the number of Telecare?” Naomi named the local emergency mental health care facility in Long Beach.


Rebecca scoffed, smacking her shoulder with one hand. “Shut up. You’re not crazy…exactly.” She sat back on the couch, dropping both hands to her lap as she leaned her head back. “Misguided maybe.”


“Misguided.” Though fear of immediate commitment to a psych ward dissipated, Naomi didn’t care for Rebecca’s choice of words. “Meaning I was raised in a crazy household so I’m manifesting that reality?”


Hearing the insulted tone, Rebecca turned her head. “I didn’t say that.”


“No, you didn’t.” Naomi curled her legs up beneath her, feeling more alone than before. “But you don’t believe me, either.”


“Cut me some slack here. You have to admit what you said takes some extraordinary twists.” Rebecca lifted her head. “Besides, how can your mother even begin to think you have the capacity to kill someone, regardless of the reason? I mean, really? If she’s a goddess, wouldn’t she have figured out long ago that she had the wrong girl?”


Naomi wilted, Rebecca having voiced one of the many questions that had filled Naomi’s heart since she’d first discovered her role in the coming conflict. “I don’t know.” She battled a distant sense of pleasure that Rebecca hadn’t focused on the fantastical elements of her life, concentrating on this more mundane issue. “You don’t think I can do it?”


Rebecca scowled. “I’ve seen you do your martial arts exercises. Granted, they don’t look like karate or ju jitsu, but katas are katas the world—or worlds—over. I think you have the capability to defend yourself to the death, no doubt about it. But to commit a murder? Hunt someone down and take their life?” She shook her head. “Hell, no.”


Naomi struggled with Rebecca’s words, so similar to her own thoughts and feelings yet so profoundly different from Inanna’s belief in her.


“And what are the odds that an up-and-coming rock star happens to be your ‘target’ just when you fall for her?” Rebecca shot Naomi a glance, daring her to argue her feelings about Joram. When Naomi didn’t take the bait, she expelled a deep breath. “It sounds to me like your mother is the one that needs to be in Telecare. Aren’t there mental institutions in your country?”


Naomi reminded herself that Rebecca’s family had never been particularly devout. That lack of devotion to transcendent beliefs now left a chasm between them. Naomi had tried to find ways to breach the gap before, but had always failed to penetrate Rebecca’s secular upbringing. She needed Rebecca to understand that this situation was as real as any she came across in day-to-day life. “How do you explain Nathan? He lives, he exists and he’s not human.” Uncertainty creased Rebecca’s forehead, allaying Naomi’s regret for revealing her predicament. It also indicated that Rebecca at least still trusted Naomi’s physical senses if not the metaphysical content of her tale.


“I don’t know. That sort of messes up my argument.”


Heartened, Naomi turned on the couch to face her roommate. “Nathan exists. I’ve spent months alone with him. He’s not human and he’s real. I have scars that he gave me in training!” She shrugged. “I heard Joram’s voice in my head for months as well, and she turned out to be real. Inanna is real, I’ve seen a little of her power. By extension, her former Chosen is not only real but a present danger.” She marveled at the confidence in her voice.


“By that argument, the entire situation is real too. Which means we’re back to square one if you’ve been ordered to kill Joram.” Misgiving chased away the assurance of Rebecca’s expression. “Mind you, I’m debating this from the standpoint that you’re telling it as it is, that your perception is reality, not that I agree with you. This is insane!”


“Welcome to my world.”


Rebecca raised an eyebrow at the sardonic response. “At least I understand you better now. I thought maybe you’d been physically abused as a child, but you didn’t show any of the classic emotional symptoms beyond that huge wall you hide behind. A case could be made for emotional abuse though. I can’t imagine living with this sort of thing over my head since I was a kid. I don’t know how it didn’t drive you crazy.”


Naomi grinned. “Isn’t that what you’re trying to figure out right now? If I’m crazy?”


Scowling, Rebecca pursed her lips. “I’m not saying you’re demented, but I still think your mother should be tossed in prison for child abuse.”


That was a topic for another conversation, the resistance to Inanna’s pronouncement about Joram too raw for Naomi’s current attention. Instead, the weight of her destiny threatened to crush her, and her throat became thick with the need to cry. Granted, she’d never hated anyone, but she would have gladly suffered such loathing if it meant her target was someone besides Joram. She stared at her hands, the ones that had become finely honed weapons over the years. “I don’t think I can do it, Rebecca, whether the situation is real or not. If it is and I don’t follow through, the world will end.”


Rebecca scoffed. “So you’ve been told. How do you know that’s true?”


“What?” Naomi stared at her.


“How do you know the world will end? Because your-mother-the-goddess told you? Or Nathan the dispossessed elf? What if they’re wrong?”


Naomi blinked, dumbfounded. Despite years of experiences, of an idyllic childhood and focused adolescence, the thought that Inanna or Nathan was wrong had never crossed her mind. She’d questioned their choice of her as their avenging angel but nothing else. The possibility that they were wrong on such a fundamental level caused a mental disconnect as she floundered for a response.


Rebecca pressed her point. “Have you looked at the world lately, chica? It could probably use a little magic to brighten it up.”


Slowly, Naomi shook her head, drawing on stories Nathan had told her of his people. “You haven’t read the original Grimm’s fairy tales. The fey aren’t creatures like what you’d find in a Disney movie. They’re dangerous wights with unfathomable powers.”


“So you’ve been told, but Nathan is one of them. From the way you talk about him, I’d say he’s not a rabid beast waiting for the opportunity to lay waste to the world.” Before Naomi could shoot down her line of reasoning, Rebecca forged onward. “Besides the door was open to begin with, wasn’t it? The worlds were joined so to speak—let’s assume it was a natural occurrence. Your mother and her child prodigy closed it. Isn’t that an argument that they altered what should be the innate state of our supernatural world? Would we be in a better place now if they hadn’t meddled in things they shouldn’t have?”


Again Naomi was struck dumb. She’d been raised to never question Inanna, the layers of her conditioning developing her into a good and obedient little girl and later, an obedient adult daughter. But her tractability had been at a cost, one that had eaten at her heart and caged her, one that Rebecca had instinctively noticed and had attempted to break through multiple times during their friendship. Rebecca’s arguments touched upon private suspicions Naomi had avoided over the years, ones she’d buried when they surfaced, keeping them tightly locked away even from her conscious self.


Everything boiled down to choice. When she’d discovered she’d been adopted, Inanna had insisted she’d chosen Naomi, and Naomi had agreed both out of love for the woman who’d raised her and a fear of abandonment. After returning from her year at the monastery, she’d learned of her role in the coming conflict and had contended her suitability for it. Inanna and Nathan had been implacable in their belief in her. Eventually, Naomi had accepted their idea of her purpose. But I never chose it. “I’m Inanna’s Chosen One,” she blurted, revelation blinding her.


“Yeah?” Rebecca glanced at her, curious.


“I’m Inanna’s Chosen One. I choose. I Choose!” A knock at the front door interrupted Naomi before she could elucidate upon her epiphany.


“You expecting someone?” Rebecca stood to answer it.


“No.” Naomi couldn’t help the trickle of hope that Joram had come searching for her. She didn’t know whether to flee or face the pending visitor, badly desiring Joram’s arms holding her during this crisis.


Rebecca peered out the peephole and took three steps backward, her darker complexion paling. “Naomi…”


“Who is it?” Fear clutched Naomi’s throat as she rose to her feet. Joram wouldn’t cause such apprehension. Circling the coffee table, she found a clear space, adrenaline racing through her as she prepared for a fight though not understanding why.


The doorknob turned and the door opened, an oddity since she hadn’t seen Rebecca unlock it. Swinging wide on its own, the door revealed an older man standing on the threshold, hands at his sides. His hair was dark with hints of gray at the temples, a little long and shaggy in the back. Elegant eyebrows arched over black eyes, the hairs brushed upward at the outer corners, affecting a demonic slant. A salt-and-pepper goatee surrounded his cruel and smiling mouth. He wore a black shirt and tie and an expensive suit complete with the requisite black handkerchief in the breast pocket. Though it was a sunny California day, the blue sky seen behind him seemed dim and wintry.


With a sardonic air, he stepped into the apartment uninvited, the door independently swinging closed behind him. He passed Rebecca, giving her hardly a glance as she recoiled from him. Fully focused on Naomi, his smile widened, revealing even white teeth. “Ah, the redheaded chit herself. What a pleasure to finally meet you.”


Naomi fought the urge to back away as he closed the distance between them. A cloud of malignancy surrounded him, leaving her wanting to hold her breath to avoid contamination. Sternly schooling herself, she stood her ground. The air smelled faintly of an odd cologne, its acrid scent burning her nose. “Who are you?”


He shrugged with one shoulder, face coy as he gave an off-hand wave. “Why bother with names? Suffice it to say that you and I have a mutual acquaintance, one I’m here to see is discontinued.”


Frowning, Naomi swallowed against her revulsion, breathing through her mouth to avoid his smell. She’d never felt such irrational aversion for a person she didn’t know. “And who would that be?” A distant part of her giggled in hysteria—had this man been the person Inanna had wanted dead, Naomi would have had no complaints. The idea took root, and alarm bells began to ring. It can’t be! She fought the rise of panic as she made mental connections.


Circling her, he gazed about the room with an expression of vague distaste. He reached out and drew a finger along a table, examining the pad of it before rubbing his fingertips together as if he’d located dust. “Joram Darkstone has a burgeoning career that requires her full attention. She has no time to invest in a frivolous relationship such as the one she seems to be cultivating with you. Since she appears to be unwilling to do the right thing for herself and her vocation, must needs I will.”


Naomi’s stomach plummeted at the mention of Joram. It is him! Oh my God, he’s Inanna’s Chosen! Joram’s dislike for the man who’d raised her now made blinding sense. This was the patron who’d adopted her, trained her, steered her down this path. This diseased man with powers untold had been in young Joram’s presence for the majority of her life, molding her in unfathomable ways. Here was evidence, beyond Inanna’s insistence, that Joram was indeed the target for which Naomi had been trained. She stared at him as he completed his circuit, mouth open.


He stopped before her, regarding her once again with a sly grin, a devious twinkle in his eyes. Those eyes held promise and pain. “Tell her whatever you need to, but end your little game now. Is that understood?”


Promise and pain. Naomi couldn’t imagine a childhood living under such a gaze. Angered at the corruption Joram had endured in this man’s household, she drew herself up and glared. “What if I don’t?”


He laughed, patronizing. “Oh, you will. I’d rather not have her mourning your loss, however.” Rolling his eyes, he said, “The last thing I need is for her to perform a dirge right now. That ridiculous ballad is bad enough.”


“A dirge?” Her ire waned at his threat, made all the more real by the fact that she knew some of the violence of which he was capable.


“Never mind.” He caressed Naomi’s cheek, his face a parody of caring. “If you don’t break it off with her, you’ll have a fatal accident. Poor Joram will never know what happened to you, only that you abandoned her…just like her parents, her friends and her bandmates.”


Naomi fought the bile rising in her throat as his palm spread an oily layer upon her skin. Her gaze flickered to Rebecca who watched in frozen horror. Naomi had been groomed to deal with the paranormal presence of her opponent by simple expedient of being raised by Inanna and Nathan. The fugue Rebecca had fallen into was from lack of experience and training. Inanna had told Naomi many times that her former Chosen had become an evil man, using his innate magical powers to subjugate others. And now he’s in my living room with the power of three vortexes from which to draw strength. She had to protect Rebecca. She forced aside her urge to oppose his power and flinched away from his touch, meekly ducking her head. “Okay. I’ll do it. Just…just don’t touch me again.” After a long pause, she risked a sidelong glance.


His dark eyes were intent as he scrutinized her. “I sense something…familiar about you. Have we met before, miting?”


Terror seized her. If he discovered who she was, who had raised her, he’d kill her now. Experience and training counted for nothing against this man, this abomination. She had nothing in her spiritual or physical armament to defeat him. For a brief instance she yearned to tell him everything. Fighting the desire, knowing it to be external pressure rather than her own wish, she swallowed her words unspoken and looked away. “No, sir. Never.”


He drew two fingers along her chin, forcing her head up as he scanned her face. Apparently confident in his ability to control others and not finding what he sought in her eyes, he nodded and released her. “You’ve met me now, haven’t you? I’m not an enemy you want to have. Remember that.”


Naomi nodded vigorously, not putting on an act as she exhibited overpowering relief at escaping his will. “I won’t forget.”


Satisfied he’d made his point, he turned and stalked to the door. It opened on its own once more at his approach. Rebecca’s eyes were the only thing that moved as she tracked his progress past her still-frozen stance. He paused at the apartment entry, affixing a stern gaze upon Naomi. “Remember. Leave her and live.” He took the final step backward and the door closed on him.


Both Rebecca and Naomi stared at it for several moments, paralyzed by a sense of unreality. Rebecca broke the tableau, jumping to the door with a curse to throw the deadbolt. She stepped away, staring at the knob as if it threatened to come alive and bite her. “Who the fuck was that?” she demanded in a muffled whisper.


Naomi pushed past her to look out the peephole. No one was there. Cautiously, she reached for the lock.


“What are you doing?” Rebecca demanded, grabbing her hand.


“I have to see if he’s gone.” Naomi shook Rebecca off. She gave her friend a significant glare, pleased to see Rebecca shudder but step away. Returning to the task at hand, Naomi unlocked the door and stepped outside.


The day was as warm and sunny as ever, a typical California day unmarred by their evil visitor. Naomi went to the balcony banister, leaning over to peer at the stairs and into the parking lot. There were no unfamiliar cars and no one else in sight. She released her pent-up breath, letting the smog-filled air rinse the man’s taint from her lungs and throat.


Rebecca hovered on the threshold, taking tentative peeks outside. “Is he gone?” she whispered.


“Yes.” Naomi reentered their apartment, closing and locking the door behind her.


“Do you know who he was?”


Naomi nodded. “I think so.” Still on edge, she went to the nearest window to peer out at the lot. “I think he’s the man who raised Joram.”


Rebecca’s voice sounded strangled. “Him? He’s her father?”


Absently, Naomi stared outside. “No, she’s adopted. She calls him her patron.”


After a pause, Rebecca snorted. “That’s bad enough, but at least they’re not really related.”


Naomi smiled, agreeing with Rebecca’s sentiment. Turning back to her, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you believe me now?”


“What?” Confusion colored Rebecca’s face.


“Do you believe me?” She pointed at the front door. “That was the man who raised Joram, the one my mother trained to close the door thousands of years ago.”


Rebecca looked away, arms folding across her chest. “You don’t know that.”


It was Naomi’s turn to scoff as she placed her hands on her hips. “Are you kidding me? You were here, you felt it. You felt him.” Rebecca didn’t respond, and Naomi closed the distance between them. “You didn’t unlock the door. He didn’t use his hands to open or close it when he left. You looked absolutely horrified just being in the same room with him. He’s not just a bad man. There’s something more about him, something wrong beyond insanity.”


Unable to argue Naomi’s points, Rebecca’s shoulders sagged and she stared at the floor. “All right, I believe you. Whoever the hell he is, he’s not…normal.” She shuddered.


Naomi wondered how she could be both pleased at Rebecca’s concession and nauseated by the now incontrovertible proof that Joram Darkstone was indeed her target. At least she could have argued Inanna’s belief since there’d been no evidence beyond her mother’s “feeling.” Debilitating fatigue overcame Naomi and a wave of dizziness left her reeling. Confusion dulled her thoughts. “It’s true. It’s all true.” She’d known this for half her life, why was it impacting her this way now?


Warm hands helped her into a chair and rubbed her back. “Bend over, put your head between your knees.”


Doing as ordered, Naomi felt her weakness pass after several minutes. She sat up, feeling foolish as blood heated her face. “Thanks.”


Rebecca squatted beside her. “De nada. You’d do the same for me.” She brushed a curly lock of hair from her face. “I had a tough enough time just being in the room. At least he didn’t touch me.”


“Fair point.”


“Are you okay?”


Naomi nodded. “Yeah. I’m better.”


“I’m thinking I need something a little stronger than tea.” Naomi placed her hands on her thighs and rose. She gave Naomi’s shoulder a pat before heading into the kitchen. “What about you?” she called back.


The temptation to bolster her nerves with alcohol was stronger than her desire to keep a level head. “That sounds like a magnificent idea.” She stood, holding the back of the chair until a brief instance of vertigo faded, then trailed after Rebecca.


“Whiskey?”


