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      “Got to go potty,” Shell reminded her, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

      Anya checked the rearview mirror. Nothing but a blank freeway receding into infinity. “Okay.”

      She hit her blinker. The rest stop exit appeared like a gift, and she pulled off, headlights slicing the purple dusk in front of the blue Taurus. “But we’ll have to be quick, okay, sweetie?”

      “Yeah,” Shell agreed placidly. His round blond face was spectral in the green glow from the dashboard.

      Anya’s head hurt, both from a nagging headache and from the goose egg under her hair. She’d hit the doorjamb hard, stunned for a moment while the thing screeched, before Shell could drag her away.

      Don’t think about that. Concentrate on what you have in front of you. She hit the brakes. “Good,” she murmured, and coasted to a stop.

      Shell was almost out of the car before she could cut the engine, and Anya sighed. Her eyes were hot and grainy, her entire body aching with exhaustion, and she had only her car and a pile of clothes to her name. Oh, and the coffeemaker.

      The slight thunderous smell of smoke and fury in the car didn’t help her headache one bit.

      The rest stop was set at the top of a green hill; water rilled in a creek behind it. A concrete path zigzagged up to the restrooms, and the entire place was deserted. It was a good thing. Both she and Shell were exhausted and grimy, dressed in odds and ends.

      How am I going to feed and clothe us this time? She got out of the car and stretched, watching as Shell lumbered up the hill, his huge shoulders hunched under his favorite Green Bay Packers sweatshirt. He ducked into the men’s bathroom, and Anya wearily started up the hill herself, her zoris flapping. Wet grass slipped under her feet until she reached the next strip of concrete.

      Shell saved me. And if it hadn’t been for the roof caving in, we wouldn’t have gotten away. Anya shivered. The sky was overcast, chill November night falling like a soft cloud. She smelled smoke and wrinkled her nose—it was the scent of her life burning down. Again.

      How long am I going to have to do this? This is the fourth time we’ve had something attack us, the third time we’ve been driven completely out of a city.

      She washed her face in the metal sink. There were no paper towels. That was all right. The chill would help keep her awake. Anya didn’t dare look into the slice of scratched metal serving as a mirror, either. She came out into the gathering dusk to find Shell waiting for her, his sleepy blue eyes wide and fearful.

      “Anya.” His voice trembled. “I was afraid.”

      Me too. But I can’t show it or you’ll be even more upset. “I know, buddy. Let’s go, okay?”

      “Okay. Where are we sleeping, Anya? I’m sleepy.”

      For a single moment she let herself feel the bitterness. How on earth should I know? I just had my house burned down and my life destroyed by a big tall fiery shadow nobody else can see. How am I supposed to make this better?

      Why me?

      Guilt rose sharp and bitter inside her throat. She straightened her shoulders, taking an accustomed weight of guilt and responsibility. “I know you’re tired, buddy. I’m sleepy too. We’ll stop in the next city and find a place, and I’ll have to get a job. You’ll have to be a very good boy, Shell. All right?”

      “Okay, Anya.” He tromped back down the hill, almost glowing with happiness. If she said it was going to be all right, it was going to be all right. After all, Anya was his protector, and she had always found them food and shelter before.

      I’m going to have to use the Persuasion again. If I don’t, we’ll starve. Anya picked her way carefully down the hill. I wish I didn’t have to. Why is this happening to me?

      She knew why. Anya could do things other people couldn’t; sense things other people couldn’t. She was, in the truest sense of the word, psychic. And she had a sneaking suspicion that was why the huge hairy and shadowy things were after her. Not to mention the fanged things, or the clawed things, or the winged things…

      I must be insane. I hope I’m insane. I’m wishing I’m insane. Isn’t that crazy?

      She heaved a sigh as she reached the bottom of the hill. Shell had already folded himself into the car. Her zoris flapped as she crossed to the driver’s side, opened the door, and got in, rubbing at her grainy eyes.

      “We gonna go, Anya?” Shell asked.

      “Sure. Just give me a minute, buddy. Okay?” Just give me a minute to pull myself together and quit wishing I was batshit nuts.

      “Okay.” He waited. “I sure hope they don’t follow us.”

      “I hope so too, Shell. I don’t know how many more times I can do this.”

      “It’ll be okay, Anya.”

