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				Some things lie beneath the surface.
Invisible.
With the power to change everything.

				Joy Malone wants it all—power, freedom and the boyfriend who loves her. Yet when an unstoppable assassin is hired to kill her, Joy learns that being the girl with the Sight comes with a price that might be too high to pay. Love will be tested, lives will be threatened, and everyone Joy knows and cares about will be affected by her decision to stand by Ink or to leave the Twixt forever.

				Her choice is balanced on a scalpel’s edge and the consequences will be more life-altering than anyone can guess.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for Dawn Metcalf and Indelible, book 1 of The Twixt

				“Fans of fae fantasy, YA paranormal and modern fantasy will adore this novel and find themselves willingly trapped within the Twixt. Read. This. Book!”
—Serena Chase for USATODAY.com’s Happy Ever After blog

				“Regular readers will know I’m an unabashed fan of faery books, but as a fan, I’ve read a lot of them, and it takes a lot to impress me. Indelible definitely impressed me.”
—Niko Silvester for About.com

				“This exhilarating story of Ink and Joy has marked my heart forever. Dawn Metcalf, I am indelibly bound to you. More!”
—Nancy Holder, New York Times bestselling author of Wicked

				“[Metcalf’s] rich physical descriptions create a complex fey world that coexists uneasily with the industrialized human one. An uneven but eventually engaging story of first love, family drama and supernatural violence.”
—Kirkus Reviews

				“Dangerous, bizarre, and romantic, Indelible makes for a delicious paranormal read, and I for one can’t wait to see more of the Twixt.”
—Bookyurt

				“I was hooked from the very first page to the very last. I couldn’t stop reading. The way Metcalf’s writing style flows and the way the plot is perfectly paced just left me completely obsessed.”
—Gabby for Chapter by Chapter 
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				This is for all the heroes around the table
(you know who you are!)
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				ONE

				JOY STOPPED ON the sidewalk at the sound of creaking wood. It was a wintry sound, both ominous and familiar. Despite the July heat, she shivered. She was just leaving work, exhausted and perfumed in garlic, cooking oil and sweat. Joy glanced around the back lot behind Antoine’s Café, adjusted her black apron over her arm and walked a little faster.

				Fishing inside her purse, Joy skipped over her keys and her phone and went straight for the scalpel she kept hidden in the side pocket. She stumbled on a crack in the cement and cursed her decision to wear chunky heels to work. Clomping down the concrete, her footsteps obscured the sound of whatever followed. A prickle at her neck brought back icy memories and a half-remembered twinge in one eye. Should she shuck off her shoes or was she being totally paranoid? After all, it could just be the wind.

				Right.

				Contrary to the four-leaf clover in her wallet, it would be just her luck to be harassed by one of the Twixt on her way home from work.

				She crossed beneath the overpass, echoes of her shoes bouncing over themselves in her haste to leave the busy downtown area. The Folk were notorious busybodies, but they could also be dangerous to humans. Curious as cats, they’d been peeking out at her from between buildings or through broken windows or from under birds’ nests, wanting to catch a glimpse of either the ex-lehman who’d escaped her bonds to the Master Scribe or the infamous girl with the Sight who’d somehow managed to keep both her freedom and her eyes. Joy wasn’t sure why she’d suddenly become more interesting over the past month, but the strange, inhuman paparazzi were getting bolder.

				Those who had first appeared had been harmless, if unnerving, and Graus Claude had said the attention would pass once the novelty wore off. Then, last week, two dryads had whispered warnings to stay out of their world. Three days ago, a short, furry-haired creature had said that she should watch her back. Yesterday, a sprite wearing a floppy red cap had stood on the corner, smiling serenely while picking his fingernails with a serrated knife. The Folk were growing more menacing by the day.

				Another scrape. Closer this time.

				Joy’s heart thudded in her ears. She’d been preparing for this.

				When the shadow moved, Joy lifted the scalpel, a thin stroke of silver that identified her in the otherworld. Knees bent, she readied herself for what she might see.