“I’ll get the glasses.”


They returned to the living room, each with a glass of scotch on the rocks. After a long sip, Rebecca sighed, slouching onto the couch. “What were you saying before the boogeyman showed up?”


“Boogeyman?” Naomi snorted an inappropriate guffaw, almost inhaling her drink. It seemed almost sacrilegious to call that monster something as innocuous as boogeyman.


Rebecca cocked her head. “Can you think of a better word?”


Pestiferous? Mephistopheles? The Morning Star?
Naomi rejected them all. Whoever Inanna’s original Chosen was now, he’d begun life as human as Naomi herself. “Not really.” She wondered if Inanna would have need of a future Chosen and how that person would view Naomi’s accomplishments.
Or lack thereof.


“You were saying something about choice.”


The interrupted sense of epiphany swept over Naomi again as she remembered her train of thought, though the sensation wasn’t as strong as the first time it had occurred. Has it only been a half hour ago? She nodded, acknowledging Rebecca’s reminder had hit home. “I’ve been told I’m Inanna’s Chosen One, that I chose to be with her. By definition, that means I’m her…acolyte, I guess?”


“The Church of Inanna?”


A vision of the monastery doors appeared in Naomi’s mind, the eight-pointed star that was a symbol of the ancient goddess Inanna embossed on them. “Something like that.”


Rebecca nodded. “So what’s the excitement? What connection did you make?”


Naomi blinked. “The job requires free will.”


“Like the Christian church? You have to make the choice to bring God into your life?”


“Exactly.” Naomi peered into her glass, listening to the ice crack. “I haven’t chosen this role for myself. I can choose not to do the task I’ve been given.”


A smile broke across Rebecca’s face as she sat up from her sprawl. “I like it!” The humor faded. “But how do you feel about it? I know you don’t want to hurt anyone, least of all Joram, but you’ve spent years believing it was a foregone conclusion.”


Naomi frowned, unable to verbally define the morass of emotion welling in her heart—sorrow for the disappointment she would cause her mother should she decide not to follow through, fear that such a choice would result in the destruction of the world as she’d been told, terror that the man who’d just left her apartment would have the unlimited magical power he sought when it happened. Most of all, she weighed her resolve against the iron smell of blood, the hot splash of it across her hands and the expression of surprise and betrayal in Joram’s sea-green eyes as she died.


“Naomi?”


“I don’t know. I don’t know how I feel.” She sat in silence, mulling through the emotional repercussions of her choice. Whichever option she picked opened her to a world of pain. Was it better when she’d assumed her destiny was fated? Eventually Rebecca’s lack of response pulled at her, and she turned to see her roommate studying her with concern.


When she had Naomi’s full attention, Rebecca said, “There is something else to consider.”


Naomi opened her mouth to speak, but croaked. She cleared her throat. “What’s that?”


“That your mother is wrong.” At Naomi’s expression, she raised her hand to forestall an argument. “Hear me out. Do you think Joram is conscious of what she’s doing?”


Affronted, Naomi said, “No, of course not. She’s not like that.”


“Right. And what do you think she’d do if she knew?”


“She’d…” Naomi stopped, mouth open as her mind made lightning-fast connections. “She wouldn’t do it.” Sitting up, hope coursing through her, she laughed. “She wouldn’t do it! She’s his Chosen One—she can Choose too!”




Chapter Thirty


Joram slid a bill across the table. “Keep the change.”


The waitress, one of Joram’s many past conquests, eyed her with concern. “Are you all right? You’ve been hitting it pretty hard for hours.”


Forcing a smile, Joram gave her a flirtatious wink. “I’m fine. Just need some time to think things through.” She took possession of the fresh beer bottle, sliding the battle-scarred veteran she’d been clutching to join its half dozen comrades. The only reason she hadn’t been cut off was the leisurely pace in which she’d been imbibing. “Things are hectic. You know. Big tings
a gwaan.”


Not entirely convinced, the waitress nevertheless nodded, gracing Joram with a smile. “I’m off work in a couple of hours. Let me know if you need anything else or want some company later.”


“I will. I promise.” Joram watched the waitress depart, her smile fading as she returned her focus to the fresh bottle in her hands. She picked at the label, pulling off shreds of paper, adding them to the pile already strewn across the tabletop. The dented lighter she’d carried since childhood gleamed next to her silent cell phone on the table’s surface.


Canned music played from overhead speakers. She’d come to the Indigo, needing a comfortable and familiar place to think. From a booth in the back she had a view of the stage that she’d so recently abandoned for more popular venues. Had it only been a few weeks ago? Someone else’s set of drums crouched there now, another set of cables and mic stands littered the riser. Regardless, the Indigo was where she’d found a home of sorts, a peaceful place where she’d spent the last six years of her professional life. The club was one of the rare instances where she’d bucked Anders’s precise direction and succeeded. She sat with her back to the door to avoid immediate recognition by regular customers. It was still early enough that few patrons had stumbled in to begin their night of partying. Chances were good that she wouldn’t be noticed by anyone who knew her for a good while yet.


Leaving off the bottle label, she checked the hour on her phone. It was long past time for her to be at the casino for rehearsal. She’d never missed one before, not in all the years Invocation had been together nor in her youth spending hours in her studio. A mixture of guilt and disgruntled satisfaction stirred her heart. She tried to discern if this surge of stubborn rebellion was aimed at her bandmates for last night’s disavowal of the ballad or Anders himself.


She’d been up all night but didn’t feel particularly tired. She hadn’t returned home since last night’s gig, having spent the night driving aimlessly with Anders at the wheel. He’d told her an outlandish tale of fairies and trolls and magic, a story about his youth and inexperience, of his fatal mistake to seal a breach that had closed off an entire dimension from this one, an entire world forever denied access. Had it been anyone other than Anders telling the story, Joram would have dismissed it as the blathering of a mental patient, but this was Anders. Obeah Man.


After he’d left her, walking out into the California desert in the middle of nowhere, she’d driven to the Indigo and waited outside until the doors had opened for business. During those first hours, she’d come to terms with Anders’s transcendental nature. She’d spent many years in his presence, years of ignoring the multitude of hints and portents that he was much more than just a man. She’d always avoided references to his magic in the past, laughing off Jubal’s comments as superstition, refusing to admit to the uneasy notion that perhaps the whispers and rumors were true.


Her denials had never quieted her subconscious fears. Anders had always known what was happening with her and where she was, almost seeming to read her mind. He’d always had a test or snarky remark when she thought she’d successfully slipped from his attention, interceding with wicked wit as he steered her along the path he’d set for her. He had a following of thousands of people worldwide, but no hint of him or his people could be found on the Internet. He’d built an island compound near the ocean that housed an impossibly deep, underground torture chamber for children. Something sinister flickered behind his eyes when she studied them, something dark and chaotic. People flinched from his touch, his regard, their primitive brains recognizing the spiritual marauder even if their conscious thoughts refused to believe. Even now she still felt the greasiness of his hand on her skin, her soul. Oil on water. She remembered the first time he’d touched her, the film of slime on her cheek as Madeleine cuddled her in the streetlight.


She took a swallow of beer, setting the bottle aside in favor of the lighter. Her memory of that first night had always been muted, unreal. Was that from a psychological need to distance herself from the trauma of an abusive childhood, or something Anders had done to her mind? Did he have that kind of power? He’d always had a way with words, but now she wondered if it was more than just talk. She studied the metal surface of the lighter, wiping her thumb across a worn scratch. The dim overhead light reflected and flashed in her eyes.


There’d been two men. She remembered that. Two predators trying to lure her out of some hole in the ground. The lighter had cast terrifying shadows across one of their faces as he’d leered at her. She’d suffered enough nightmares during her childhood to have that fact firmly entrenched in her memory. She doubted the man had sported the sharp teeth or slavering jaws her childhood self had added. If she concentrated, she could see him and his friend without the chilling embellishments. Then they were gone. Something sudden and violent had occurred, but she didn’t recall seeing anything. Scary noises and they were gone, and Anders had arrived with food, smooth words and the piccolo that still remained in her possession. The Pied Piper of Hamlin.


She flipped the lighter open and ignited it, staring at the flame. Anders had been watching her even then, following her as she rooted in Dumpsters for discarded food and frequented back alley clubs to hear music. As a child, the malaise of his attention had been sublimated by the concept that she was the special person for whom he’d been searching. Now she wondered about a man of such power stalking an abandoned four-year-old living in squalor. How long had he followed her and watched her suffer before contacting her? His timely intervention hadn’t been unplanned. He’d either been concerned that her two attackers would succeed in capturing her or he’d set them on her himself, allowing him an opportunity to “save” her and gain her trust. How long would he have left her on the streets if her two attackers hadn’t found her?


She didn’t regret her choice that night. He’d told her she was special and she’d believed him. Since then she’d never caught him in a lie; if anything he was brutally honest when pressed. Something about her had called to him or he wouldn’t have been interested. Besides, had he not interceded, had she refused his offer, she’d eventually have ended up in foster care, doomed to a life of mediocrity, addiction and abuse. Her choice had afforded her some familial affection from Madeleine and physical if not emotional security. She’d had clothes, plenty of food and a roof over her head. Even now she lived off his largess with a condominium and a car, neither of which she’d have if she’d given him that damned piccolo back.


Last night he’d told her that music was the manner in which her magic manifested. He’d raised her to be healthy, if not happy, and had provided a wealth of musical instruction to hone her talent. The one thing he’d regretted was interrupting her education on her thirteenth birthday for her sojourn into Hell—not because he thought she should have been spared the experience, but because it had disrupted her magical education.


Hell—that first powerful shame of failure that had burned away her childhood fears. She’d learned many lessons during that year; how to take a beating, how to kill, how to negotiate with diverse individuals to attempt a common goal, how to become a better human being than she’d been in her spoiled yet emotionally neglected youth. She’d also discovered that while sweetness drew support from many, it was fear of the knife that finalized the deal. Coming out of Hell, she thought she’d put away the knife. At least she hadn’t needed the physical threat of violence to get her way anymore. Who needed it when she had the specter of Anders looming behind her? He’d always been there, an easy out, her protector and the menace keeping her associates in line. Why hadn’t she seen that before now? All this time she thought she’d broken away from that habit only to realize how much influence he still held with the people in her life.


She snapped the lighter closed, extinguishing the flame. Anger burned at the back of her throat, an ever-present sensation when she thought of him. She’d thrown away most of her fear in favor of anger when she’d failed to save her friends from Hell and then imbued her songs with the emotion. Her fury called to others, like-minded individuals who had suffered similar feelings of powerlessness. She’d funneled her rage into her music with Anders’s blessing and gathered an audience of rebellious fans, just as she’d gathered the children in Hell to rebel against the man who’d put them there.


Last night he’d explained what he’d done with the special songs, the ones he’d so jealously guarded. He’d searched for decades to find her and had Chosen her to correct his one stellar mistake in life, to reopen the breach that he’d sealed so long ago. The tweaks he’d insisted upon, the alterations that resulted in a signature sound that was pure Invocation were magical in nature. They used sound waves in some manner to capture occult powers, employing them in his quest to open that phantasmal door. Ever since he’d given permission for her to use the special songs, she and the band had been working toward his goal. For weeks she’d sensed something from the audience, not just riding the music as she’d always done but something else, something stronger. The feeling invigorated her, filled her heart and soul to bursting. There was never enough room within her to hold onto it, and she’d released the magnificence into the world, setting it to an unknowing purpose.


Having learned how to manipulate her music at his knee, she’d used those skills to enhance other songs. She’d thrown all of her skill into that ridiculous ballad, creating more than just a love song. It was her first truly magical creation, a juvenile affirmation of affection and inner doubt. As first attempts went, the transcendental response had been expansive—the thousands of butterflies had manifested from Joram’s power. Anders, however, detested both the song and the result. Whatever she’d done threatened to upset his plans. Though a novice at the concept, she assumed he needed the strength of her hatred and anger to succeed at his goal.


Just as well. It wasn’t like there was cause to keep the ballad in the lineup. Her bandmates’ reluctance to defy Anders stung, and Naomi’s glaring absence and lack of contact sealed the deal. Joram had agreed with Anders that she wouldn’t add the song to their gigs until after their final show at the casino. The timing of his project was of vital importance. He hadn’t elaborated on the reason, and she hadn’t asked. She’d seen enough movies and television to surmise it had something to do with the stars and planets or some shit.


Two gigs, that’s all she needed to do. Two more concerts, toeing the line, and he’d sworn he wouldn’t need her anymore. His special door would be reopened, and he’d have no more use for her. She could go her own way. He’d never darken her door again. She lifted her bottle and toasted the empty seat across from her. “To magic.”




 


DESTINIES




“Every word you’ve ever said


Brings me closer to the Hell I fled,


And I am going to crack.”


Joram Darkstone, Hell on Earth, Invocation







Chapter Thirty-One


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Rebecca said.


“Do I have a choice?” Naomi peered out the car window at the casino. The lot was rapidly filling, their parking space several hundred feet away from the main entrance. People filtered through the shining sea of automotive metal, men in leather and women in tight, revealing dresses, all presumably concert attendees preparing for a rowdy evening. Naomi glanced at her roommate. “Her phone’s always busy. I can’t get a message to her. I have to explain what’s going on so she can make an informed decision.” Once more her gaze locked onto the casino entrance.


“Okay then. Let’s do it.” Rebecca exited the car, slipping the keys into her purse. Over the roof, she said, “And I’m on the VIP list right?”


Naomi closed the passenger door. “That’s what she said on the phone while I was in Europe.” She remembered Joram’s final phone call, the uncertain emotions and the sensual teasing. Rebecca’s inclusion at the end of their conversation had been hasty, Joram’s sweet and nervous verbal stumble contrasting Inanna’s surety that Joram was Naomi’s target. Moments like that made Naomi positive that Joram didn’t have the training or knowledge attributed to her. She wasn’t evil. Joram was being used, an ignorant focal point and nothing more. If there was any way to interrupt that focus, Naomi could succeed at stopping the ritual without spilling blood.


Enough woolgathering.


The pair made their way across the parking lot, joining the throng pushing beneath the arching neon casino sign and into the gambling establishment. Awash with the sound of slot machine games and conversation, the foyer held steady traffic and a hint of cigarette smoke. Having been there the previous evening, Naomi pointed to the left, herding Rebecca toward the Will Call booth of the concert hall.


A different American Indian woman sat there tonight, though the old man beside her was the same. Naomi smiled and waved at him. “Back again! I’m on the VIP list.” She indicated Rebecca beside her. “I brought a friend.”


He gave her a critical stare, though his thin lips quirked in response to her smile. “Then you know the deal.” He pointed at the small gathering of women to one side.


“What’s the deal?”


Naomi ignored Rebecca’s question. “I do, thank you.” She joined the scantily clad women with Rebecca in tow. “We wait here until Security comes to check us in.” Naomi scanned the other women, somewhat relieved the Goodwill groupie wasn’t among them tonight. The last thing she needed was to get thrown out for a disruption.


“Ah.” Rebecca nodded as she looked over the others. “Are any of these girls really VIPs?” she whispered.


Leaning close, Naomi kept her voice low. “I doubt it. There are more tonight, but none of the ones from yesterday ended up in the seating section with me.”


A man interrupted their conversation. “All right, who’s a guest here?”


Naomi pushed forward, elbowing one of the women aside to reach the approaching security team first. “Naomi Kostopoulos and Rebecca Vance, guests of Joram Darkstone.”


The guard scanned his clipboard. “Rebecca Vance. Got it. Naomi…?”


“Kostopoulos.” Concerned, Naomi craned her neck to get a glimpse of the paperwork as she spelled her name.


“Sorry, no Naomi on the list.”


“But…but I was here yesterday! Seating in the balcony!”


The guard frowned at her, disgruntled sympathy flickering across his face. Tapping the clipboard with his pen, he said, “That was yesterday. Today you’re not on the list.” He nodded to Rebecca, waving her toward his companion. “Bill here will need to see your ID, Ms. Vance.” To Bill, he said, “She’s got the full VIP package.”


Loath to leave Naomi, Rebecca took a single step forward before halting. “Can I invite someone to join me?”


The guard shook his head, gaze briefly flickering to Naomi. “No, ma’am. That’s not an option.” With professional assuredness, he dismissed both Rebecca and Naomi from his attention, turning to the next woman clamoring for entry.


Bill took a step forward. “Miss?”


Rebecca held up her hand. “Just give me a minute.” She pulled Naomi away from the press. “How can you be on the guest list yesterday and not today?”