      He promptly fell asleep before she pulled back out onto the freeway. The next big town—Santiago City—was fourteen miles away.

      It was as good a place as any. After all, it wasn’t like they had anywhere else to go.
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      Jack checked the address again, though he didn’t need to—a blind man could have seen the shields resonating over the small shop, its window brightly lit in the gathering dusk. The sawing of pain in his bones was normal, and if the intel was true it was going to get worse soon, so he ignored it.

      He rolled his shoulders back, settling the leather weapons-harness more securely, then detached himself from the shadows and glided across the street.

      Rowangrove Metaphysical and Occult Supplies, the window’s gilt lettering declared proudly. Jack shook his head. He remembered when it was death to admit you were a witch, death to be suspected, and the only thing standing between a Lightbringer and the Inquisition—not to mention the Crusade—was a Watcher’s care.

      Come to think of it, things weren’t all that different nowadays. Watchers were still the best defense for a witch, and the world was still dangerous. Just last night he’d dispatched a kalak, his first kill in this new city.

      The new city that was like every other damn city on the face of the Earth. And here were Lightbringers announcing their presence to the general public.

      I’m not in a good mood tonight. He grinned mirthlessly. It was a good thing no Lightbringer was around to see that grin.

      He waited for the shields on the shop to recognize the Power he carried and pushed open the door, the small bell over it tinkling merrily. Immediately the pain spiked, a fresh crescendo of turmoil inside his bones, acid threading through his nerves.

      Jack ignored it. The shop was full of Lightbringers, and the Power blazing from them reacted uneasily with the Dark symbiote melded to his bones. He set his jaw, his gaze flicking over them. Well. Would you look at that.

      The leader, a witch with a long fall of dark hair, stood at a bookshelf, her long green dress fluttering around her ankles as she turned, a cheery, “Welcome to the Rowangrove!” ringing out. Beside her, on her knees next to a large cardboard box, was a blue-eyed blonde whose aura bore the unmistakable blue shimmer of a waterwitch. Behind them, at the curtain closing off another part of the store, a witch with copper-gold hair and a spinning gold-red aura to match raised one hand, crackling static outlining her fingers. The firewitch had something pulsing on a ribbon around her slim white neck—it was a Talisman, he guessed, and decided it would be a good thing to stay where he was.

      She can’t kill me, he thought, calculating the Power fluxing around her. But she could make me pretty damn uncomfortable.

      The witch in the green dress smiled. Clear green light radiated from her, the deep serene calm that marked a healer. He’d Watched healers before; they were a challenge, always trying to save the world. He didn’t envy the Watcher currently guarding her, whoever it was.

      “Who the hell are you?” the firewitch snapped.

      “Elise,” the greenwitch said. The Power in her voice made Jack’s entire body twitch with pain. He stayed still, overriding it.

      “Watcher reporting for duty,” he replied politely enough, through almost-clenched teeth. The rhythm of his native tongue sometimes wore through his English, so he spoke with care, stripping the words down to bone. “Jack Gray, at your service, ma’am.”

      A silence greeted these words. They stared at him as if he’d just announced the moon was made of cheese. Not very welcoming, are they? Don’t blame them, either.

      The blue and green curtain over the door billowed aside, and a golden-eyed Watcher slid out, closing his broad hand over the firewitch’s delicate wrist.

      “Elise?” His tone was excessively neutral, and his eyes flicked over Jack once.

      Good kid, keeping contact with her. She looks like a spitfire.

      Then Jack noticed the golden-eyed Watcher wasn’t flinching from the contact with the Lightbringer’s skin. In fact, their auras—the bright clarity of the firewitch’s and the red-black bruise of the Watcher’s—melded together at the edges, the Watcher’s darkness seeking to veil the witch’s glow.

      Lucky bastard. He’d bonded.

      “It’s all right,” the greenwitch said firmly. “Dante?”

      Another Watcher, this one dark-haired and black-eyed, shouldered the golden-eyed man aside. This was a familiar face, and Jack nodded in recognition.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” Dante said, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. “Honor, brother.”

      “Duty, brother.” Jack was hard-pressed not to sound relieved. He could talk to the Watchers much more easily than the witches.

      “Sorry,” the golden-eyed man said. “Honor, brother.”

      “Duty, brother.” Where’s the third one?