				An armored knight, the color of old blood, emerged from behind a large fir tree. He held a longsword at attention, sunlight streaming down its length. Joy stared at the blood-colored knight, frozen in a foggy trance of disbelief.

				His foot hit the pavement, a gritty scratch of metal on stone. The sound snapped her awake.

				“I’m under the Edict,” she said quickly, the words tumbling out of her mouth. “The Edict,” she said again with a bit more force. “As decreed by the Council of the Twixt.”

				The knight stepped forward. Joy stepped back.

				“Duei nis da Counsallierai en dictie uellaris emonim oun,” she tried again.

				He took another step toward her.

				She shook the blade in her hand. “I bear Ink’s scalpel...”

				The knight lifted the massive sword above his head.

				Somehow she knew that wouldn’t work.

				The sword scythed through the air, carving a parting whoosh in its wake. Joy’s brain stalled as the armored knight lunged. She gripped the scalpel. Her voice cracked.

				“Stop!”

				Ignoring her, the knight swung down at a wide angle. Joy stumbled off the sidewalk. The moment felt slow-motion surreal; she could see the sword tip passing her cheek—it was nicked and spotted with brown.

				Out of the corner of her eye, Joy saw a woman push a double stroller across the street.

				Screw the shoes. Joy kicked off her clogs and threw her purse. And the apron. It billowed like a cape, catching the sword and tangling it. She ran barefoot on the grass, adrenaline crackling and popping under her heels in manic bursts as she vaulted the manicured hedge into the wilder wood beyond. A steady banging followed.

				Joy pounded over the uneven surface, her feet slamming into sticks and pebbles as she dived between the trees. There was a golden heat to running that soared up her limbs, shooting lightning from her soles up her spine. She had the advantage of being light and fast, but the knight charged after her, chugging like a train. She could hear his panting breath behind the metal faceplate.

				Joy dodged around a tree and headed deeper into Mother Nature, avoiding broken glass bottles and bright-colored trash. She wove through the woods, putting as many trees, stumps and bracken between herself and her pursuer as possible. She cut to the north, inhaling deeply, tasting pollen and pine.

				Tripping over a root, she grunted as pain exploded in her big toe and shot up her leg. Joy pushed through the injury and kept running, leaving the yellow-hot spark of agony somewhere far behind. Later, she would deal with it. Right now, she needed speed.

				She broke through a small clearing, a patch of sun and weeds. She felt like leaping over the ferns and punching out a series of handsprings, but that was muscle memory talking. Her brain still equated running with gymnastics, but after her past few months as part of the Twixt, she knew that running equaled evading certain death.

				The knight barreled through the woods, snapping fallen branches and lumbering up the incline. Energy frothed inside her, a flush of heat tickling over her arms and neck, filling her with a lightness, a clarity in speed. There was a heady rush to running for her life through the green grass. Joy felt like laughing. Perhaps she’d finally cracked? How else could she explain getting attacked by a medieval knight on a Thursday evening?

				Whipping her tiny blade sideways, she wished that she could slice through worlds like Ink and cursed, not for the first time, that she no longer bore his signatura so he could not feel her panic or hear her call his name through the wind. Her skin was clean of True Names given form, so if she screamed, there’d be no one to hear.

				Joy ran.

				The land dipped and broke. A shelf of ragged earth loomed above a shallow crevice where the ground fell away. Joy scrabbled over the old streambed, using the smooth rocks as stepping-stones, tearing the seam of her capris as she jumped the ridge—long legs splayed out in a perfect one-eighty—stuck the landing on the other side and kept going. The clang and sweep of metal plates crashed somewhere far below. Joy wished again for the flash of light, the spark of connection that had bound her to Ink, now severed. Gone.

				She knew it wouldn’t work, but she couldn’t help it.

				“Ink! Ink! Ink!” Joy chanted as she ran, willing him to hear her. The trees ahead began to thin, and she heard the distant roar of cars.

				There was a sudden explosion accompanied by a shriek of birds. The force pushed her forward, and she shielded her eyes from several fat splinters that bit into her skin. Something slammed into her shoulder, spinning her around.