Naomi scowled. “He did it.” She didn’t have to specify whom she meant. “I’ll bet he’s the reason I can’t get through to her too. He probably blocked my number from her phone.”


“But he didn’t take me off the list…” Rebecca trailed off in thought. “Is he so centered on you that he forgot about me? I thought he was all-seeing, all-knowing or something.”


Recalling the arrogance of the man who’d visited their apartment that afternoon, Naomi sneered. “He doesn’t know who I really am. He just thinks I’m just some little groupie that Joram’s falling for. Why would he interfere with you too?”


“That poor stupid bastard.”


Naomi grinned, taking heart.


Bill tilted his head, catching Rebecca’s eye. “Miss?”


Rebecca waved him away again. “Swap phones with me.”


“What?” Naomi fished hers from her back pocket. “Why?”


“Because if Mr. Badass doesn’t realize I’m a threat, he probably hasn’t blocked my number from Joram’s phone.” Rebecca handed over her phone, taking Naomi’s. “Like I’m going to let my best friend date the lead singer of the hottest band in LA without having said singer’s number programmed into my contacts.”


Naomi pulled up Rebecca’s contacts and found Joram’s name. “Thank you!” She gave Rebecca a hug. “Go on then. I’ll call if we need to leave.”


“You’re sure?” Reluctance warred with Rebecca’s eagerness to see the concert.


“Yes, I’m sure. Have fun. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She pulled away, leaving Rebecca to be directed away by Bill. Naomi escaped the cordoned area and crowded main floor, searching for a quiet place to make the call. Several minutes later she found an infrequently used back entrance to the casino floor and sat on a bench provided there. Crossing her fingers, she dialed Joram’s number.


“Hello?”


The woman’s voice wasn’t Joram’s. For a brief moment, Naomi wondered if she had the correct number. “I’m sorry, perhaps I have the wrong number. I’m calling Joram?”


“Hold on a sec.”


Heart in her chest, Naomi swallowed.


“She can’t come to the phone right now. She’s about to go onstage.” The woman’s voice dropped into a whisper. “Is this Naomi?”


She didn’t know whether to admit her identity or not. That’s silly. Your accent gave you away. Lying won’t help things now. “Yes.”


“This is Chloe, Naomi. Where are you?”


Why is she whispering? Naomi scanned her surroundings, watching an elderly couple wander through the entry, her with a walker. “I’m at the casino. My name’s been taken off the guest list. Do you know why?”


Chloe paused. “I think so, but I can’t confirm.”


Impatient with the cryptic remark, Naomi leaned forward on her bench, one elbow perched on her knee while she rubbed her forehead. “I really need to speak to Joram. It’s of vital importance. Is there any way you can arrange it?” Another few moments of tedious silence made her grit her teeth in frustration.


“Okay.”


Naomi sat upright. “Really?”


“Yes. Go to Will Call and I’ll have someone meet you there.”


Shaky with exhilaration, Naomi bolted to her feet. “Oh, gods, thank you, Chloe!”


“Just be there.” Chloe disconnected.


Naomi pocketed the phone and returned the way she’d come. She stood as unobtrusively as possible near the Will Call booth, not an easy task when the old man raised an eyebrow at her and the crowd of groupies gave her a corrosive once-over.


The crowd entering the venue thinned with fewer and fewer additions arriving to fill their ranks. A roadie came out to collect three of the squealing groupies. Naomi glanced at the clock behind the old man, chewing her lower lip in anxiety. The concert was due to start any minute now. Where the hell was Chloe? She scanned the people in the area, noting ticket takers and last-minute arrivals, the occasional gambler wandering through between racks of slot machines and gaming tables, a couple of venue security people in brilliant yellow T-shirts and their casino floor companions in black suits. The wait was interminable and nerve-wracking.


“Ms. Kostopoulos?”


Naomi turned to find a black-suited security officer standing before her. Alarm bells jangled in her head. “Yes, that’s me.”


The man nodded in satisfaction. “Ms. Armstrong asked me to escort you to the back of the house.”


Chloe was close to Joram. Of course her movements could be monitored. The last thing she needed was for Joram’s patron to discover her assisting the enemy. Relieved, Naomi smiled. “Thank you.”


He turned and led her through the casino, following the wall that divided the concert hall from the gambling floor. Using a special key card, he punched in a combination on the lock and ushered her out of the public spaces.


The backstage service area held the controlled pandemonium Naomi had begun to realize was normal for the music entertainment industry. Roadies hustled back and forth on various errands, pushing rolling crates or calling to each other. Several had headsets, listening to whatever passed for instructions at a large concert. Deep thunder echoed in the cavernous hallway—she didn’t need a sound system to know she was hearing Invocation playing onstage.


“Here, miss.” The security officer opened a door, revealing a private dressing room. “Ms. Armstrong will be with you in a moment.”


“Thank you.” The door closed behind her and she scanned the room. A couch sat against one wall with a low coffee table before it. Opposite it was vanity, a stool neatly placed before the brightly lit mirror. A card table with two chairs took up the center of the room. Despite the extra wall and door between her and the stage, she easily heard the roar of the band and their audience. Naomi’s first thought had been relief that she’d been allowed into the band’s dressing room, but a second perusal showed no personal belongings. Besides, it was far too small to house all five band members and their immediate staff.


A brisk knock at the door startled her. She whirled to see it opening, half-expecting to see Inanna’s Chosen leering at her. Instead, Chloe stepped inside, quickly shutting the door behind her.


Naomi breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you so much for helping me.”


Chloe held up her hand. “I’m helping Joram.”


Taken aback by Chloe’s brusque manner, Naomi blinked.


“I’ve always helped Joram, protected her,” Chloe continued. “Even in Hell, I supported her when no one else would. She’d never have survived Christina without me. Whatever’s best for Joram is all that matters.”


Hell? Uncertain, Naomi nodded, wondering of what Chloe spoke. “Then we’re in agreement. Will you tell her I’m here when she finishes the concert?”


As if she hadn’t spoken, Chloe continued. “Something happened last night after the concert. There were butterflies.” She paused, squinting her eyes as if replaying the scene. “You were here, you saw them.”


Naomi nodded in silence. She didn’t know what Chloe knew about Anders or his goals. The less said, the better.


Chloe shivered. “It was that ballad she wrote, the one she wrote for you.” Holding her arms, she scowled at the floor. “Ivan told the band the song was forbidden, and Joram left. We didn’t see her again until just before the show. She’s got a private dressing room now.”


With fresh eyes, Naomi glanced around the room. No, the room was too neat and clean with no indication that it was in use. She returned her attention to Chloe who had continued speaking.


“It was the ballad that called the butterflies. That’s why you were dropped from the guest list. Ivan is the person responsible for maintaining it. He’d only go against Joram’s wishes if Professor Anders demanded it.”


Eyes narrowed, Naomi stepped forward. “Anders? Is that Joram’s patron? The man who raised her?”


Chloe nodded, not quite glancing over her shoulder at the door.


Icy fear flushed through Naomi’s chest, and she closed the distance between them. “He’s here?” she asked in a faint whisper. She pointed at the door behind Chloe. “Out there? Does he know I’m here?”


“No.” Chloe stepped nearer, whispering as she invaded Naomi’s personal space. “He’s here but he doesn’t know. If he did, he’d have you killed. I can’t let that happen; I’ve always protected Joram. Losing you would devastate her.”


Naomi reached for the mental discipline she’d learned at the monastery, using it to calm her mind. Her body still shivered with adrenaline, but the sensation was no longer debilitating. “I want to protect her too. I have to speak to her. There’s something she needs to know about him and his plans.”


Chloe studied her with unusual intensity. “You don’t understand how much you mean to Joram. She’s never been this way with anyone else before, not even me.” She emitted a short bark of laughter, covering her mouth as if surprised. “I’ve never credited her with the ability before, but I think she loves you.”


Up until now, Naomi had only ever seen the self-assured California girl, hurling good-natured insults at the after-hour parties and professionally assisting the band members. The young woman looking at her now was someone else, a hardened survivor who’d witnessed the worst humanity had to give and hadn’t pulled through completely intact. Why had Naomi never noticed the slight manic gleam in Chloe’s beautiful eyes?


Abruptly, Chloe spun, returning to the door. “If Anders sees you, you’re dead. I can’t let that happen. It would devastate Joram.”


Naomi opened her mouth to speak, but snapped it shut as Chloe threw open the door. Two venue security people entered the dressing room, a man and a woman, their muscle-bound presence making the room feel much smaller.


Chloe spoke to the woman. “She has a cell phone. Get it from her and hold her here until three hours after the concert.”


“Wait!”


Chloe glanced back at Naomi’s protest. She grimaced in mingled distaste and sympathy. “I’m sorry.”


As the door closed, the stocky woman guard moved toward Naomi, hands raised in supplication. “Let’s not make this difficult, okay? Just give me the cell phone, and we won’t have to use the zip ties.” Her companion planted himself in front of the door, beefy arms crossed over his deep chest.


Naomi backed away, circling the table as she considered her options. She knew she had the training and capability to take both of her captors down, but the question was if she should. She had an hour and a half or more before Invocation finished onstage followed by another hour of partying with their fans in the dressing room. Maybe less if Joram has her own dressing room tonight. If Naomi showed her hand now, disabled her opponents and left this room, she might run across Anders rather than a quiet place to wait for Joram. Time was of the essence, but the next few hours had been removed from consideration.


She stopped retreating, reaching slowly into her back pocket for Rebecca’s phone. “All right. Here.” She held it out to the woman.


Pleased she’d achieved her goal without a fight, the guard pocketed the phone. “I’m going to have to pat you down now, just to be sure.”


Naomi scoffed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


The woman’s expression was both apologetic and firm. “Nope. Not kidding.”


Playing up her petulance, Naomi rolled her eyes as she raised her arms. “Whatever.”


* * *


Naomi used the mirror to freshen up, brushing her hair into place with her fingers. Taking her opponents down had been easier than undressing them had been. She not only wore a brilliant yellow Venue Security shirt now but had a Staff badge on a lanyard about her neck. Behind her, the woman guard glared daggers over the impromptu gag Naomi had created with a wad of tissue paper from the vanity and a strip of the woman’s shirt. She hadn’t felt right leaving her half naked with her male companion, so she’d appropriated the man’s shirt to cover the woman before zip-tying her to the chair. The man lay unconscious on the floor, equally trussed and gagged.


“Did you ever hear the phrase, ‘The bigger they are, the harder they fall?’” Naomi turned to look at the woman. “It’s a proven fact that people with denser musculature structures are easier to take down than people with less brawn.” She tucked the tattered ends of the yellow shirt into her pants, hoping it didn’t look too oversized for her smaller frame.


The guard refused to attempt a smothered answer, too proud to struggle with her bonds as she stared sourly at Naomi.


Distant thunder filled the air, indicating that Invocation had just started their second encore. If their schedule continued as expected, there would be a third one before the end of the show. Considering their concerts were elaborately contrived rituals, Naomi could almost guarantee not only a third encore, but that Anders would be in the stage wings to witness it. She had a little time to negotiate the backstage area in search of Joram’s dressing room.


Naomi retrieved Rebecca’s cell phone, slipping it into her pocket. “I’ll call someone to come get you when I leave, okay?”


The woman continued to glare, and Naomi shrugged. She’d done what she had to do. At the door, she cracked it open and peered outside. The wide corridor was as active as ever. Without a backward glance, she slipped out into the controlled pandemonium.


Other than the fact that she didn’t fit the stereotypical appearance of venue security, her camouflage worked wonders. None found her presence suspicious as she wandered through the area. Relieved that her subterfuge seemed to be working, Naomi nevertheless felt helpless. She didn’t want a public meeting with Joram on the off chance that Anders would be with her. Better to find Joram’s dressing room and secrete herself inside before the end of the show. How was she to find out which dressing room was Joram’s?


Spying an abandoned leather jacket on a rolling crate, she glanced around. No one paid her the slightest attention. She scooped up the jacket and hustled away. Several minutes and several yards later she approached one of the lounging roadies. “Hey, do you know where Joram Darkstone’s dressing room is? I was told to put her jacket there.”


The crusty man eyeballed her. He looked vaguely familiar and seemed to think the same of her. At his booted feet were cigarette butts, a No Smoking sign prominently displayed on the wall behind him. Naomi recalled her first night backstage at the Indigo. Chloe had smacked this man’s knee as they had passed. “No smoking, Frank.” Great, the one person Naomi had approached was one who could identify her.


Frank cocked his head in thought. “I think it’s three doors down on the left.” He pointed farther down the corridor.


Either he didn’t remember her, or Anders didn’t have as strong a hold on the itinerant workers that comprised the band’s roadies. Naomi thanked him with a brilliant smile and hustled away before he came to his senses and notified a security officer.


The first entrance she passed was a set of double doors, opened wide. She peeked inside, recognizing the battered blue cooler the band used to hydrate their fans at after-hours parties. Fortunately Chloe or Ivan wasn’t in attendance. They were probably in the wings with Anders. A security guard leaned against the doorjamb, quizzical eyes fixed upon her as she passed.


Shit. Avoiding him was out of the question. If she acted the least bit suspicious, she’d be screwed. The music crashed to a halt, and she heard the distant screams of the audience demanding more. “Sounds like they’re almost done.”


He nodded noncommittally. “Yeah.”


“Joram Darkstone’s dressing room?” She held up the jacket. “I’m new. Still haven’t learned my way around yet.”


Her excuse and the staff badge around her neck seemed to ease his concerns. “You’re almost there. Two more doors down.”


“Thanks!” She continued onward.


“Yeah.” She was several feet away when he called out to her, her heart bursting with abrupt fear. “And don’t worry. I was still getting lost six months after I started here.”


She turned, gifting him with a bright smile as she walked backward. “I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”


He waved at her with a grin.


At the second door beyond his, she stopped and looked back. He gave her a thumbs-up. Damn. She’d hoped he’d have been distracted by something. Returning the gesture, she politely knocked on the door. It suddenly occurred to her that Chloe might be inside rather than backstage. Heart thumping, Naomi prepared to force her way past the blonde, but no one answered. Glancing back down the corridor, she saw the guard had looked away. Huffing out a breath to calm her nerves, she slipped inside.


The room was similar to the one she’d escaped. The same nondescript furniture, the same vanity mirror showed her reflection as she dropped the borrowed jacket onto the couch. Joram’s jacket hung from the back of a chair and a guitar case leaned against the couch. A small cooler sat on the table next to a half-eaten plate of vegetable crudités and dip.


The rapid-fire sound of drums crackled loud over the in-room speaker. “Hey, Swift Waters! Wah gwaan?” Naomi turned, staring at the ceiling as she listened to Joram flirting with the crowd. Closing her eyes, she saw Joram strutting across the stage, confident and cocky, reveling in the music and the audience’s regard, weaving their emotions into a spell of epic proportions.


Naomi’s eyes popped open. Overhead, Joram introduced the band’s final song of the night. It wasn’t the ballad from last night. Naomi wondered why. Instead the band began another new tune, one filled with fiery rage.


Slowly sinking onto the couch, Naomi listened to the music, feeling the gloom and despair, the desire for violent retribution as Joram sang. She’d called the song “Justice,” and the music filled Naomi with frustrated hopelessness as she fell sway to Joram’s voice.




“It’s over now.


“No more suffering, no more pain.


“I have so much to say,


“But I’m going down


“Alone.


“Oh, no.”





As the last strains of the song died out, a deafening roar erupted from the audience. Naomi felt the power of the music deep in her heart. She fought the adrenalized desire to surge to her feet and scream defiance at the world and circumstances that had caused such pain. This wasn’t her pain or her defiance. It was Joram’s. Anders had raised her to feel this anger and helplessness. He’d carefully contrived to ruin a child with a special gift and set her loose upon the world, to blast open the doors that forever separated him from unending power.


Her imaginary friend had occasionally suffered from cheerless fugues. It had helped Naomi to focus on the emotional needs of someone else rather than endure her homesickness. Now she knew why Joram’s depressions had developed. Anders had purposely created an environment that created Joram’s unhappiness. That pissed Naomi off. She wished she had the strength and ability to kill him. She would suffer life imprisonment and even a death sentence for the honor.


Somewhere in the constant bellow from the crowd, she heard Joram’s voice. “Now go out, do good!”