      The waterwitch pushed herself up to her feet, yawning and dusting off her knees. “Hanson should be back with the pizza soon,” she said to Jack, who felt his stomach turn over at the sound of a Lightbringer speaking directly to him. “Come on in, if you can stand it. Elise won’t hurt you; she’s just set on ‘stun.’ We’ve had a bad time with something called the Brotherhood lately.”

      I know about that. Jack had been briefed on the Brotherhood presence in town. They had tried to take the firewitch three months ago—and almost succeeded. No wonder she was still nervous.

      Jack had to move aside as the door opened behind him. He sensed the red-black stain of Watcher power and relaxed slightly. Another Watcher, this one blue-eyed, pale-haired, and sharp-faced, ducked in carrying four large pizza boxes. It was Hanson, the bane of the Crusade.

      “Honor, brother.” Jack jumped in, not wanting to say ‘duty’ again.

      Hanson’s immediate smile was slightly unsettling. Precious little of it reached his pale eyes. “Duty. It’s the famous Jack Gray. You like pizza?”

      This instantaneous welcome almost made him doubt his ears. Don’t they know why I’m here? Just tell me what to do and let me get to work. “I thought you’d tell me which quadrant needs the first sweep.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” The greenwitch touched Dante’s hand. The black-eyed Watcher drew himself up a little taller, and Jack noted with faint, pleasant surprise the soft rounding of the greenwitch’s belly. The gods were kind—hopefully, another Lightbringer in the world.

      So. They were a pair, Dante and this witch. He’d heard it was true—three powerful Lightbringers, bonding with three separate Watchers, in a little under two years. He hadn’t believed it.

      Getting suspicious in your old age, Jack. He moved aside until he stood next to the glassed-in counter and the cash register. Hanson handed the pizzas to the firewitch, whose golden-eyed Watcher touched her shoulder and disappeared into the back room again. Then Hanson slid his arm over the waterwitch’s shoulders, and she smiled up at him.

      “Come in and have some pizza, you’re probably hungry,” the greenwitch continued. “I’m Theo. That’s Mari, and that’s Elise. You obviously know Hanson and Dante; the big lug who just vanished into the kitchen is Remy. He’s in a mood because Elise was attacked last night.”

      “I wasn’t attacked,” the firewitch immediately objected. “I just had a bit of trouble with a mugger. Remy handled it without even breaking a sweat.”

      “If you didn’t wander around the city late at night, you wouldn’t be at risk.” Dante’s voice rumbled in his chest. His hands found Theo’s shoulders, an unconscious, tender gesture.

      Jack looked down at the wood floor, old dark pain rising from his backbone. The air in the shop swirled with Power, drenching the floorboards, taunting the Dark that lived in Jack’s bones.

      Duty, Watcher. He set his jaw. It’s only what you deserve.

      “When I want your opinion, Stoneface, I’ll rattle your cage,” the firewitch replied acidly. “Come on in, Mr. Gray. Nice to finally meet a Watcher with a real name.”

      “I was sent to do patrol and—” He wasn’t used to floundering.

      “Yes, yes.” Theo’s eyes lit up. Beautiful eyes, full of light—a calm deep green the color of sunlight shining through mossy water. “But you can have something to eat first. You’re the first Watcher we’ve let into the city.” Here she glanced at the firewitch, Elise, who raised her coppery eyebrows in a gesture of magnificent disdain. “And we’re very curious about you, of course. If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not, ma’am,” he replied automatically, and glanced over his shoulder at the front of the store.

      “Don’t worry.” The greenwitch’s lips curved into a merry smile. Her light made Jack’s bones burn as if acid was leaking through the marrow. “We’re safe enough. Four Watchers and three Guardians, what can go wrong?”

      Jack almost flinched. I wish she hadn’t said that. “Yes ma’am.”

      “Call me Theo. We’re glad you’re here.”

      That’s funny. Most people hate to be in a room with me. Especially Lightbringers. He obediently moved forward, letting the light of the shop close around him. “Pizza sounds good,” he agreed cautiously, wishing the presence of the Lightbringers didn’t make his entire body burn with acid etching.

      “That’s the spirit!” Theo said, and her smile was almost enough to make up for the pain.
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      It took a chunk of their waning money to get a hotel room, but at least they could stay for a week or two. By then, Anya was sure she could get a job and maybe find them somewhere else to live. If all else failed, she could use the Persuasion at a bank—though she didn’t want to. It wasn’t a good thing to do.