				Ears ringing, Joy squinted at the dark red sword stuck halfway through a ruined tree. The trunk’s shredded innards burst out in a jagged fluff of destruction. Bits and pieces of pulp peppered her entire body and most of the surrounding green. Pitter-patters of falling debris joined the snap of shattered wood. Through the ringing in her head, she could still hear the determined clomp-clomp of armored boots.

				She blinked. The world slowly tilted. There was a deep, resonant crack as the massive tree began to list, groans and tiny clicks ricocheting off the surrounding forest as the trunk came crashing down. A gust of wind smacked Joy full in the face, blasting clouds of dirt and mulch. The knight had cut down a tree by throwing his sword and was now crossing the riverbed, headed toward her. Her hands tingled as terror splashed through her veins.

				Joy squeezed the scalpel and spat wood chips off her lips. She tried to believe what Ink had said, what Graus Claude had said, tried to remember Inq’s advice, but as the rust-crusted helmet cleared the ridge, all Joy could feel was the quiet knowledge that she was about to die in the woods in bare feet while holding a pathetic metal weapon no bigger than a pencil. She pointed the tip toward her attacker.

				“Leave me alone!” she said.

				The knight ignored her, reaching for the embedded sword, hand open for the hilt.

				Joy shouted, “Stop!”

				The ground spit up bits of leaf and stone as a line slithered through the earth like a whip just inches from the knight’s plated boot.

				Joy stared. The knight paused, and his helmet turned slowly to Joy.

				The moment curled like a question mark.

				Joy almost shrugged. Almost.

				What was that...?

				Grabbing the sword hilt, the knight swung around sharply. Joy stumbled back. The sword cleaved and clanged against something invisible, throwing off sparks that died in the dirt.

				Joy blinked. That was a ward!

				The knight tried another pass, pushing through a cloud of dust that smelled of campfire smoke. Joy could almost feel the sword’s impact against the invisible shield. She smiled unsteadily, knowing that her friends must be nearby, even if she could not see them yet.

				“Hey!” Joy shouted into the woods. “Over here!”

				The knight drew his sword slowly in salute and charged—ten feet away, nine, eight.

				Joy dived around the back of a tree and ducked. There was a punch of impact and a half-imagined grunt as the knight missed her head as she scrambled for the next bit of cover. He withdrew his sword with a snarl and pursued. Joy turned and ran faster, toes gripping the moss. She spun midstride, sweeping her tiny blade sideways—there was a grating shing as a piece of metal split and thunked against the ground.

				The knight stumbled back. Joy sprinted up the next swell. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that the lower faceplate had split in half, exposing a gray chin full of bristles, black gums and blue teeth.

				In case she had any doubts that this was one of the Twixt.

				The wash of fear came again, sparkling and brutal, pushing Joy up up up! through the next tangle of thorns. She bounced off a birch trunk and, misjudging the distance, tripped over a thick branch and skinned her knee. Joy wondered why she was running and not climbing. But what good would that do? The knight had made a tree explode!

				As if the thought were a prescient tap on the shoulder, Joy turned to see the knight’s elbow rise, arm cocked, shoulder back, before he hauled off and threw. The sword zinged through the air toward her. She stupidly, helplessly, raised her arms.

				A ball of fire and superheated steam burst against an invisible wall. Joy’s hair blew in the aftershock, and she felt moist heat coat her face. A figure dropped from a fissure in the sky, backlit by the wash of flame. He held a straight razor in one hand and her purse in the other; a silver chain swung heavily from a pocket at his hip. He glanced at her with his all-black eyes.

				“Joy,” he said.

				She coughed and wiped a splinter off her forearm.

				“Hi.”

				Ink tossed her purse to the forest floor. The fallen sword at his feet smoked and smoldered, dead leaves curling to ash beneath it. The knight barreled forward. The black-eyed Scribe moved, nimble and daring, drawing a complicated design in the air. Another ward gleamed into place. Ink spoke through the shimmer of gold, his voice carrying across the wood.