Do good? How was that possible with the violent emotions overflowing from her audience? Joram couldn’t possibly comprehend what she was doing,


The crowd had fallen into chanting the band’s name. A thousand throats called for Invocation to return to the stage. Naomi looked at Rebecca’s cell phone, not seeing any messages. Considering how easily Naomi had been caught up in the artificial emotional maelstrom, even with her knowledge and advanced meditative training, she knew Rebecca had succumbed. Her roommate was in the VIP balcony seating, screaming for the band to return, burning with anger at the injustice of the world.


The door burst open, and Joram blew into the room, slamming it behind her. An aura of vitality snapped around her, a not quite electrical current that emitted a low-level psychic buzz. Startled, Naomi jumped to her feet, phone in hand. The crowd still called for their idols on the overhead speakers. She hadn’t realized the band had left the stage.


Staring at Naomi, Joram froze. Her hair was limp with sweat, a thin sheen of it gracing her overheated skin. “You’re here.” Her voice was rougher than usual, a temporary after-effect of her stage performance.


Naomi swallowed and nodded, suddenly unsteady, her sense of purpose flailing. Casting around for words, she broke the mutual stare, looking around the room, unable to find them. She pocketed the phone and circled the table, picking up one of the towels neatly placed on the vanity. “Here. You look like you could use this.” She stepped closer, feeling the crackle of energy radiating from Joram.


Joram took the offering, immediately burying her face in the terry cloth before peeking over it at Naomi. She finished wiping the excess moisture from her skin, running the towel across her hair and over the back of her neck.


Watching her, Naomi cleared her throat. “Your own dressing room. That’s new.”


Joram shot her a grim look, apparently not expecting the remark. “Yeah.” She tossed the towel aside and opened the small cooler, taking out a bottle of water. After a slight hesitation she handed a second one to Naomi. “Seemed about time.”


Naomi took the bottle but didn’t open it. “Is it because the others didn’t like the ballad last night?”


Her question received another sharp glance. Reluctant, Joram said, “They like it fine enough. We’re just not going to play it anymore.” She took a long drink.


“Why not?”


Joram slammed the bottle down, splashing half the remaining water over her hand and sleeve, and startling Naomi. “Does it matter?” Joram reached past Naomi for another towel, drying her hands with sharp, jerky movements.


Naomi watched, mentally holding her breath at Joram’s uneasiness. In the past, Joram had ended her concerts wired but exhilarated. Tension oozed out of her pores along with perspiration now, changing her from a normally confident woman into one of brittle edges. “Yes. It matters to me. I thought it was beautiful.”


Joram stared at her, despair and hope warring on her face. “Where did you go last night? I know you were here; Ivan told me. I looked for you.”


“I—” Naomi dropped her gaze. She’d spent several hours getting here, had envisioned laying her soul bare but hadn’t gone beyond the intellectual exercise of the process. Here she stood at the pinnacle of truth and she floundered for words that wouldn’t come.


“Look, I’m sorry,” Joram said, filling the conversational gap. She tossed the second towel after the first and turned away from Naomi, fleeing to the couch. “I shouldn’t have performed the ballad. It’s stupid and juvenile, not up to Invocation standards.” Rather than look at Naomi, she stared at her guitar case. “I presumed too much.”


Heart soaring, Naomi followed. “No you didn’t. I’m glad you played it. You played it for me. It might not be up to Invocation standards, but it’s certainly not stupid or juvenile. It was exquisite.”


Joram turned, expression pained. “Then why did you leave? Where did you go? You’ve been avoiding me all day. I’ve been trying to get hold of you since last night.” She lowered her head, staring at the floor as she ran fingers through her damp hair.


Naomi tamped down the urge to jump into Joram’s arms and kiss her senseless, to ease her doubts and cares. Joram had never lied to her, not even as a disembodied voice at the monastery. She’d avoid answering and changed the topic but she’d never lied. Anders had to have done more than just block Joram’s phone. Somehow he’d used whatever power he still held to also intercept Joram’s attempts to contact her. Naomi frowned, eyes narrowing. “Anders.”


“Anders?” Joram blinked, agitation overcoming her dismay. She shuffled backward until her boot heels hit the couch. Suspicion filled her tone. “How do you know him?”


Naomi hadn’t wanted to start the conversation with Joram on the defensive. “Can we sit?”


Joram studied her a moment before answering with a curt nod. She sank down as Naomi sat beside her.


Naomi chose her words with care. “Last night I had an urgent and unplanned meeting with my mother. That’s why I had to leave.”


Joram cocked her head. “Your mother came back with you?”


“Not with me, no, but she’s here.” Naomi gazed about the room. “Somewhere.”


Nodding, Joram studied her hands. “When did you leave?”


Naomi focused on Joram, tentatively reaching for her hands. “Long after the butterflies dissipated.” She was heartened that Joram accepted the contact and squeezed them. “They were beautiful.”


The mention of butterflies caused Joram’s hands to twitch, and her lips curled into a grimace. “And Anders? You know who he is?”


“He’s the man who raised you, right? Your patron?” At Joram’s nod of agreement, Naomi pursed her lips. “He showed up at my apartment late this morning to warn me off you.”


Fury flared in Joram’s eyes, the banked flames roaring up to bonfire levels. She attempted to pull away, moving to stand, but Naomi held her tight, tugging her back down. “I told him to leave you alone.”


Smiling, Naomi cupped Joram’s cheek. “It’s okay. He told me to back off and never darken your door again. That’s all.”


“Bullshit. I know him. He threatened you.” Joram’s mouth twisted into an unforgiving line at her words. “He went to your apartment and threatened you. Damn it! I thought I had you under better wraps.”


Naomi recalled Chloe’s words just before setting security on her. “I don’t think it was you who tipped him off about me.”


“No. It was probably Chloe or Ivan.”


Surprised that Joram already suspected someone in her circle as untrustworthy, Naomi considered her next words. Chloe was certainly running a few marbles short, but her utter devotion to Joram was faultless if a bit misguided. “Most likely Ivan. Chloe wouldn’t have said anything.”


Joram raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”


Naomi gave her a lopsided grin. “Because she’s the reason I’m backstage at all.”


After a long examination of her, Joram nodded. “She’s always been there for me.”


Hearing Chloe’s words in her head, Naomi repeated them. “Even in Hell.”


Her comment galvanized Joram. This time Joram got away, standing and taking a tight step to put some distance between them. “What do you know about Hell?” she demanded.


Shocked at the response, Naomi held up her hands in surrender as she stood. What in the world is Hell to these people? “Only that Chloe mentioned it, that she’d been there for you even then.”


Befuddled, Joram squinted and shook her head. “We don’t talk about Hell. None of us do. Why would she mention it to you?”


“I don’t know. She was explaining that she’d always been there for you, even in Hell.” Naomi debated mentioning Christina, but decided against the idea. Joram was already unsettled and Naomi remembered the lyrics to “Christina,” a song full of righteous anger and sorrow. Whoever Christina had been, now was not the time to bring her up in conversation.


Joram rubbed her forehead. “This doesn’t make sense.”


Naomi reminded herself of her purpose. It wouldn’t be long before Chloe or Ivan—maybe even Anders—came to check on Joram. Time was finite and, if Inanna and Nathan were right, she was living in the final days. “I asked you once before if you’d had an imaginary friend, remember?”


The apparent non sequitur recaptured Joram’s attention. “Not really.”


Naomi inwardly sighed. “It was at the observatory. I told you that I’d had one and that she was very much like you. I was thirteen years old, and she helped me through a very lonely time.”


Despite their conversation to this point, Joram snorted. “Thirteen? That’s a little old for an imaginary friend.”


“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Naomi sat back down, patting the couch beside her. “We probably don’t have much time before I’m discovered. I need to tell you this story.”


Joram hesitated, glancing at the door. She strode across the room and locked it before regaining her seat.


Relieved, Naomi took Joram’s hand again. “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “When I was thirteen, I was sent to a nearby monastery for one year to train. It was winter and I made the trip into the mountains alone.” She spent the next several minutes explaining her dream upon the mountain saddle and arrival at the monastery, glossing over Nathan’s heritage as she regaled Joram with the story of her imaginary friend. “I so missed her when I left.”


Uncertain what this had to do with her, Joram shrugged. “It makes sense. You had to have been lonely up there with only the one monk.”


“He was hardly a monk, but yes, he wasn’t the greatest of friends.” Naomi smiled, an image of the alien Nathan in full Western regalia filling her mind. She banished the thought. “I didn’t hear her voice again until recently.”


Joram’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve heard your imaginary friend again? As an adult? Like…last week or something?”


Naomi’s smile widened, and she gripped Joram’s fingers. “When I saw you at the Indigo that first time.”


“What?”


Here it was, the moment she’d been dreading and anticipating since she’d first realized who Joram was. She forced herself to take even breaths to combat the urge to hyperventilate. This was worse than revealing everything to Rebecca. “It’s your voice.”


“Wait!” Joram stared. Her free hand found her chest. “I’m your imaginary friend?”


“I recognized your voice, both speaking and singing. It hasn’t changed much since you were a child—maybe gotten a little deeper and rougher, but it’s the same.”


“That’s impossible.” Joram shook her head in adamant denial. “The whole point of imaginary friends is that they’re in your head, not real. Besides, wouldn’t I know? Wouldn’t I have some memory of this?”


“I don’t know if you’d be aware of it, but you are real. Not imaginary, thank God.” Naomi laughed at the exasperated look she received.


“You know what I mean.”


Naomi sobered. “I know it sounds insane. Not for an instant did I believe I’d ever hear your voice again.” She interrupted herself for a moment. “Though you told me many times at the monastery that I’d hear you again. Huh.” Joram made a noise in her throat, drawing her back to the present. “The story gets crazier, though. Are you ready?”


“Crazier than being appointed as a former imaginary friend? Bring it on, mi empress.”


Joram’s easy acceptance of her words bolstered her waning determination. “My training was for a purpose. My destiny is to stop someone from opening a door between dimensions.” She internally winced, having the fresh experience of explaining her goals to a nonbeliever once already today. Despite Anders’s appearance at the apartment, she knew Rebecca was still giving her the benefit of the doubt.


Joram’s face drained of color. “What?”


Naomi frowned. Was Joram’s response because she’d come to the conclusion that Naomi was insane? “Someone will attempt to open a dimensional door, one that will release magic into the world. I’ve been trained to stop it from happening by any means necessary.”


Joram swallowed hard. She pulled sharply away from Naomi’s touch, crossing her arms over her chest, but remained on the couch.


Horror dribbled through Naomi’s heart as she evaluated Joram’s body language. Closed off, defensive, wan with shock. “You know.”


Joram visibly gathered herself. “The question is how do you know? Who are you?”


Naomi turned sideways, propping an elbow on the back of the couch. “You know who I am. I’m Naomi Kostopoulos, a foreign college student studying religious anthropology in the United States.” Though her words weren’t a lie, she hated the guilt nibbling at her insides. She was much more than a simple college student and they both now knew it. “I’m also the one person trained to stop this disaster from happening.” She stared intently at Joram, willing her to understand. “Opening that door will destroy the world.”


“That’s not what I’ve heard.”


Naomi arched an eyebrow as she ignored the hollowness in her chest. “Really? And who told you otherwise? Anders?” Joram flushed, indicating Naomi’s point had hit home. I’m not here to antagonize her. I need to persuade her there’s another way.


“How are you supposed to stop this from happening?”


Tears stung her eyes, and Naomi’s voice dropped into a whisper. “It’s assumed I’ll have to…to kill the person responsible.”


Bleak eyes bore into Naomi’s. “And if I’m that person?”


Naomi swallowed against the lump in her throat. “Are you?”


“I am, mi empress. I’m the Harbinger of Invocation and tomorrow I have no choice but to open that door.”


And there it was, the truth baldly stated between them, unretractable and resolute. Naomi fought with her tears, gaining a modicum of control. “You’re wrong, you know.” Joram’s brow furrowed. “You do have a choice. You were Chosen, weren’t you? Just like I was?”


A glimmer of surprise flickered in Joram’s gaze. “Yah mon. When I was four.” Her lip curled. “I sold out at fourteen and haven’t looked back.”


Naomi sniffled, smiling. “We’ve both spent our lives being manipulated by forces beyond our control but I’ve recently had an epiphany.” She wiped tears from her cheeks. “We still have choice, free will, whatever you want to call it. None of this can happen if we don’t choose to take the actions we’ve been commanded to take.” Naomi pried Joram’s hand away from her bicep, entwining their fingers together. “You can choose not to complete the final ritual and I can choose not to hurt you. I love you, Joram. I’ve had trouble reconciling my future actions in my heart for years, and now I know that I absolutely don’t have the strength to do what I’m supposed to do.”


Joram stared, the returning color in her skin fading once more. “You…love me?” Naomi’s nod didn’t ease her shock. “But how can you love me? We hardly know each other.” She scoffed, failing to break Naomi’s grip on her hand. “Rhaatid! We’ve only gone out on two dates!”


Clamping down on their joined hands and shaking them, Naomi said, “Didn’t you hear me? I’ve known you since I was thirteen. I fell in love with you then.” She chuckled at Joram’s dismay. “You haven’t changed all that much, sweetness. Trust me.”


Seemingly at a loss, Joram dropped her gaze to their joined hands. She actively held Naomi’s hand for the first time since Naomi’s arrival. A myriad of emotions wavered across her face—hope, regret, doubt and resignation. Despite the pressure of eventual discovery, Naomi kept quiet, letting Joram work through all that she’d said. At the monastery, Joram had gone silent in thought many times during their discussions. This was no different.


 “Are you sure this will destroy the world?”


Not expecting the turn of conversation, Naomi scrambled to follow. “So I’ve been told. The fey folk aren’t the friendliest of people. They held absolute power over our people for a very long time. When that door is opened they’ll have free access to our world once again. It’s not just bringing magic into the world, it’s bringing them into it as well.”


“So you’ve been told,” Joram repeated. “What I’ve been told is that closing the door was the greatest mistake ever made, that had it remained open mankind would have eventually thrown off the yoke of slavery and come into its own anyway, and we would be the stronger for surviving the struggle.” She looked at Naomi, a starkness in her green eyes. “Instead, we fragmented without a common enemy to bind us together. We’re destroying each other.”


Naomi gave a slow nod of concession, remembering the man who had visited her that morning. Though the point of view was valid, she couldn’t credit Anders’s honesty. He seemed to enjoy playing with words. “I won’t argue that it’s not possible. Rebecca has suggested that the open door was in its natural state and the closing of it perverted the world.”


“Rebecca knows too?”


Smiling at Joram’s brief daze, she nodded. “I explained everything to her this morning.” She sobered, shivering. “She was there when Anders came by.”


Joram growled. “I’ve got a few words for him, beginning with ‘fuck you’ and ending with ‘asshole.’”


Delighted, Naomi leaned forward. “So you won’t do it? You won’t complete his ritual?” Her happiness faded at Joram’s resolute expression.


“I don’t have a choice.”


“But you do have a choice! That’s what I’m telling you. They need us to willingly act or none of it works. That’s why they emphasize the word.” She released Joram’s hand, crooking her fingers to indicate quotation marks. “Chosen Ones.” Again she captured Joram’s hand, pulling it into her lap. “We don’t have to do it. If you don’t open the door, I have no task to complete.”


“You don’t have to do it,” Joram said. “But I do.”


Naomi watched Joram stand and walk away, a gaping hole opening in her chest. Blackness seemed to flicker at the edges of her vision and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. “But…why?”


Joram stopped at the table, pushing through the vegetables on the tray. “Because I promised him I’d do it. He finally told me what was going on last night, and I promised I’d complete his stupid Invocation on the condition that he’d cut me loose forever.”


“Then break your promise.” Naomi’s voice cracked and she clamped her mouth shut.


A harsh laugh escaped Joram’s lips. “No, I don’t break promises. Others do, but not me. They promise and smile and then hurt you. I’m better than that.”


The odd reference confounded Naomi, but she let the strangeness pass. She had no doubt that being raised by Anders had done a lot of damage to Joram’s psyche, just as it had apparently done to Chloe. “You are better than that but you can’t open that door.”


Joram straightened, drawing in a deep breath. “Yes, I can. And I will. Tomorrow night at the third encore it’ll be done.” She gazed at Naomi, defiant. “And then I’ll never have to put up with Obeah Man again. He can take his damned piccolo and stuff it up his ass.”


“Joram—”


“No!” Joram held up her hand. “You say you love me. Well, this is me! I don’t break promises even to save my life. I swore I’d do this and I’m going to do it. Ah sun it set.” They stared at each other.