      Then again, what choice do I have? She sat at the table and stared bleakly at the newspaper she’d bought. Shell was still asleep, gently snoring, his round, pale face open and trusting as a child’s. I have to feed us. It’s not like I’m using it to get rich, is it? And I don’t take enough for it to be serious, I take an amount insurance will cover, don’t I?

      It doesn’t matter, her conscience replied as it always did. Taking money is thievery. You’re using your freakish talent improperly. No matter how desperate you get, it’s wrong. Nothing changes that fact.

      She shook her head and glanced at the window. Morning light seeped through the curtain-edges. Another night survived.

      It was odd, but this city—Santiago, what a pretty name—felt a little safer than the last place they’d lived in. For some reason her chest was lighter, and she felt none of the dread she associated with a new town. Instead, she felt vaguely hopeful.

      Though even my optimism is taking a beating lately. Having one’s house torn down and burned can do that, I suppose.

      The coffeemaker from her old house gurgled quietly, and the rich scent of coffee began to dispel some of her morning cobwebs. She missed her neat yellow-and-white kitchen with its stripped pine cupboards—that had been two cities ago, the house with the grand curving staircase Shell had loved to sit on while playing cards. That house had been reduced to matchsticks as something huge and dark, smelling of violence and burning blood, had torn through it looking for her.

      She hauled herself up and stretched, walking across the room to pour a cup of coffee. It had become habit to take her coffeemaker with her, and to stick two extra mugs in the car just in case. I must be crazy. Nobody else is pursued by big, dark, burning things. Maybe I belong in a mental institution.

      The fact that Shell saw the same things she did was little comfort. He had the mind of a five-year-old in the hulking body of a linebacker; he wasn’t qualified to judge her sanity.

      Then again, Shell knew things he had no business knowing, too. Maybe he was just more observant than most.

      Anya sighed, pouring her coffee into the cracked white mug. Then she crossed back to the table and opened the paper. Time to find a job.

      She lingered for a moment over the professional section—she had a teaching degree, after all—and shook her head again, sighing. She’d disappeared from her last three jobs. Nobody was going to hire her with that kind of record. Besides, who could tell when she would have to flee again? No, she’d take something like waitressing. That would give her cash tips immediately. She’d worked as a cocktail waitress in college. The money was good and she could work at night while Shell slept. It was a good idea.

      Hell, I’ve tried everything else, haven’t I?

      She leafed through the classifieds and stopped, her eyes drawn to a particular ad.

      Help Wanted: Rowangrove Metaphysical is hiring. Must be over 21, literate, and open-minded. Sense of humor a plus. Pay negotiable. Hours negotiable. Perfect for caretakers.

      Now what did that mean, perfect for caretakers?

      Anya’s fingers tingled, prickling with heat. The feeling was impossible to ignore.

      She circled a few more ads for waitresses and returned to the Rowangrove ad, impelled by instinct. The tingling in her fingers had never led her wrong before.

      It can’t hurt. I suppose. I’ll just take a look and maybe turn in an application. After I apply at the others.

      With her day’s work cut out for her, Anya settled back in the chair and sipped at her coffee. She hoped she’d brought some decent clothes, and she hoped she could find a job as soon as possible. And she hoped the darkness wouldn’t find her again.

      She could hope, couldn’t she?
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      It was a boring day, but Jack didn’t mind. Learning the geography of any new city was a challenge. Sooner or later they all started to look the same. When he finished his rotation here he’d be sent somewhere else, a new city to learn. Repeat ad nauseam until maybe he had done enough penance.

      Yeah. As if anything could erase the stain on his soul.

      Jack leaned against a brick wall, watching the street as Hanson separated from the shadows farther back. “See?” the blond Watcher said. “Easy little pass-through.”

      Despite himself, Jack was impressed. The rapier-quick younger man had a good grasp on the city’s shadow-side and was introducing Jack to some of his more useful shortcuts and contacts. Not all of them, Jack suspected—the boy was no fool—but enough to make Jack’s job easier.

      “Good work,” Jack said mildly, and watched the boy grin. Jack hadn’t seen him in combat yet, but he suspected Hanson was sharp and vicious—especially when defending the waterwitch. He had that look. “So, what part of the city is the worst?”