				“I do not know you,” Ink said to the wounded knight. “But you shall not harm her. She is protected under the Edict.” His voice grew taut. “And she is protected by me.”

				The armored thing howled, charged and, with a last-moment shift, ran full force into a tree, disappearing in a shiver of pine needles.

				Silence.

				Joy backed away from the nearest tree, expecting a fresh attack. Ink extended his arm protectively across her body, holding his razor steady against the quiet. Joy pressed close, scanning the forest.

				“Where did he go?” she asked.

				Ink glanced around the glade. Branches swayed overhead. Leaves rustled. Querulous birds peeped.

				“I suspect ‘away,’” he said.

				Joy nodded. “Away,” she repeated, breathing fast. “Away is good.”

				Ink hadn’t dropped his weapon, so neither did she. The tip of her scalpel—previously his scalpel—shook in her grasp. It looked a lot less confident than his straight razor. She could barely feel it in her hand, her fingers tight and numb, but she could feel him: a solid, calm presence with the gentle scent of rain. She swallowed against the sawdust in her throat.

				“Can we go?” she asked. “Away?”

				Ink picked up the sword and pressed her hand to his chest. “Away is good,” he said as he sliced the air sideways.

				They stepped through the breach with a sharp scent of limes.

				* * *

				Joy could feel Ink’s hands on her face, the first sensation that pierced the cottony blanket of shock. They were in her room, in her house, and everything had that double-take quality of being suddenly normal, which felt strange.

				“Are you all right?” Ink asked.

				She coughed, tasting wood on her tongue. “Never better.”

				The straight razor was gone, probably back in his wallet, and Joy watched Ink pluck bits of tree out of her hair.

				“I thought you said you were only receiving threats,” Ink said. “This was considerably more than a threat.”

				“This is the first time someone’s attacked me,” Joy said, brushing dirt from her ruined pants. “There’ve been snide comments, a lot of staring and some ultimatums, but Graus Claude said to ignore it. I didn’t think anyone would actually do anything.” A sigh stuttered out of her mouth. She shook her head, feeling the tension in her shoulders slip toward angry embarrassment. “I thought the Council’s Edict was supposed to protect me.”

				“It should,” Ink said and picked up the sword. The smoke curling off it was tinted with mist. He turned it over, not bothered in the least by its obvious weight. “Although this might be evidence to the contrary.” Joy studied Ink’s face. It was still hard to tell if he was being funny or not. He glanced over the blade at her. “Did you announce yourself?”

				“Yes! I told him that I was under the Edict in English and the Old Tongue,” she said. “Graus Claude made me repeat it often enough. I could say the words in my sleep!” She dropped the purse that had somehow been clutched in her hand. Her apron was stuffed inside. She still had no shoes and her feet were filthy. Joy paced her room, feeling the adrenaline ebb, leaving her weak and shaky and altogether freaked out. She didn’t like it. Even with Ink’s wards protecting her house, she was supposed to be able to live her life free from harm—that was what the Council had promised after she’d helped them take down Aniseed.

				She stopped pacing. “Is this Edict thing for real?” she asked. “Was that what triggered the ward?”

				“No,” Ink said, examining the room. “That was me.”

				That still didn’t explain what had happened before he’d arrived, when the armored knight had reached for his sword. Joy frowned. “How did you find me?”

				Ink blinked his fathomless eyes and smiled.

				“It is you who have Sir John Melton’s boon,” he said. Joy still had a tough time believing that her four-leaf clover actually worked.

				“Good thing, too,” she said, rubbing her arms as if cold. “That was... Is there a stronger word for ‘terrifying’?” She shook her bangs from her eyes and paced in place. “So are we sure that the Edict’s actually working?” she asked. “I mean, if it’s not protecting me, then what about Dad? Or Stef? My brother’s coming home soon...” The idea of putting her family in danger made Joy physically sick.

				“The Edict is in place,” Ink said. “I attended the Council session myself.” His voice kept its steel of certainty. “Your family is safe, Joy.”