A sharp knock at the door caused Naomi to jump. The doorknob rattled. “Joram?” Chloe asked. “Are you ready? Everybody’s waiting.”


“I’ll be right out,” Joram called.


“Okay.”


“Don’t tell her I’m here,” Naomi whispered.


Joram frowned. “Why not? You said she’s the reason you’re backstage.”


“Well…I might have exaggerated that a bit.” At Joram’s raised eyebrow, Naomi explained about being held in another room by security and what she’d done to evade them. Joram swore while Naomi patted the air in a calming gesture. “She only did it to protect you. She said Anders would kill me if he knew I was here, and you would be devastated.”


After a long, studied moment, Joram agreed. “She’s right. He would and I would be.”


Heartened by the admission, Naomi closed the distance between them, easily slipping into Joram’s arms. She reveled in the embrace, drawing a brief moment of needed comfort from their intimacy. Though Joram hadn’t echoed Naomi’s professions of love, Chloe had stated she suspected Joram of loving her. Naomi had to take it on faith, something with which she had long experience. “Search your heart. Why should you believe anything he says after the way he’s treated you all these years?” Naomi pulled back to study Joram’s face. “Why does he deserve such loyalty?”


Joram looked away. “I have to go.”


“I know.” Unable to let the subject go, Naomi released her. “Make the right choice, I’m begging you.”


Not meeting her eyes, Joram paused to check her reflection in the mirror. “You stay here for a few minutes before leaving. Anders is probably in with the rest of the band. He’ll be distracted and you can get out of here.” Her gaze was sharp and worried. “Don’t let him catch you.”


“I won’t.”


She nodded and went to the door. Unlocking it, she peeked outside before looking back. “I can’t tell you I’ll break my promise but I will think about what you’ve said.”


Naomi took the peace offering for what it was. “Thank you.”


“I’ll get you back on the VIP guest list for tomorrow. I want you to be here. Even if—” She faltered and swallowed, self-consciously scanning the room. “I love you too, you know.”


Despite the grimness of the situation, Naomi felt a brilliant smile break across her face. “I know.”


Still discomforted, Joram cleared her throat and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.


Naomi collapsed onto the chair at the table. Oh, God! She’s going to go through with it. What am I going to do now?


* * *


Joram wasn’t surprised to see Chloe waiting outside her door. Her friend didn’t act any different, linking their arms in companionable silence. Had she really confined Naomi? “Is Anders there?”


“Yes. The fans are falling all over themselves.” Her tone was carefully neutral, a sure indication of her dislike of the situation.


Unable to blame her, Joram didn’t care for Anders’s sudden appearance on the scene. The band had done most of the work, they should receive the accolades. His presence here grated against her nerves—she could imagine how the others felt. Shaking her head, Joram gave Chloe a sidelong look. “I know about Naomi.”


Chloe’s expression stiffened. “What?”


“She escaped.” Joram patted Chloe’s suddenly tight grip on her forearm. “Don’t worry. I understand why you did it.”


“I’m only protecting you.”


“I know. You always have, right from our first meeting.” Joram patted her hand again. “Take a minute, get yourself back together. You know he smells anything the slightest bit off.”


Chloe took a bracing breath, tossing her hair as she threw off her anxiety. She’d always been a master at hiding behind her mask, enough so that sometimes Joram wondered what had happened to cause her to build such a thick-skinned facade. “I’m ready.”


“Let’s do it.” Smiling, she led the way toward the noise of people talking and laughing two doors down.


Ivan greeted her just inside the door with a beer and an uncertain smile. Joram took the drink without returning the warm greeting, leaving him to stew. She hadn’t said two words to him since he’d indicated he’d been in close communication with Anders over the ballad. Her absence from regular rehearsal had also helped to make him uneasy in her presence. She regretted that she couldn’t fire him on the spot—but Anders took care of personnel, no one else. Besides it wouldn’t matter if she dumped him. There were probably a half dozen others reporting her activities to Anders. Killing one cockroach didn’t mean she’d gotten them all.


Anders held court in a corner of the room, surrounded by a number of sycophants bearing backstage passes. Some of the attendees were roadies or music technicians but most were audience members. They fawned over him, ignoring the band members standing nearby, and he accepted their attentions with broad, magnanimous gestures and a wide smile. He wore a black leather jacket and jeans, looking enough like an aging rock star with his shaggy hair and beard that Joram wondered why he wasn’t doing his own dirty work as the lead singer of a band.


There’s a question. Why can’t he do this himself? He knows what to do with the songs, how to build the ritual itself. Why did he need to find someone else to do it for him?


He spied her as she neared, interrupting someone speaking to hold an arm out in her direction. “And here she is, the woman of the hour!” Everyone in the room turned toward Joram and followed his lead, applauding as she approached with Chloe on her arm.


The urge to smash his exultant smile into pulp was compelling. He’d hunted Naomi down and threatened her in her own apartment. He’d interfered with Joram’s ability to contact Naomi, knowing his hindrance would cause her pain. But when has he ever cared whether or not he’s caused me pain?


Rather than allow her visceral desires to have their head, she bared her teeth in a wolfish smile, calling upon decades of experience as she swaggered into his circle. Chloe released her, stepping back as Anders took her place at Joram’s side, throwing an arm around her shoulders. Repressing the familiar disgust at his touch, Joram made nice with the fans.


An hour or more of banal conversation passed. For the majority of it, Joram was ignored in favor of Anders’s sheer magnetism. Long exposure had lent Joram a level of immunity to his charm. She watched with well-hidden aversion as the crowd fawned over him. He accepted laurels for the band with poise, insinuating they’d never have gotten as far without his help. Though true, his words did little to endear himself to the rest of Invocation. Joram watched them silently fume, moderately pleased at their mutual feelings. Her anger at her bandmates’ lack of support last night had faded from memory at Anders’s revelations, but here was a reminder to her that their rejection had been based in fear, fear of what Anders would do if disobeyed.


Anders had never deigned to be present during their shows or the meet and greets. She had to wonder why he’d chosen to today. Was it because he was so close to seeing his goals realized or was he truly worried about Naomi’s influence over Joram? As she flattered her extended audience she gauged his overbearing presence, noting nothing untoward. Must be excitement. No reason for him to think I’d defy him. I’ve never really done it before.


Lack of sleep and the shock of Naomi’s revelations eventually overcame Joram’s concert rush. She’d been up for thirty plus hours and it was beginning to take a toll. With many apologies, she extricated herself from Anders’s toadies, picking up Chloe on her way to the door. The rest of the band coalesced around her. There’d been no time to talk before tonight’s gig and they were ill at ease with Anders so close.


Rand studied Joram. “You don’t look that good.”


Jarod snorted. “Ever the diplomat.”


“Fuck you,” Rand said with little heat. “Just calling it like I see it.”


Heartened that her friends were making an attempt to connect with her despite last night’s disagreement, Joram smiled. “Anders had me out all night. I haven’t had any sleep.”


Bayani nodded. “We missed you today.”


Joram avoided his eyes. “I had a lot to think about.”


Bayani’s eyes flickered to Anders and his crowd of new friends. “No doubt.”


Affection filled Joram as she looked over her bandmates, her friends for the last dozen years. Though hesitant to resist Anders, they nevertheless wanted to support her as best they could. Their friendship, especially Chloe’s and Jubal’s, had made life livable, had given Joram the opportunity to forget where she’d come from and the Choices she’d made in her life.


They can’t help me now.


“Here he comes,” Jubal murmured.


Joram braced herself as she glanced over to see Ivan and Anders heading toward them. “I’ve got it. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”


The others took their cue and drifted back to their places around the room, making themselves available to their fans though few took up the opportunity.


Chloe waited a beat longer, a question on her face. Joram winked and released her. After a moment, Chloe nodded. “I’ll wait outside.”


“Joram!” Anders grasped her upper arms, a manic grin on his face. “Ivan tells me you missed rehearsal today?” Steel emanated from beneath the amused tone of his voice.


Forcing exuberance, Joram smiled back. “Won’t happen again. I had a lot to think about, sir.”


He examined her for a long moment. “Understood. We had much to discuss last night, didn’t we?” He patted her arms and released her.


Relieved, Joram fought the desire to brush his essence from her clothing. Instead she hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the door. “I’m heading home to get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.”


“A very big day.” Anders stepped back, pointing at her. “Don’t miss rehearsal, all right? We need you in tip-top shape for tomorrow’s concert.”


Still smiling, she backed away. “No worries, sir. I’ll be there.”


Appeased, he smirked at her before turning back to the party.


Joram turned away as well, her smile disappearing. I promised.
As she exited the dressing room, gathering Chloe on her way, she wondered if Naomi would be there too. And will she do what she’s been Chosen to do?


Perversely enough, a part of Joram hoped that she would.




Chapter Thirty-Two


Joram arrived at the casino for rehearsal in the early afternoon. Sitting in the parking lot, she stared at the backstage entrance. A large crowd of groupies loitered by the door even at this hour, waiting for the band to arrive. Seeing men sprinkled among the group wasn’t as much of an oddity these days. Invocation’s music called to the disaffected toughs in the world. Ever since the band had begun playing Anders’s special songs, more and more rowdies had started hanging out in the hopes of getting backstage. The men all resembled the crazy guy who’d gotten into the dressing room several weeks ago—leather and jeans, boots and chains, a slightly crazed expression on their tattooed and pierced faces. They’d become such a fixture that Joram didn’t feel the least bit threatened at their numbers as she scanned the mob for familiar red hair.


Tonight was the night. She’d either succeed at Anders’s task or she’d fail. Chances were good that failure meant more than bad reviews in the music magazines. If she failed, Anders would have no more use for her. She’d be out on the streets with only the clothes on her back. Either that or Naomi would change her mind in the face of Joram’s refusal and follow through with the task she’d been given as a child. Would that be a bad thing? Joram had to admit that a part of her would be thankful if Naomi fulfilled her duty. Such an action would take Joram out of Anders’s equation and relieve Joram from the need to follow through. Given the choice between believing Naomi’s or Anders’s opinions regarding the aftermath of tonight’s concert, Joram couldn’t help but place Naomi’s higher on the scale. Anders had never lied to Joram but he also wasn’t trustworthy.


“Nuh linga,” Joram murmured, her words a whisper in the baking heat of the car. She had a purpose, one she wouldn’t have chosen for herself, but she’d made a promise and was here to see it done. With resignation she climbed out of her car.


It took several minutes to negotiate through the crowd at the stage entrance. She smiled and laughed, signed autographs and allowed photos to be taken of her. She scrupulously avoided meeting the men’s eyes, not wanting to fall into their raging stare as she had so many weeks ago. Notified of her presence by the monitors on the back entrance, security came out to escort her into the building. Once inside she lost the smile and rubbed her eyes as she headed for her dressing room, temporarily blinded by the camera flashes. The first person she saw other than sound technicians and security staff was Ivan. He stood outside the large dressing room with a clipboard, discussing the lighting display with one of the visual techs.


Scowling, Joram approached. “I need to see you.”


Startled at her interruption, Ivan’s gaze shifted around the immediate vicinity, possibly searching for an escape route. The technician took the hint, ended the conversation and left.


“In here.” Joram pointed to the band’s dressing room.


Stuttering, unable to produce a plausible excuse to be elsewhere, Ivan slowly stepped inside.


Joram followed and closed the double doors behind her, leaning against them with her arms across her chest. “You took Naomi’s name off the guest list last night.”


Ivan held up his hands in surrender, stepping backward. “The Man said to dump her and I did. I was just following orders, Joram. You can’t blame me for that.”


“You’re going to put her back on it tonight.”


“What?” Ivan dropped his hands. He stepped closer, his voice lowering as he looked about the room for unseen witnesses. “I can’t do that. He’ll kill me!”


Joram uncrossed her arms and pushed away from the door. Staring into his eyes, she growled, “And I’ll kill you if you don’t.” She watched as he considered her words with care, debating whether or not her threat was real. Before he could decide it wasn’t, she invaded his space, poking him hard in the chest. “Don’t think I won’t make good, Ivan. We’ve both been in Hell. You won’t be the first person I’ve killed.” She pulled away, giving him room to breathe. “My songs speak for themselves.”


He blinked at her, mouth agape for a long moment. Then he snapped his jaw closed. “All right. She’s on the guest list.”


“No. She’s on the VIP list—full backstage access package just like before.”


Ivan’s shoulders slumped. “But what if Anders—”


“You tell him the truth, that I threatened you.” Joram paused, reminding herself that Ivan was as terrified of Anders as everyone else. He was a great stage manager but couldn’t be expected to risk his life for something as insignificant as a woman he didn’t even know. She patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. He won’t find out. He’ll be too busy tonight with the gig. It’s our final night here and it’s going to be something special.”


“I don’t know, Joram…”


She squeezed his shoulder. “I do. Put her on the VIP list and direct any questions about the decision to me. I’ll take care of Anders.” If only I really could.


He swallowed, jotting a note on his clipboard. “Okay.”


Joram narrowed her eyes. “Don’t forget. I’ve invited her here. I’m not going onstage unless I know for sure she’s made it.”


“I said I will, damn it! She’ll be here if I have to send a goddamned car to her house.” He huffed, drawing a protective cloak of agitation about himself. “Now I’ve got a lot to do before tonight’s show. Can I go?”


Satisfied, Joram nodded and stepped aside. She watched him throw open the doors and flee with quick, short strides. After giving him time to vacate the area, she left as well, walking down the hall to her private dressing room.


She tossed her satchel on the vanity and draped her jacket over the chair. Fishing her phone from her pocket, she texted Rebecca, letting her know that Naomi’s VIP access had been reestablished. For some reason Joram still couldn’t contact Naomi from her phone but reaching Rebecca hadn’t been an issue. She set the phone on the vanity and sank into the chair, staring at her reflection. It was almost over.


For years she’d wondered what would have become of her if Anders hadn’t picked her up. What if he’d decided she wasn’t whom he’d needed? Where would she end up once he released her from the strange servitude in which he’d committed her? Most the time Joram’s daydreams of such events were negative—his rejection pushing her out onto the streets where she’d live and die a short, violent and hateful life.


Once she’d left Jamaica for California, those daydreams had changed. The more popular the band became the less concerned she was over the loss of Anders’s patronage. At this stage in the game she knew she’d survive and flourish without his influence. He’d taught her well and she’d learned so much about herself over the years. She had a strength now that he’d inadvertently engendered within her and could never take away.


What would happen tonight? Naomi had called tonight’s concert a ritual. Joram didn’t know all that much about such things beyond horror movies and television shows. Didn’t rituals demand a sacrifice? What would that sacrifice entail?


She rummaged in her satchel, pulling out a manila folder with tonight’s schedule. She considered the playlist, knowing that all of the special songs were in the lineup, each one an emotional quagmire—the murder of Christina, Joram’s guilt and the lack of justice for Christina’s death, the disappearance of Madeleine who’d been the only mother Joram had known and multiple tunes evincing fury at Anders. The audience would rise to her anger, roar in support as they demanded blood, but whose blood would they want? Whose blood would they receive?


When this was over, when the door was opened and the smoke cleared, what kind of world would Joram discover? Was Naomi’s mother right? Would fey creatures as well as magic spill through the rift, destroying the world? Or was it more likely the world would be set to rights, returned to its natural state of being?


Joram lowered her head to the vanity, resting her forehead on the cool wooden surface. Exhaustion rolled over her, the never-ending questions having kept her awake a second night in a row. The longer she considered the situation the more inclined she was to believe she wouldn’t see this new world.


Anders needed her to succeed. For some reason, he was unable to pull it off by himself, therefore Joram must have some ability that he lacked. Yet he didn’t seem particularly vulnerable to her, didn’t display any more weakness than he ever did in her presence. He wasn’t a fool. He wouldn’t train her with skills that she could use against him.


Every ritual needed a sacrifice.


Joram raised her head and pulled two more items from the satchel—her beat-up lighter and a piccolo that gleamed in the light—placing them on the vanity. One reminded her of the dangers in life. The other characterized her choices. She stared at herself in the mirror, knowing who the sacrifice would be.


“Make the right choice, I’m begging you.”


Startled at hearing Naomi’s voice, she whirled to scan the room but no one was there. Shaking her head, Joram turned back to frown at the mirror. “I promised.”


She jumped again at a sharp knock on the door.


“Ten minutes until rehearsal,” a voice called.


“Okay.” She cleared her throat and pushed to her feet.