      “Oh, the docks and that entire area. Near the water, lots of transients, and the Lightbringers don’t often go there, so we kind of keep it as a pressure zone. Some nasty shit comes out to play sometimes, keeps us on our toes.” Hanson blinked at the gunmetal-gray sky and glanced out onto the street. Traffic was light today, downtown in the financial district—something that didn’t happen often in cities this size. “Let’s work back uptown a bit. I’ve got to be back to the Rowangrove in a few hours to take Mari to the library.”

      After settling his long black leather coat more securely, Jack followed the younger Watcher out onto the sidewalk, both of them sending out invisible waves of awareness, cataloguing, moving, weighing, measuring. Being a Watcher demanded constant scrutiny, constant alertness. You could never tell when danger might rear its ugly head and streak straight for a Lightbringer. “So you’re all three bonded.” He drew level with the blue-eyed man.

      “Oh, yeah,” Hanson replied, deftly flaring his aura to make a small knot of chattering kids separate around the two of them. “It’s a helluva coincidence—if it is one.”

      “There’s three of them—fire, earth, water.” Jack didn’t have to put any inflection in his words, the sentence was question enough. He even managed to sound normal instead of stilted and foreign.

      “There was a fourth—the Teacher, the one that trained them. She was an airwitch. She’s on the other side of the Veil now, one of the Guardians.”

      Interesting. Their boots resounded against pavement. It was a breathlessly muggy day, clouds gathering close, desultory splatters of rain decorating the sidewalk. A twist of paper ruffled in the uncertain wind, and cars zoomed by. Jack checked the street again. Why was he nervous? He was never nervous, hadn’t been for a good seven or eight decades.

      “Still,” said Hanson, “it boggles the mind. We’ve discussed it a little, and all three of us are uneasy. The gods don’t set up things like this for nothing.”

      “True.” Jack noticed a low brick church with the unmistakable odor of Dark clinging to it. “That’s a nest over there. Probably s’lin.”

      “It is, but we don’t have the firepower to clean it. Trying to get those three to stay undercover while we work is like herding cats.”

      “You should enforce their safety.” You should tie them up in the basement if you have to, kid. Leaving nests in a city is asking for trouble.

      “You try it. They’re Lightbringers.”

      At least the young man knew where his duty lay. “So they’re foolhardy.” That was valuable information. Then again, when were Lightbringers ever conscious of their safety? They just wandered through the world, trusting in their gods.

      “Wait ‘til you bond, old man,” Hanson snorted. “Then you try getting your witch to do anything for her own safety.”

      “I haven’t bonded yet.” Shut up, kid. No witch for me.

      “Well, why else are you here?” the other Watcher returned reasonably enough, turning to his left and waiting to cross the street, the weak sunlight light glinting in his pale hair. Jack followed, his boots silent against pavement. “Seems like you’ll be in the same boat with us before long. Remy wasn’t here twenty-four hours before lightning struck him.”

      “Wouldn’t count on it.” There’s no witch for me. Ever. “If it hasn’t happened by now, it’s not likely to.”

      “How old are you, anyway?” Hanson started across the street when the light changed. “Seems like you’ve been around forever.”

      “Old enough to know better.” Jack’s hand touched one of his knifehilts. Reassured, he followed the younger Watcher. Soon enough he’d learn this city, and he’d begin cleaning out the Dark, one methodical step at a time. If he focused on that, he wouldn’t have to think about the raw aching wound inside his chest. Seeing the three Lightbringers and the lucky bastards bonding with them, seeing what he could never have⁠—

      Well, that’s why he was doing this, wasn’t it? Paying his dues.

      Performing a penance. Blood and steel instead of Hail Marys and Our Fathers. Change the subject, dammit. “So this is a major artery, this Fifth Street?”

      Hanson shrugged. “Yeah, that and the Ave, where the Lightbringers tend to congregate.”

      The lunchtime crowd swirled instinctively away from both Watchers, sensing predators in their midst. At least the normals know enough to get out of the way, Jack thought sourly, and checked the perimeter again.

      “Hey, you’ve got a good sword there,” Hanson continued. “Dante says you’re the only Watcher who’s ever faced down two belrakan at once.”

      For a moment Jack’s breathing halted. The memory rose—dirty water dripping, concrete, the witch he’d been guarding screaming as he shoved her against the wall and prepared to make his last stand—and he wrestled it down. His skin roughened with instinctive gooseflesh. No matter how old or dangerous he got, he still didn’t like almost dying. “I hear you’ve faced a Bane yourself, brother.” He caught himself almost thinking in his native language again, stopped with an effort, and forced the words back into English.

      “Last year. Nasty fuckers. Here, we can cut through this restaurant. They’ve got a back door and hardly notice us.” The younger Watcher seemed to realize he was being rude, speaking of belrakan when Jack obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and led him through a Chinese restaurant and out into a small alley. “Sorry. I’m used to Dante, we’ve worked together for so long.”

      “Well, I’ll only be here to finish my rotation,” Jack replied harshly. “So don’t get used to me.”

      “Heard and understood.” Hanson glanced back over his shoulder, a flash of blue eyes in the gray day. “You hungry?”

      Jack’s stomach flipped. He was starving, despite the fight with the kalak last night and its attendant cargo of useful bloodlust—but hunger was a weakness. The older he got, the less he liked living on the energetic charge of violence. “No,” he replied, and the other man mercifully shut up.
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      “Stay here,” Anya told Shell. “I’m just going to get another application.”

      “I’m hungry.” He pushed his lower lip out. His heavy-lidded eyes drooped even further.

      Anya took a firm hold on her frustration just as a smattering of rain kissed the windshield. He can’t help it; he’s not responsible. Don’t take it out on him.

      Shell was having a bad day. His old teddy bear was gone in the fire, and she knew she wasn’t her usual calm self. Instead, she was snappish, and her mood had infected him. She considered scrapping the whole idea and going back to the hotel for another long sleep—but she was near the Rowangrove, and she would be a fool to let the intuition she’d received slip past her. Even if they only paid minimum wage, she might be able to stave off the inevitable for another few weeks.

      Anya gathered her waning patience, her fingers knotting together around her car keys. Metal bit into her palm. “I know you’re hungry. I’m hungry too. Look, as soon as we finish here, I’ll get you some chicken strips. How about that?”

      Shell’s round face lit up. He loved chicken strips. And french fries. “You promise?”

      “I promise,” she replied just as seriously, holding up her fist with the pinkie free. He clasped pinkies with her. “Now, just wait for me, all right? This won’t take long, and I need a job.”

      “Okay, Anya.” Supremely confident now, Shell leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. “I’ll be good.”

      “You’ve been good all morning, Shell,” she had to admit. “I’ll be right back. Wait right here.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Anya closed him in the car with a little trepidation. It was like having a child, Shell required almost constant supervision. She’d always been able to find something that let her look after him, but a nagging unease began under the surface of her thoughts and wouldn’t let go. When would she have to put him in a home? When would he become unmanageable, or when would she no longer be able to care for him?

      Don’t borrow trouble, as Granmama used to say. Deal with the current crisis and let tomorrow take care of itself.

      She waved to him before she turned the corner. She’d parked in a grocery store lot, so he would be safe enough for ten minutes while she went to collect an application from the shop. The grocery store beckoned with warm yellow light and the promise of food, but Anya squared her shoulders and walked away, threading through parked cars. Clouds were overhead, and a chill raindrop kissed her cheek. She hoped it wouldn’t start pouring until she finished getting the application.

      She walked down the pavement, head down, almost lost in thought. The shop was on a major street, University Avenue, and she’d managed to spot its front window while driving past, looking for a parking space. I wonder what they sell. Metaphysical? What does that mean?

      She smoothed her gray wool skirt and adjusted the matching blazer. It was the only unwrinkled outfit she’d found suitable for job hunting in the mess of her car. She was going to have to be careful not to wrinkle anything else until she could find a Laundromat.

      The hair on the back of her neck stood straight up. Anya stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and glanced around, just as a bolt of lightning lanced the sky. Thunder pealed a few moments later, and rain started pattering down in earnest.

      She was half a block from the Rowangrove.

      For a moment she hesitated, torn. Shell hated thunderstorms. He would be frightened, and by the time she got back, he’d be unwilling to be placated even by chicken strips.