She’d made a promise that she couldn’t break. Anders had known that when he’d extracted it from her. It was up to Naomi to decide who was right. Joram felt an odd sense of relief, releasing her fear and worries from her heart. No more second-guessing, no more struggling for the proper responses to appease her patron. If tonight was to be her last night then she’d go out doing what she loved with the woman she loved nearby.


Pausing, she studied the items on the vanity before scooping the lighter into her pocket, leaving the piccolo behind.


* * *


“Again?” the old man at Will Call said.


Naomi nodded, trying for a smile and failing. “Yep.”


He shook his head and silently gestured toward the roped off area to one side. “Good luck.”


“Thanks.” She and Rebecca joined the handful of woman waiting for guest passes.


“Not as many tonight,” Rebecca observed.


“Doesn’t look like it. I wonder why?” Naomi scanned the others waiting with them, none familiar. Rebecca had reported that she’d been the only one in the balcony the night before, just as Naomi had been the night prior to that.


“Why are they here if they don’t get into the VIP seating area?”


Naomi shrugged, not interested enough in the conversation to answer. She was far too queasy from nerves. Though she’d told Joram she’d chosen not to attempt to stop her, Naomi wasn’t sure she had the ability to stand aside. “You shouldn’t have come. I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight. It may be dangerous.”


Rebecca scoffed. “I’m not leaving you to deal with everything alone. You’re my best friend. Friends stick together.”


Shaking her head, Naomi felt both relief and dismay at Rebecca’s loyalty. If Joram insisted on keeping her promise to Anders, if Naomi failed to follow through with her destiny she didn’t have a clue about the immediate repercussions. Butterflies had manifested during Joram’s ballad two nights ago. What would appear if the band completed Anders’s ritual? Were the fey folk aware of tonight’s ceremony? Were they amassing before the newly developing rift, weapons drawn in preparation?


“Uh-oh. We’ve got company.” Rebecca tugged at Naomi’s sleeve, interrupting the questions spiraling in her mind.


Naomi looked up to see Chloe approaching with two security officers. “Great,” she muttered, visually searching for an escape route. “Just what I need.” Two more security guards closed in from the casino floor, making a smooth evasion less likely. None looked tense or overly alert, indicating that they hadn’t been informed of any danger.


“Joram said we were on the list again. Do you really think her little friend will interfere?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t expect it last night.” Unable to leave without making a scene and not wanting to create a situation that would get her unnecessarily evicted from the premises, Naomi sighed. Better to confront things head-on. “Come on.” She exited the holding area and walked toward Chloe, Rebecca in tow. “Did Joram send you this time too?”


Unabashed, Chloe nodded. “This time, yes. She wanted to make certain you made it to your seats. If you’ll come with me.”


Naomi stood firm. “Where are we going? Backstage?”


Chloe smiled. “No. Balcony seating in F, the same place you’ve sat before.” She tilted her head. “I’d like to apologize for yesterday. I shouldn’t have tried to interfere but…” She trailed off with a shrug.


“You were protecting Joram.” Naomi mirrored Chloe’s nod. “I do understand. I told her that last night.”


Chloe’s smile became crooked. “If we get you into the VIP seating area you should be fine. He hasn’t arrived yet and he’ll be in the wings for most of the concert.”


Naomi grimaced, knowing to whom Chloe referred. “I’ll just bet he will.” Straightening, she gauged the strength and ability of the guards flanking Chloe. Confident she could handle both of them, she gestured toward the entrance. “Shall we then?”


As promised, Chloe and her escorts led them past the ticket takers, up the stairs and to the balcony seating area. She dismissed the guards and handed Rebecca and Naomi each a VIP badge. “These will get you backstage at any time.” She pierced Naomi with a glance. “You already know which dressing rooms are which. If you decide to attend the concert in the wings, I suggest you take stage left. He prefers stage right.”


Naomi started in surprise. “Why are you telling me this?”


Chloe frowned, obviously not pleased. “It’s what Joram wants.” Before Naomi could question her more, she turned and left.


Naomi stared after her until she disappeared downstairs. Slowly turning, she met Rebecca’s equally astonished expression.


“Did Joram just give you a green light?”


Unable to speak, Naomi croaked a response. She cleared her throat. “I think so.”


“Jesus!”


* * *


Joram left her dressing room at the ten-minute warning to join the rest of her bandmates. She entered to see her friends gathering in the center of the room for their habitual huddle. She’d missed this practice last night and though the concert had gone well, she’d sensed the lack of connection with them in the music.


Jubal and Bayani grinned at her entrance and Rand swore good-naturedly. “About fucking time.” Jarod did little more than quirk the corner of his lips in satisfaction, a resounding indication of pleasure from him.


Chloe stood to one side of the doors. Joram stopped at her side. “Where is he?”


Swallowing, Chloe murmured, “He’ll meet us backstage.”


Joram nodded. “And is she here?”


“Yes.” Chloe’s eyes darted to the closed door. “She’s in the balcony and she has a VIP pass. I told her what you wanted me to.”


“Good. Thank you.” Joram smiled, kissing Chloe’s cheek. She took both hands and held them to her chest. “You’ve always done your best to protect me, even in Hell.”


Flushing with pleasure, Chloe dropped her gaze. “You’ve done the same in return.”


“Thank you.”


The warm tone captured Chloe’s attention and she stared into Joram’s eyes. “You’re welcome.”


“There’s a piccolo in my dressing room. Bring it to me stage left after the second encore, all right? And when the band leaves the stage, you go with them. Understand? Don’t stay behind.”


A flash of alarm raced across Chloe’s face. Her brow furrowed for the briefest of moments before she gave a slight nod of acceptance. “I will.”


Joram cupped Chloe’s cheek, caressing it with a thumb before releasing her and turning to her bandmates. “Like I could go onstage without this!” She held her arms wide, indicating all of them. “I missed it last night.”


“So did we,” Jarod said.


“Jus’ nuh right without yuh.” Jubal slapped Joram on the upper arm.


Rand stood with hands on her hips. “But what are we doing after this gig? Our schedules are clear; no gigs, no PR, nothing. Ivan won’t give any of us a straight answer.”


Joram debated with the idea of easing her friends’ minds with a lie but decided against it. They’d all lived with “Obeah Man” in their lives, they all had a natural superstition regarding him and his sorcerous capabilities as a result. She balanced their experience against telling them the bald truth, knowing the knowledge would hurt their ability in tonight’s performance. How would that affect the ritual itself? Would it pervert what was to happen if the music wasn’t played properly? “We’re taking a couple of weeks off. Supply and demand.” She postured, patting her chest with a broad grin. “We’re bashy right now, and people are gwaan ta have a inna
luv for us. Once this is over, it’ll be just us. We’ll decide what to do after the show.” Despite her confident attitude, they looked askance though none voiced an opposing opinion.


“Three minutes!” came the call from Ivan outside the door.


Joram waved everyone together, hooking her arms over Jubal’s and Chloe’s shoulders while they did the same. As she’d done for years, she said, “Welcome to the first day of the rest of our lives. Wah wi gwine do?”


“Mash up the place!”


“Kick ass!”


“Shell dung!”


“Blow the roof off!”


“Then let’s do it!” Joram threw back her head and howled, the rest of them joining her.


Ivan pushed open the doors. “It’s time, people!”


The band roughly slapped each others’ shoulders as they broke their huddle and exited the room. They flowed past Ivan and through the backstage hallway toward the stage. Joram enjoyed the excitement and the well-wishes from the roadies, groupies and technicians they passed. In moments they’d be onstage, the one place she’d always felt at home. If this was the last time she’d perform there was no better place to be.


Even Anders meeting them didn’t mar her exhilaration. Anders yelled encouragement to all of them, his voice barely heard over the crowd’s demands. Rand snuck through the back to climb into her drum kit while the others donned their guitars and went out onto the darkened stage.


Anders intercepted Joram before she could avoid him, grasping her upper arm. “Remember, you’re my Chosen One.”


Joram refused to do more than glance at him, not wanting to disrupt her pre-gig fervor. “I promised, didn’t I? And when this is over, you’ll get the hell out of my life.”


His answering smile wasn’t pleasant. “Just do your job.” As she pulled away, he grabbed her arm again, yanking her close. “The very best part of you is me.”


She jerked away with a growl and ran to her position onstage. Awash with musical passion and fresh anger at Anders, she began to play the opening song on the keyboard as the lights came up.


* * *


Naomi chewed at her thumbnail, curled in her seat as she stared at the stage.


Rebecca sat beside her, fidgeting, one foot tapping the floor in the rapid tempo of anxiety. “Are you going to go backstage during the concert?”


“I don’t know.” Naomi left off the thumbnail to worry her lower lip. “Do you think I should?”


“I guess that depends on what you’re trying to accomplish.” Rebecca huffed a breath. “Are you going to go through with it?”


Naomi sank lower in her chair, returning her gaze to the stage curtains. “I don’t know. I don’t want to.”


Rebecca gave a sharp nod. “In that case, stay here. If that guy catches you backstage…” She trailed off, letting imagination take over as she shivered. They’d chosen the first row of the balcony, and she now leaned forward, hands on the railing. “At least we’ve got a damned good view of the fireworks.”


Naomi couldn’t dredge up the energy to answer, too unnerved by unfolding events. She’d told Joram that she wouldn’t stop her, wouldn’t kill her. She’d tried to talk Joram into walking away. That had backfired. Tonight was the defining moment of both of their lives. This night had been the reason for Naomi’s training and education, perhaps even the reason she’d been adopted by Inanna to begin with, and she still couldn’t decide what action to take.


There would be three encores, each spurring the audience’s emotions higher and higher, the third culminating with the opening of the door. What had Joram said last night, that she was the Harbinger of Invocation? Leave it to Anders to give Joram’s band such a name. It was a wonder Naomi hadn’t figured out where the danger lay long before.


The crowd below began to chant. “Invocation. Invocation. Invocation.” As if on cue, the theater lights dimmed. A different style of music bled through the speakers, louder and rougher than the canned songs played to soothe the pre-concert audience.


“Naomi.”


Startled, she turned to see Inanna gliding down the steps toward her seat. In the dimness, her mother seemed to have a faint glow about her. Naomi turned to her companion, but Rebecca seemed oblivious of the new arrival, her attention riveted upon the stage.


Inanna knelt beside Naomi, a sad smile on her face. With gentle hands she caressed Naomi’s face. “I’m so sorry it has to be this way.”


Naomi grasped her mother’s hands, leaning toward her. “Maybe it doesn’t.”


The cinnamon-brown eyes above Inanna’s smile were resigned. “You know it has to be. You yourself have seen the signs, you brought them to us just a few days ago. You can’t deny them now.”


Tears stung Naomi’s eyes. “I don’t know if I can do this, Mama.”


“You can. You must. You’re my daughter. You’re beautiful and intelligent and strong. I trust you to do the right thing.” Inanna pressed something cold and hard into Naomi’s hands.


Looking down, Naomi studied the knife her mother had brought her. It was old, a dark blade of pitted iron with a bright shine along its sharpened edge. The hilt was aged deer antler, smooth and worn. A flowing script had been engraved along one side. Written in Elvish, she’d never known what it had said. She remembered the blade, remembered lessons with Nathan in a chill monastery as she hacked and stabbed with this blade in her palm. Instinctively, she wrapped her hand around the hilt and felt the familiarity as she tested the edge with her thumb. A bead of blood welled from the resulting incision, the knife so sharp she didn’t feel the pain.


“Do what you must, sweetness. I’m depending on you, as is Nathan and the rest of the world. We need you.” She stood and took a step backward, vanishing in a sprinkle of golden light.


Rebecca glanced over. “What was that?”


Naomi stared at the knife in her hands. “That was my mother.”


The audience roared approval as the first strains of a keyboard began to play in the darkness.


* * *


Joram reveled in the sensations as she romped around the stage. The audience howled and screamed on cue as she and the band performed. She wondered if this was how an orchestra conductor felt, directing each individual instrument and combining the mass results into a masterpiece. With just the right amount of harmony or scream, growl or keyboard note she maneuvered the crowd’s emotions, creating her own masterpiece. It pulsed around her, filling the venue with a crimson cloud of passion and fury like none she’d produced before. This is magic. This is what I’ve been trained to do. This is what I’ve always done. 


She finished the song, and the lights went out. Fifteen seconds later they came up again and the band gathered together to accept thunderous approval. Rand threw her drumsticks out into the audience and the guitarists did the same with their picks. They joined hands and bowed, hearing roars of angry denial demanding they play more.


It was the first encore, leading into the second. The band prepared to exit stage right, but she tugged on Jarod’s and Jubal’s hands, pulling them in the other direction. Rand at the far end stumbled, but followed as everyone went stage left.


“What’s up?” Bayani asked, panting. He accepted a bottle of water from a roadie.


Joram had thought long and hard about this moment ever since she’d realized that it was possible that she wouldn’t survive it. These people were her friends, broken by Anders and Hell but loyal to her and the music despite his influence in their lives. She couldn’t endanger them. “After the next encore you’re leaving.”


“What?” Jubal shot a look across the stage at Anders who stared at the audience with a satisfied smile. “Obeah Man nuh like dat.”


“Fuck him.” Joram held back a hysterical giggle at her friends’ stares of surprise. “I’m doing this one alone.”


“But—” Rand started.


Joram didn’t let her finish. “I’m going out there a cappella and I’m going to sing the butterflies.”


Bayani gaped and Jarod turned pale. Jubal swallowed hard, placing a hand on Joram’s shoulder. “He gwaan kill yuh.”


Joram smiled. “No he won’t.” Something else probably will. She looked across the stage, sensing Anders’s attention as the interlude reached its breaking point. “Let’s go! At the next break we exit this direction and you beat feet. I’ll take it from there.” Before they could argue, she ran back onstage, holding her arms up to better feel the power wash over her.


* * *


Naomi didn’t know how she’d gotten backstage. She didn’t recall leaving the balcony seating or walking the busy corridors of a theater venue in the midst of a production. Yet here she stood at the stairs leading up to the stage left wings while Joram bred hatred and violence among the people who’d come to the concert. Frowning, Naomi looked around, realizing Rebecca wasn’t with her. She had a vague memory of her friend screaming in defiance, bared teeth, fists thrust into the air, completely lost to the spell that was being woven in the auditorium.


What would happen when the door opened? It had been open to begin with, so the platitudes Inanna and Nathan had expounded all Naomi’s life couldn’t be true in the exact sense. The world wouldn’t end this night if Joram succeeded. There’d be no science fiction explosion as the molecules from the two worlds finally met. Opening the door would allow the fey creatures access to the world, yes. The destruction would come from the resulting wars that would follow as mankind attempted to destroy what it didn’t understand and didn’t trust. The reintroduction of magic into the world would create more opportunities for destruction as humans experimented with powers they’d only imagined before. Enforced poverty, fracking, corporate greed—what kind of place would Earth become when the magical equivalent of such things came into existence?


Nathan had said his people could sense the developing rift, would in all likelihood be waiting on the other side. If they were as fearful of mankind as they’d been in the distant past they’d be ready for war. Naomi crept up the stairs, staying to the shadows as she looked out over the savage audience. The fey folk would be ready for war and they’d find one. She imagined the initial clash between the forces—well-armed creatures diving into this crowd of defenseless humans. Naomi’s people, Joram’s audience, had been whipped into a berserker state; they’d fight to the end and they’d lose the battle. Nothing would stop an all-out war after that. The fey would be considered an invading force, ancient memories of their past offenses mingling with present atrocities to create a propaganda mill that wouldn’t quit.


Joram’s growl turned into a scream as the band finished their second encore. Naomi panted, unable to get enough air as the band trotted toward her. She clutched the knife she’d slipped into the front waistband of her jeans, the aged deer antler hard against her abdomen.


Three of the band members slipped by her, heading for the stairs she’d just ascended. Jubal remained behind just long enough to clasp Joram’s hand, a significant look passing between them. Joram, sweaty from exertion, smiled brightly and nodded. She mouthed the word, “Go.” Perhaps she spoke aloud. Naomi couldn’t hear over the sound of the audience going wild. Jubal nodded and followed his friends, lowering his sunglasses to pierce Naomi with a sharp glance as he passed.


Chloe stepped forward past Naomi, startling her. She hadn’t realized she wasn’t alone in this dark little corner. Chloe’s platinum hair shone in the lights and she held a silver piccolo out to Joram. Taking it, Joram tucked it into her back pocket. She pulled Chloe in for a kiss, spoke into her ear and pushed her away with a smile. It was a bittersweet moment, two dear friends possibly parting for the last time. Naomi felt the sensations of love and melancholy affection between them. Joram was projecting even now, still tied into the ritual. Chloe turned and fled past Naomi, tears in her eyes.