      She needed a job and the intuitive tingling in her fingers had never led her wrong. Her instincts all but demanded she take a look at this place—and her intuition had saved their lives before. “I’ll just get an application.” She put her head down, determined to ignore the rain and the growing sense of unease. “I need a job, after all.” Talking to myself. Maybe I am crazy.

      The unfairness of the whole thing was almost laughable. She had never knowingly done anything to hurt anyone in her life, and yet she was driven out of city after city, pushed from place to place, hunted by things nobody else could see.

      Maybe she was crazy. If she was, had she burned her own houses down? It was impossible for her to cause that sort of destruction, reducing a house to splinters in fifteen minutes.

      She shook herself out of woolgathering. There was work to be done.

      Rowangrove Metaphysical and Occult Supplies, the gilt lettering on the widow read. Anya nervously pushed her fingers through her hair, hoping she didn’t look too shabby. Please, God, let there be something here for me. She ignored the prickling against her nape as she pushed through air suddenly gone syrupy-thick to step up to the door.

      The bell jangled and Anya stepped inside, suddenly enfolded by a feeling of warmth and safety she had never known before. She blinked, running her fingers back through her recalcitrant hair, trying to pat the shaggy black strands into place. She wished for the hundredth time that she could have found a hairdresser this morning to cut the charred bits, instead of doing it herself.

      “Welcome to the Rowangrove,” a deep, calm female voice greeted her. “You must be here about the ad.”

      Anya blinked.

      The store was full of books and healthy green houseplants, and all along the wall behind the cash register were glass-fronted shelves of other, probably more valuable books, each shelf neatly labeled in a beautiful clear script on white stickers. Racks of clothing stood arranged to Anya’s right, and stretching back toward the rear of the store was a section of candles and other things Anya knew nothing about.

      I’m in the wrong place. She would have turned to go if not for the pair of dark green eyes beaming at her from behind the register.

      “I—I’m sorry,” Anya managed.

      The woman was tall and had a long fall of dark sandalwood hair. She was also beautiful, a kind of cool impenetrable beauty that made Anya want to check for loose threads or holes in her own clothing. Perfectly balanced cheekbones, a sculpted mouth, and those eyes—Anya blinked. The woman’s eyes outright glowed in the wash of golden light from the store’s ceiling fixtures.

      “No need,” the woman said. “I’m Theo. You are…?”

      Confused and at the end of my rope, thank you. “Anya. Anya Harris. I came to apply for the⁠—”

      The woman’s dark eyebrows drew together briefly. Then her entire face broke into a smile like sunlight. “Of course. You’d prefer morning hours or evening?”

      “E-evening. I have someone I have to take care of.” The air in here seemed richer, full of the scent of growing things. There was a red blooming orchid next to the woman, and it stretched toward her, as if drinking in her heady light.

      She glows. Anya shivered. She glows like I do, but a different color.

      “Perfect,” the woman said. “Tomorrow, at three o’clock. You’re hired. I know the pay may not be all you’d hoped for, but it’s steady work and we’re nice people, I swear.”

      Anya’s jaw dropped. She stood dripping on the Rowangrove’s ‘Welcome’ mat and gaping at the dark-haired woman, who wore a green sweater that brought out the best of her eyes and creamy complexion.

      I’ll bet she’s never had a pimple in her life, Anya thought with a nastiness that both surprised her and slapped her back into an almost-normal thought process. “You’re hiring me? Just like that?”

      “Of course.” The woman laughed, but the laughter was so good-natured it was impossible to take offense. “I know what I’m doing or I wouldn’t be running this place. You need the job, don’t you?”

      Anya nodded. She couldn’t lie. She needed something—and she might be able to find some way to take care of Shell too.

      The bell over the door jangled sweetly, and Anya flinched.

      “Come back tomorrow,” the woman told her. “Three p.m. Don’t be late. And you can bring your little boy with you.”

      I didn’t say anything about a little boy. Anya backed up instinctively. The woman smiled, kindly enough, but Anya’s entire body went cold and prickly with foreboding. Something was going on here. She was backing up so fast she almost tripped, and she braced herself to hit the door.

      Great. I’m going to klutz myself out in the first five minutes.

      She ran into someone, the breath driven out of her in a whoosh.

      Oh, no. Anya whirled, breaking away from a pair of hands that had closed around her shoulders and steadied her—and found herself face to face with two men.

      One was tall, blue-eyed, and white-haired. The one that had steadied her was slightly taller, but his eyes were gray like her own. Straight eyebrows, high cheekbones, a thin no-nonsense mouth, and a thatch of dark hair.

      No, his eyes weren’t like hers. They were cold and flat, nothing soft or forgiving on their icy surface. He looked furious, and not particularly upset about the fact, either.

      “Oh, God,” she said immediately, through a sudden frozen lump in her throat. “I’m sorry.”

      The gray-eyed man wore a long black leather coat—both of them did, but Anya didn’t want to look at the blond man. They both had broad shoulders, taking up too much space. The remainder of Anya’s breath left her in a shocked gasp. Her eyes were drawn irresistibly to the gray-eyed man’s face. He hadn’t shaved—charcoal stubble spread up his cheeks, but it didn’t make him look scruffy. Instead, every single shadow on his face looked planned. He stared at her from eyes infinitely gray as a snowy sky, and Anya’s heart leapt into her throat, pounding as if it wanted to burst out and run merrily around the block.

      Both men looked dangerous and too big for the space they found themselves in. Anya backed up, and the gray-eyed man’s gaze fastened on her throat.

      The bottom dropped out of Anya’s stomach again. “I have to go,” she said breathlessly, and tore her gaze away from the man to look at the woman behind the counter, who’d said something Anya hadn’t heard. “I’m sorry?” Great, now I sound like an idiot as well as a klutz. Get a grip, Anya!

      “Come back at three o’clock tomorrow, Anya. Please.” Now the woman looked puzzled. The air filled with the smell of green growing things, as if she’d just watered the plants in the shop.

      Anya slipped between the two men as thunder roiled the sky again. A crackle of heat slid over her skin. Maybe it was fear. They were both so tall. She caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. The blue-eyed man stepped quickly away, but the other one stood where he was so she had to squeeze past him, holding her breath in case she brushed against him.

      Just as she hit the door, hearing the little bell tinkle again, she heard another female voice, clear and sweet with a breath of salt to it. “What’s all the—oh, hi, Hanson. Theo?”

      “Mari, there’s our new—” But Anya didn’t hear the rest. She was too busy scrambling out into the rain and running back toward the dubious safety of her car. Oddly enough, it wasn’t the green-glowing woman or the shop itself that made her flee.

      It was the gray-eyed man. Because he’d looked at Anya as if he knew her.

      And the shadow of something dark hung around him, perfuming the air with the scent of the nasty things that had driven Anya from all her homes.
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      Jack’s gaze followed the witch as she ducked out the door and into the stinging rain. He catalogued her automatically: small and fragile, her black hair cut haphazardly, as if she’d trimmed it herself, her gray eyes wide and fearful.

      She had flinched away as she squeezed past, Jack’s feet all but nailed to the floor. It was a sheer impossibility, one he was having a little trouble processing.

      The glow coming from her hadn’t hurt him.

      What the hell?

      “What the hell was that?” Mari put her hands on her hips, her eyes burning blue. She shook her tumbled golden curls back, and the light flaring from her made Jack’s bones twitch yet again. The spike of pain shocked him back into rational thought. Nothing was wrong with him; the other Lightbringers still made him hurt.

      “Our new employee,” Theo replied softly. “I think she’s a witch, Mari. And I think she’s in trouble.”

      “Well, that’s par for the course.” Mari pulled her blue sweater up on her shoulder. “What’s he doing?”

      “I’m going after her,” Jack told Hanson. “Take care of your witch, Watcher.”

      “Honor, brother.” Something like mischief sparkled in Hanson’s blue eyes.

      Jack didn’t waste time, just yanked the door open and followed the black-haired witch.

      The smell of jasmine hung on the air—her perfume. His heart pounded, red rising up behind his eyes. Was it true?

      Of course not. You’re just

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Praise for Lilith Saintcrow
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Note
      


      		
        Excerpt from Mindhealer, Book Five in The Watchers Series
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Lilith Saintcrow
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Lilith Saintcrow


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/lililogo.jpg
v\
SAINTCROW





OEBPS/images/cloud-watcher_lilith-saintcrow.jpg
“THE WATCHERS >
oooooooo

CLOUD
WaTCHER.

LILITH SAINTCROW






OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png