Hilt pressing against her palm and a lump in her throat, Naomi stepped forward, trying not to stumble as her knees shook. Joram’s eyes met hers and she felt an electric flash and tingle along her spine. Can I do this?


Joram smiled, her relief and acceptance flowing through Naomi. As the crowd demanded satisfaction behind her, she held her arms out in welcome. Naomi’s steps faltered but she closed the distance. Somehow the knife was no longer in her waistband, it was hot in her hand, the worn hilt absorbing the sweat from her palm. Seeing the weapon, Joram didn’t hesitate. Her smile remained and she pulled Naomi close. At the last moment, Naomi dropped her hand to her side, the blade pointing behind her. She closed her eyes, feeling the heat and darkness, nightmarish blood flowing over her hands.


“Thank you,” Joram said into her ear. “Thank you.”


A flash of dream memory filled Naomi’s mind, Joram lying in a growing pool, teeth and mouth bloody as she said the very same words, throat slit from ear to ear. Terrified, Naomi gasped and jerked away, the knife clattering to the floor. She stepped back. “I can’t do this! I can’t do this!”


“It’s okay.” Joram eased closer, reaching forward to snag Naomi’s fluttering hands. She pulled Naomi into another embrace. “It’s okay. You don’t have to, I promise.”


Promises. Joram’s promise had gotten Naomi into this. How would another get Joram out of danger? “But I do,” Naomi cried into Joram’s shoulder.


“You can choose not to. That’s what you told me, and I believe you.” Love, acceptance and perhaps a slight measure of regret radiated from her.


Naomi wiped her eyes with one hand, sniffling as she looked into Joram’s face. “So can you.”


Joram smiled, wistful. “I promised.”


“You can’t!” Naomi waved at the stage, eyes widening as she noticed Anders glaring from the other side. “Oh, shit.”


Craning her neck, Joram smiled and waved at him, laughing at his scowl. Though he began walking toward them, she turned back to Naomi. “I promised I’d do this, I didn’t promise to do it his way.” She gave Naomi a brisk kiss. “I love you. Now get out of the building.”


Her cheerfulness puzzled Naomi. “But—”


Joram shoved her toward the stairs. “Get out!” She paused only long enough to scoop up the knife before running back onstage.


Naomi looked for Anders who’d stopped his forward progress a third of the way across. He retreated by increments when Joram reached her spot onstage, irritated speculation on his cruel face as he scanned the rest of the stage for the other band members, shooting glares in Naomi’s direction. He glowered at their absence, snagging a technician and yelling something into his ear.


“Doan fret! I ain’t done yet!”


The crowd screamed approval at Joram who screamed right along with them.


* * *


Joram wallowed, lost in the nimbus of emotion she’d created with her audience. She saw the first rows of the crowd screaming at her, reaching forward with slathering teeth and vicious expressions. If she opened the door now, what sort of world would she create? One of fury and blood? She’d made a promise to Anders, denying herself the opportunity to stop this travesty from occurring. But as she’d told Naomi, she still had a choice.


She left her front stage center position to retrieve one of the microphones. There was a hitch in the crowd’s demands at this deviation from routine. In moments she had the stand in place, mic adjusted. With a smile, she pulled the piccolo from her pocket, letting the lights slither from its silver surface, casting bright shards of reflections across the eyes of those closest to the stage.


“I’ve got a little treat for you,” she called. “Some of you may have heard this song before but I thought I’d play it again for shits and giggles. Whaddya say?”


The audience crowed with approval, curiosity dimming the rage in their hearts.


Joram smiled and raised the flute to her lips. That’s right, the Pied Piper of Hamlin. She began to play the intro to Naomi’s ballad, easily slipping into the notes. Gathering the thick cloud of magic she’d created from the audience, she teased and manipulated the sensation into something far different from what she’d begun.


* * *


The sweet pure notes from the flute seized Naomi’s heart, filling it with a sense of longing. Was this her emotion she felt or did this belong to Joram? Lost in the music, Naomi came to the conclusion that Joram must have the ability to magnify other people’s emotions as well as project her own. This yearning, this desire Naomi felt as Joram played held a rightness to it, a familiarity. Somehow Joram evinced the emotions she projected and used this energy to attain her goals.


Naomi looked out over the audience, only able to see the first few rows in the glaring lights. What was Joram doing?


Movement caught her eye and she looked across the stage. Anders glared daggers at Joram, fists clenched at his side. He said something to a crewmember standing beside him. The response was harried with a lot of frantic arm waving. Apparently Anders didn’t care for the answer. He shouted, words inaudible over the sound of Joram’s music, and roughly pushed the crewmember aside.


The flute faded and Joram began to sing. Naomi recognized her ballad. She felt her eyes widen in sudden understanding as she glanced around the theater. Would Joram’s action manifest butterflies again? Would that make a difference when the door was opened? She looked back to Anders whose face had become purple with apoplexy. He strode forward, intent on his recalcitrant charge. Without thought, Naomi dashed to intercept, meeting him before he’d covered half the distance.


“Get out of my way, you little chit. I’ll take care of you later.” He attempted to shove her aside.


Naomi did as Nathan had taught her, grabbing Anders’s hand and arm, using his own force against him. Swinging him around, she shoved his arm up behind his back in a bid for control. He wasn’t a tall man, and she’d had experience with the taller and preternaturally stronger Nathan. Such a move would keep even a martially trained elf in place for a moment. She was therefore stunned when she suddenly held nothing but air, Anders nowhere in sight between she and Joram at stage center. “What the…?” A tap on her shoulder spun her around.


Anders scowled at her. “This is your doing.” He pointed a finger at her. “She’s ruining everything because of you.” He cupped both hands in front of him, a ball of electrical energy sparking and growing in his palms, a grim smile growing on his face. “Now this will only hurt for a moment, more’s the pity.”


“I think not.” A warm hand settled on Naomi’s shoulder, easing her away from her opponent. Naomi turned to see her mother, glowing golden as she took Naomi’s place before Anders.


Laughing, Anders bounced the ball of crackling electricity in one hand. “Well, Inanna! Had I known she was one of yours, I would have introduced myself much sooner.” He waggled a finger at Naomi, clicking his tongue.


“Hence the reason you weren’t informed.” Inanna smiled at her former protégé. “We have much to talk about, you and I.” She gestured off stage with an elegant wave. “Shall we?”


Anders shook his head, confidence in his stance. “I’ll warn you, I’m not the weakling I used to be, Inanna. The years have given me strength and purpose. Perhaps we can talk later. I’m busy at the moment.” He stepped sideways, either to circle Inanna or to simply bypass her, grimacing as she blocked his path.


“I think now would be better.” She reached toward him, the glow about her becoming blindingly brilliant.


* * *


Something was off, more than just the fact that she wasn’t following Anders’s plan. There was an odd quality in the air that Joram couldn’t quite identify as she sang Naomi’s ballad. Joram scanned the theater for its source, noting the audience’s attention to something behind and to her left. Knowing Anders was in that stage wing, Joram glanced quickly over her shoulder, half-expecting to see him bearing down upon her with murder in his eye. Her voice wavered at the sight of not just Anders but two women confronting him.


She took the mic in hand and turned slightly to keep an eye on the encounter, still singing. One of them was Naomi, and Joram’s heart stabbed her, making her voice tremble. She had Naomi’s knife. Naomi was defenseless. The other woman was one Joram had never seen before. She’d interjected herself between Anders and Naomi, her radiant gown drawing the available light. Naomi stepped backward as the woman reached for Anders. The air between them flashed bright and hot. Joram felt the shimmer of the phenomenon across the sensations she manipulated as the crowd vocalized their amazement at the sight. The light disappeared as quickly as it had come, leaving behind a dark spot on the stage that slowly returned to normal. Naomi stood alone, staring with every other witness at the glaring empty space.


The spell wavered with fresh wonderment. Ever the performer Joram forged onward with her song, gathering their amazement, forcing the audience to refocus themselves upon her. She took their awe and delight at the unscheduled disappearing act, folding it into the already heavy mass of flowing emotion, strengthening it.


Naomi turned to stare at her.


Why didn’t she go when I told her to?
Joram couldn’t worry about it, not now. The song was almost over, the door soon to open. Though she’d wanted Naomi far away from here, she allowed herself to experience the pride and love she held in her heart, expressed it through her music. Naomi had stayed to protect her, had even attempted to confront Anders. That kind of loyalty was a gift and Joram, who’d had too much experience in challenging her patron, knew well the strength of will such an action required. She waved Naomi closer, pleased when her friend closed the distance between them.


Turning back to the audience, Joram sang the final chorus of Naomi’s ballad.


“My heart has turned to stone.


“Take my hand.”


Naomi reached out, linking their hands as Joram pulled her near. Joram delighted in the wholeness she felt in her heart. It felt…familiar somehow though she couldn’t recall a situation in her waking life where she’d felt such comfort before. Seizing the pleasure, she reflected it back to the crowd, enrapturing them.


“Please help me to understand.


“Soften the steel, reforge my heart.”


Joram stared into Naomi’s eyes, seeing the love there. “I need you,” she whispered into the microphone. As the lights dimmed onstage, she leaned over and kissed Naomi.


* * *


Enveloped by Joram’s arms, cocooned by the rich depth of her magnified emotions, Naomi lost herself in their kiss. It blunted the sharp worry for her mother, the equally strong concern for Rebecca somewhere in the balcony, and sublimated her sense of guilt for not having had the strength to stop the ritual.


The ritual.


Naomi pulled out of the haze that was Joram’s love for her, returning from the stupor to discover her hands buried in Joram’s hair and Joram caressing her back. For an instant their eyes met and Naomi was startled to see not only love but an openness she’d never before witnessed in Joram’s gaze. Unable to help herself, she smiled.


Joram smiled back. “I need you,” she repeated, her voice loud in the silence.


Silence? Naomi remembered that they stood center stage in front of several thousand witnesses. She looked over her shoulder. Though Naomi felt as if she’d been kissing Joram forever, it appeared that mere seconds had passed since the end of the song. Joram released her hold just enough to allow Naomi to turn, keeping one arm draped across the small of her back.


Stage lights that had dimmed at the end of the song remained low as the theater lights came up, revealing the air thick with butterflies. The audience, once hyped and ready to kill, now blinked sluggish at the miracle. Smiles developed, laughter started and soon a rumble of exclamations grew to fill the room. The butterflies startled at the cacophony, rising into the air to flutter en masse between the audience and the rafters.


“They’re not disappearing.” Naomi took her eyes off them long enough to glance at Joram’s profile. “Last time they disappeared.”


“Last time I didn’t realize what I was doing.” Joram turned to her.


“What changed?”


Joram winked. “I applied a little more focus.”


Naomi grinned and wrapped her arms about Joram’s waist.


Someone in the audience held up a lighter, soon followed by another and another. Joram laughed, releasing Naomi as she dug a lighter from her pocket and struck it to sparks. The flame wavered as she held her hand high. “Isn’t it a little late for this?” she asked the audience. “Song’s over.”


“It’s never over!” someone yelled back, receiving whistles and a roar of approval.


Laughing, Joram waved her lighter back and forth in a slow arc as the crowd followed suit.


Naomi squinted up into the balcony. She saw Rebecca, lighter in hand, waving furiously at her. Giddy with adrenaline and the overwhelming relief that the world had continued onward, Naomi waved back. She stared out at the sea of faces and lighters, swaying gently as Joram moved her arm side to side. The light was growing, brightening her view of the audience. Her exhilaration faded as lighters extinguished and facial expressions faded from happiness to confusion and surprise. The light became stronger, causing the crowd to narrow their eyes and raise hands to shelter them. A sense of foreboding filled her as her shadow lengthened, a strip of darkness reaching across the floor for the exit. She looked over her shoulder at the stage.


Behind Rand’s drum set was a huge screen where images had been projected during the concert. Now it burned with a harsh radiant light similar to the one that had taken Inanna and Anders from the stage. Is that Mama? Or him? A vertical black line grew from the center of the screen outward, bisecting it. The blackness grew thicker, widened with a ripping, creaking sound that echoed throughout the theater.


The crowd’s panic rubbed raw against Naomi’s nerves, spiking her anxiety to unmanageable levels. She felt faint with the conflicting messages her hormones had been giving her for the last five minutes. Fight, relief, love, lust, awe. The verbal hubbub deafened her as thousands of people all attempted to flee the theater.


Joram held up a hand and shouted into the microphone. “Hold!”


Having already given themselves over to her at the beginning of the concert, everyone stopped in place. They fought their natural instincts, obeying her command. The creaking grew louder as the crack widened. Naomi tore her gaze away from it to look at Joram.


Calm and smiling, Joram had dropped her lighter onto the stage. She held her hand up, supplicating the terrified audience. “Nuh vex
yuh! Truss me!” She gestured to the strangeness occurring onstage behind her. “I don’t know what’s on the other side, but we’re stronger together. Please stay with me! Let’s do this together.”


Still enthralled, the audience shuffled back to their places, a mixture of fear and enchantment on their expressions.


“That’s better.” Joram turned to face the oncoming storm, microphone in hand. She glanced at Naomi. “Time to get back to work.” She placed the microphone in the stand, retrieving the piccolo once again from her back pocket. Taking a deep breath, she began a new song, a different one that seemed to rollick through the shimmering air. There were hints of the ballad in its notes as well as influences from American Indian and Celtic music, the three distinct types of music easily blended by Joram’s skill.


Shards of green light shot from the center of the widening black strip, piercing the air with the thick scents of spring. Naomi was reminded of her home in May, the air crackling with chillness in the morning and warming as the day grew longer, the rich aroma of fertile loam, coniferous trees and water. As Joram played, Naomi heard the burble of a fast-moving creek beneath the music. Despite her trepidation, she smiled as Joram blended the added sounds into her impromptu composition.


The vast door widened, the green light casting eerie shadows. The rift between the dimensions stood tall, the top disappearing into the rafters. This wasn’t a door so much as an ever-broadening gap between existences. Hundreds of the butterflies streamed past overhead, gratefully fluttering into the dense forest canopy that became visible through the brightness, though many remained behind to dance around Joram and Naomi or tease the audience.


Six tall figures dashed from the verdancy, three to either side of the stage, their lanky height overshadowed by the still opening door. Each wore varying colored robes in an odd style with bits of silver chain mail flashing from beneath the layers of cloth. Though armored, they didn’t appear armed as they stood in a half circle with their palms out toward the crowd.


Naomi swallowed, recognizing Nathan’s people. Were they extending a magical shield? If she concentrated she thought she could see a ripple in the air around the newcomers. Should I approach, tell them about the one they left behind so long ago?


The sound of many feet marching in unison overcame her consideration. A row of four columns exited the rift, each column bearing six warriors. As they stepped onto the stage, they dispersed in a well-executed maneuver that created a second wall behind the magic casters. Both men and women, the warriors studied the whispering audience through slits in their helmets, safe behind stately shields. To Naomi’s practiced anthropological eye, she noted the resemblance between these shields and those found among tribesmen the world over—long ovals with fascinating silver engravings on their faces.


She shivered, pulling her gaze from the designs. She’d read that elves had created such patterns to ensnare the minds of their opponents and Nathan had once confirmed that. Glancing at the crowd, she frowned. None seemed entranced by the newcomers. They whispered and murmured curiously among themselves, their fears eased by Joram’s piccolo. Naomi shot a sharp look at her friend’s profile and then at the elven troops amassing onstage. Joram watched the oncoming procession, eyes as green as the lush vegetation beyond the door and sparkling in welcome joy with which she imbued her song. Just how strong is she?


The elves remained on guard, none advancing. Behind them the luminance strengthened again, a scintillant radiance that evoked memories of golden sunlight dappling through the trees. Two brilliant white horses emerged, each bearing a rider who appeared even more regal and self-possessed than the beings already present. Both were without armor, haughty with confidence in their peoples’ abilities to protect them. The woman looked enough like Inanna to make Naomi blink, the only differences being a lighter complexion and sky-blue eyes. The man could have been a twin to Nathan with the sharp planes of his face and his silver hair.


He dismounted, handing the reins of his mount to the woman. Without a word he came forth through the warriors, stopping center stage, flanked by his spell casters as he stared at Joram.


When he held up his hand, Joram stopped playing. She glanced at Naomi. “Here goes.” She took a step forward.


Sudden terror seized Naomi’s chest, whether due to the end of the music or her knowledge of elven prejudices toward humans. She scrabbled for air, wondering where it had all gone. There’d been so much of it only moments ago. Grabbing Joram’s hand, she stopped her friend, her not-quite-lover. “You can’t,” she panted.


The vulnerability was still in Joram’s eyes, coupled with a depth of strength that confused Naomi. Joram smiled, bringing their joined hands up to her lips. “I have to. You know that.”


Naomi darted a glance at the elven man watching them with an inscrutable expression. “Not alone. Never alone. I promise.”


Joram’s smile widened at Naomi’s declaration. She kissed Naomi’s knuckles. “Then nuh linger, mi empress. Yuh nuh know I
Obeah Ooman?”


A surprise chuckle forced its way past Naomi’s fear. “Yes. I know you are.” As Joram turned back to the tableau behind her, Naomi straightened and set her shoulders back. If the world was going to end, best get it over with now.


* * *


Joram and Naomi approached the elves with measured steps, hands entwined. Though still sensitive to the swirl of emotions sharing the air with her conjured butterflies, Joram felt the edginess of anxiety. Was that hers? Naomi’s? She eyed the strange people she approached. Perhaps the feelings came from them. They’d felt the powers growing on their side of the door, knew someone attempted to breach the barrier and had amassed fighters to defend what they saw as an incursion. They were their world’s version of Naomi and her monastery.


She closed the distance, seeing a shimmer in the air around the first row of lightly armored people. Elves, her mind supplied. They’re fucking elves! This close she studied their slender builds, the cutting planes of their cheeks, the slightly pointed ears. Looking through the rippling sensation was similar to peering through a plate of nineteenth century glass full of warps and imperfections. Their leader held up his hand and Joram stopped short of the odd shield. He spoke, his voice the musical sound of nature distilled into language. A burble of answering delight filled Joram’s chest at the sound of it. She didn’t understand him and didn’t care, too busy committing his voice to memory to use in a future song. Eagerness flushed doubt from her system. A new world, new music. If she survived this night, she had a stupendous opportunity to learn—no, to create so much more. Shaking her head, she tamped down her joyous speculation. Now ain’t the time, ooman.


The frown on the man’s face foretold forbidding violence when she failed to respond to his words. Regardless of the evident threat, he didn’t seem overtly angry, just annoyed with being ignored. Joram cocked her head in thought. With the bone structure like that it would be easy for humans to misunderstand elven expressions, read negativity into this somberness. Naomi squeezed her hand and she glanced aside. Her friend seemed to have followed her train of thought, her expression one of cautious recommendation.


Searching for something to bridge this impasse, Joram looked down at their joined hands and then to the piccolo she still held. She felt the slow smile on her face, a puckish glee building in her chest. Anders had given her this instrument—her first—when he’d found her so long ago in that drainpipe. That had been the reason she’d had Chloe bring it to her before the final encore. She’d wanted to stick it to Anders as she followed through with her promise on her own terms, using his tools against him. What better way to finish the job?


She released Naomi, holding the piccolo in both hands as she offered it to the strange apparition glaring at her.


His pale eyes narrowed, flickering between her and the gift, searching for a trap. He spoke again, this time to one of the spell casters beside him.


Joram felt a tingling wave flow through her. A hot sensation built in the small of her back, developing from discomfort into real pain. With a hiss, she flinched away from the pain and reached back to dislodge Naomi’s knife from where she’d tucked it, letting it clatter to the floor. Behind her the crowd grumbled discontent while the metal smoked.


“You have weapon,” the man intoned, his words heavily accented in a manner Joram had never heard before. Unrelenting pressure began to build in her head, a different sort of pain building as she reached up to massage her temples, the piccolo still in one hand.


Naomi scooped the weapon up despite its heat, holding it by the antlered hilt. “A gift!” She turned it in her hands, holding it hilt first toward the elf, heedless as the blade vesicated her skin.


“Gift?” He stared as she held out her trembling hand. He gave the others a crisp order.


The pressure in Joram’s head dissipated along with the magic that had caused it. Concerned, she grabbed Naomi’s wrist, mentally stumbling as she sent concentrated soothing waves over her hand. The skin had stopped blistering, but Joram couldn’t tell if her untrained abilities eased the pain. Her magical talent was innate and necessitated music. She’d had no true training in any other applications than bludgeoning open this door for Anders.


The elf arched an eyebrow at Joram. He slowly reached through the wavering shield, bypassing the knife to caress Naomi’s wrist. Joram watched as Naomi’s skin settled, the blisters fading along with the angry red color. When the healing was complete, he gently took the blade from her, examining it. “Where get this?” he demanded of Joram.


Joram opened her mouth to answer but closed it. It hadn’t been hers to begin with. She looked at Naomi.


“From an old friend,” Naomi said. “I don’t know his true name, but he’s been here since the closing.”


The elf looked past Joram and Naomi, calling out in his language.


Joram felt an expanding bubble against her mind, the surface of it tightening until it popped with an inaudible vibration. She was startled by a presence and a voice directly behind her. Spinning, she saw another elf had appeared, this one wearing jeans, button-up shirt and a black Stetson hat.


“Yeah, yeah! Hold your horses. I’m right here.”


“Nathan!”


Joram glanced between Naomi and this Westernized caricature. This was the elf that had trained Naomi in martial arts, the one at the monastery? She mentally shook her head at the incongruence. Though she’d never had the opportunity to see Naomi in action, she wondered why Naomi had been Chosen as an assassin when she seemed so…compassionate.


“Hey, little filly. Looks like you were right. You couldn’t do the job.”


An interesting shade of red crossed Naomi’s face. She ducked her head. Joram knew Naomi felt a mix of embarrassment, failure and rebelliousness, easily picking the emotions out of the air. Narrowing her eyes, she stepped between her empress and this Nathan character, giving him her most formidable stare. “You shouldn’t have asked her to do something against her nature. I thought elves didn’t do that sort of thing.”


“I’ll give you that point.” Nathan grinned, his pearly smile more fang than friendliness. “But don’t believe everything you hear about elves.”


The lead elf spoke again, his voice reminding them all of the current situation. Abashed, Joram took Naomi’s now healed hand and stepped aside to allow Nathan room to pass.


Nathan answered the elf, the green light seeming to soften the edges of his face. He studied the knife in the other’s possession and smiled. “Ah, you found it! I was wondering where it went.” He gave Naomi a sidelong glance.


“Mama brought it to me.”


He nodded. Gesturing at the elven man, he said, “I’d like to introduce you to my brother.” He said a name that Joram couldn’t even begin to pronounce beyond the first three syllables. “But you can call him—Frank.”


“Frank” looked slightly affronted with the moniker but didn’t argue. His command of the English language was rudimentary, but not so incomplete that he couldn’t understand the conversation. He and Nathan began an intricate discussion between themselves, their language one of harmony and balance.


Joram felt the magic dissipating around her, heard the restless rumble of the audience. Looking up she still saw butterflies in the rafters. Whatever she’d done tonight, they appeared to be permanent. Past the door in either stage wing she saw movement as roadies and technicians had gathered to watch the phenomenon. She smiled at the sight of Chloe’s bright hair and the flash of Jubal’s reflected sunglasses. Time to finish this.


She once more held out the piccolo, cradled in both hands, her fingers a hair’s breadth short of the shimmering shield. When Frank turned his attention to her, she nodded and lifted her palms. “A gift of music between my people and yours. For peace between us.”


He examined her a moment, eyes flickering to his Americanized brother. A word and the shield fell, the magic casters lowering their hands for the first time since their arrival. He gently accepted the flute. “For peace between us.”




Chapter Thirty-Three


Joram stood at her condominium’s balcony railing, enjoying the heat of the sun against her skin. The city of Los Angeles spread out below her, looking the same as it ever did though a week had passed since Invocation’s last concert.


No, there was one difference. The air smelled fresher and the hills looked greener than before. There’d been a refreshing rain just that morning, the stone tiles of her balcony still slightly damp and smelling of wet concrete. Random drops of water remained on the iron railing, creating a shock of coolness against her forearms.


The fey folk, as Naomi called them, had been appalled at the long-standing California drought. About three dozen of them, all elves, had immigrated to the Los Angeles forest and began “singing to the trees” as Nathan called it. There’d been a bracing rainstorm every morning since, combating the prolonged lack of rainfall in the area.


The elves weren’t the only people to decide a change was in order. Hundreds of creatures had come through the original door Joram had opened in the casino. Beings who breathed magic had scattered across the globe, locating similar weaknesses and opening more thresholds, the trickle of strange races returning to Earth becoming a flood.


Three tribes of trolls had taken up residence in Mammoth Cave near Brownsville, Kentucky. Blurry photos showed giant people with heavy facial features, large noses and ears and copious body hair. One intrepid reporter had barely escaped with his life when he attempted to interview one of them, resulting in the closure of the tourist attraction and a mass exodus of Brownsville residents to safer locales.


A feathered serpent had made an appearance in Mesoamerica. Headlines had screamed, “Quetzalcoatl Returns!” Those countries were in turmoil as long-held Christian sensibilities abruptly butted heads with ancient belief. As they scrabbled for some sort of religious equanimity, the serpent began nesting in the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve.


The Americas weren’t the only continents being plagued with new arrivals. Joram’s magic had substantially weakened all rifts throughout the world. As elves located doors on this side, others remained in their homelands to search out others, bursting through from within. Military troops stationed in the Middle East had banded together despite political distrust to battle against an incursion of the djinn attempting to reclaim their old lands.


Not to be outdone by elves, black dwarves had made an appearance in India. They were called Yaksha and had been seen in the Himalayas where their mythological kingdom had once been. These at least were somewhat friendly to the humans who discovered them. Their king, Kubera, wasn’t pleased with the state of the forests of the world however and had made his displeasure known by evicting all the villages encroaching on his new territory. Embracing modern technology, he allowed a video interview where he stated that he’d rescind the expulsions once the trees had been properly returned to their former glory. The video had hit the three million viewers mark on YouTube and the count was still climbing.


The Internet was abuzz with thousands of other stories: warnings to not approach unicorns, the care and feeding of pixies and advisements for hikers in Japan to carry cucumbers to appease the recently returned Kappa. Naomi had been right. The world they knew had ended, destroyed by this sudden influx of mythological creatures and people.


There were darker stories out there, ones that had nothing to do with the return of mythical peoples and animals. During the twentieth century, Wicca had become common in many cultures as an alternative religion, one that took personal affirmations a step further by creating rituals to focus mental energy toward a common goal. Few individuals saw more than the occasional coincidence, which they pointed to as proof that magic existed in a world with a paucity of it.


Rumors had spread about spells that had begun working as previously only imagined. Love hexes creating emotional slaves of their targets, vindictive thoughts seemingly causing real damage and protective enchantments that created solid barriers between the caster and his or her enemies. Haitian bokors had re-created true zombies, psychic predictions had become more precise and mediums stated that more spirits now walked the earth than ever before.


These stories scared Joram more than any of the others. Anders had searched the world over and had Chosen her. Somehow he’d known she had the depths of power he needed to break through the door sealed so long ago, a task he was incapable of doing himself despite his own formidable power. Music was the base of Joram’s strength, music steeped in memories of murder and injustice. Granted, Naomi’s ballad had shown that she could break from the musical tradition in which she’d immersed herself, but the fact remained that her anger, her deprecation hadn’t gone away. So many people were stumbling over their newfound abilities, small covens or individual practitioners, each dealing with the unexpected repercussions of their actions. And she had a following of thousands, all eager to give over their will to her.


Anders had said something just before she’d gone on stage that night. “The very best part of you is me.” If he was right, how could she inflict that sort of pain and fury on the world? According to Naomi he’d originally been one of the good guys, sacrificing everything to seal the door he’d so recently schemed to reopen. Over the course of millennia he’d become an aberration of himself in his quest for power. Joram didn’t have the benefit of righteousness to begin with. She was broken—had been broken from the first—and she had a suspicion that she was stronger than Anders had ever been. To play music was to create magic.


But without music, what am I?


“Hey.”


Joram set aside her pensiveness. Worries never lasted long when Naomi was in her presence. She turned, one elbow leaning on the balcony. Naomi stood in the open doorway of their bedroom, red hair tousled from sleep. “Hey yourself.”


Naomi looked good wearing nothing but an oversized long-sleeve T-shirt. She stepped barefoot onto the balcony and into Joram’s waiting arms. “Brooding again?”


“Are you psychic?”


Smiling, Naomi snuggled close. “No. I just know you.”


Joram clutched at her chest. “Yuh got mi, mi
empress.” She closed her eyes, letting the sensation of Naomi in her arms fill her with an infrequent peace. They stood together for a long time, basking in the sun and their mutual attraction. Since the concert, Joram’s abilities hadn’t fully dissipated. She’d found she could sample the emotions of those around her, more so with people she knew and trusted. She did so now with Naomi, drawing strength from the acceptance and love and reflecting the same back. Eventually Joram took a mental step back from their mutual trance. “Have you heard from your mother yet?”


Sorrow and concern welled across their bond. “No. Nathan says not to worry but…” She shrugged.


“If anyone would know it’d be him.” Joram couldn’t help the stab of vexation that neither Inanna nor Anders had returned from their departure onstage. The longer it took the more troubled she became.


“Hey.” Naomi peered into her eyes, reminding Joram that this woman of all the people in Joram’s circle could actually sense her emotions as well. “My mother trained him to begin with. She’s a goddess in her own right. He can’t win this fight.”


Joram huffed a laugh. “Nathan called him a pipsqueak the other day.”


Naomi frowned. “I’ll have a talk with him.” At Joram’s puzzled expression, she grinned. “He shouldn’t be insulting pipsqueaks like that.”


Unable to help herself, Joram chuckled.


“Have you heard from the lawyers yet?”


That took the humor out of the situation. Joram sighed, staring back out at the city. “No. He has to be gone seven years for him to be declared dead, but at least my personal banking accounts are my own. It’s probably just as well. I’d raze all his compounds to the ground if I could.” She glanced at Naomi. “At least I’m lucky that he wanted to officially keep his name out of my career. I guess he was worried your mother would connect the dots long before she did.”


“And the casino?”


“Oh, that.” Joram blew a raspberry. “The lawsuit’s been dropped. They can’t prove I knew what was going to happen because I’m not talking. Besides Nathan’s brother has put their tribal council in contact with various American Indian cultures on his side of the door. The council decided it was in their best interest to drop the suit so they can focus on their new arrivals.”


“That’s good.”


They stood in silent embrace, watching the world. “You were right, you know.”


Naomi shifted in her arms. “How so?”


“Opening the door destroyed the world.” Joram still hadn’t decided how she felt about that but she couldn’t deny that her actions had irreparably changed the fabric of reality. She felt Naomi’s vague impatience coupled with sympathy.


“Maybe so, but you and Rebecca were right too.” Naomi pulled back to look Joram in the eye. “The door shouldn’t have been closed to begin with. Yes, there’ll be a period of adjustment but things will settle. The world will continue on and be better than it was before.”


Still uncertain, Joram pursed her lips. “You think so?”


“I do.” Naomi kissed her, driving away Joram’s mental agitation. Her lips were soft, still slightly swollen from the myriad of kisses they’d shared when they’d awakened tangled together in Joram’s bed.


Losing herself in the tactile sensation, Joram let Naomi bolster her uncertainties and shelter her from care. For now this was enough, this was everything. She was the Harbinger of the Invocation and madly in love with the woman who’d been sent to kill her. Unable to help herself, she inwardly smiled as musical notes slid across the shared arousal between them.


There’s a song here.




Glossary


Ah sun it set–that’s the way it is


All fruits ripe–all is great


Balance–behave well


Bashy–hot - referring to a woman being hot


Big tings a gwaan–great, life-changing events are happening


Doan fret–don’t worry


Empress–girlfriend


Gyal–girl


Gyalis–player


Hataclaps–crisis


Inner luv–appreciate


Irie–good


Maad–awesome


Mi lova–my lover


Miting–“little mite” - medieval term of affection for small child


Nuh linga–don’t be reluctant in your purpose, go forth


Obeah man–spell man


Ooman–woman


Rhaatid–used to express mild irritation or annoyance (Damn)


Shell dung–take by storm


Sometimish–describing someone who is moody


Tie–casting a dark romantic spell, hexing a person to stay with you using obeah


Truss me–trust me, an expression when agreeing with someone


Vex–angry or upset


Wah gwaan–what’s going on?


Yuh nuh–Don’t you
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