				Joy twisted her fingers in her shirt. “Well, if I’m so well protected, then what happened back there?”

				Ink almost shrugged. Almost. The subtle cues he picked up from Joy were making him seem more and more human every day. He was learning. They both were.

				“Nothing happened,” he said matter-of-factly. “Which is most likely what the Council would say if we brought it to their attention.” Ink held up a hand to forestall comment. “You were not actually injured,” he pointed out, his black eyes sweeping over Joy. “They would agree that you look well enough. Yes, it was more than a threat, but not much more.” Ink rolled a piece of wood pulp between his fingers. “Yet...this person knew about the Edict?” he asked quietly. “He knew who you were?”

				Joy rubbed at the spots of mud on her ruined capris. “I said the words the Bailiwick taught me, and the guy heard me just fine,” she said. “I think I can safely say that he knew exactly who I was.” She rubbed harder as if she couldn’t stop. Ink crossed the room and took her hand in his.

				“You are hurt,” he said simply and tapped his chest. “Here.” He tried to catch her eye to confirm it, but she looked away. Her brain still twitched with firefly sparks. Her heart still pounded—she’d been so scared!—but it seemed as if she was only now feeling it, fierce and intense. Joy shivered. Ink squeezed her hand—it was something he’d learned how to do.

				“I did not see it before,” he confessed. “But I know that just because a thing cannot be seen does not mean it is not there.” His voice lilted, coaxing. Joy nodded and squeezed his hand back. Her face felt hot. Her hands felt cold. She was overly conscious of Ink’s worry feeding hers. He sighed. “I cannot take back what has happened, and I cannot undo it,” he said. “Would that I could.” He brushed the hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear, his fingers lingering there. She remembered that first touch. His voice was open, crisp and clear. “What can I do?”

				She whispered, “Hold me.”

				Ink brought her close, and Joy wrapped her arms around him, pulling him hard against her as if she could press his solid calm into herself. Her heart thudded against his chest, an answering echo rebounding against her skin. She took several deep breaths, and it was several heartbeats later before she realized that he was copying her every move: his hand was in her hair just as hers was in his; his touch on her back was exactly where her palm rested on him. She could tell by the subtle changes of his body and skin that he was moving his senses to accommodate her—his muscles grew more pliant, his skin warmed to the touch, the strength in his arms became more like flesh than like stone. Joy smiled at herself and at him.

				“Thank you,” she said. “This is perfect.”

				He rested his chin on her shoulder. “A hug means many things,” he said. “Over thirty-six, by my count.”

				Joy chuckled. “You’re counting?”

				“Yes,” he said.

				Joy laughed aloud, watching his smile dimple. Ink was funniest when he didn’t realize it.

				“You feel better,” he said.

				Joy nodded. “I do.”

				“Good,” he said. “Then I will go and see what ‘happened back there.’” He dropped his hands abruptly. Joy thought maybe they should work on his exits. She stepped back knowing that the wards he’d carved around her home would keep her safe, but she felt better having him there. Just in case.

				Ink paused, inspecting her face. Perhaps he saw her concern? He was getting very good at reading her subtle cues.

				“Do not worry,” Ink said and underlined the statement with a slice of his razor, unzipping a door through time and space. He placed a slow kiss on her bottom lip, soft and tender. He felt that. She did, too. “I will return soon.”

				Joy nodded and was still nodding as he disappeared, realizing a second too late that he’d left the smoldering sword behind.

				She yanked her bathrobe off its hook and threw it over the longsword, snatched her phone on her way to the kitchen and quickly closed the door behind her.

				Just in case.

				* * *

				She texted Stef, asking about his ETA, then pinged Monica as she entered the kitchen and leaned her elbows on the breakfast bar.

				Home at last, she typed. Shift over = FREEDOM!

				It took her best friend only a second to reply, if that.

				Lol! Celebrating? Happy dance?

				Joy smiled. After standing on her feet all day, she hadn’t gone dancing in weeks. She’d almost forgotten that places like the Carousel existed. Almost. You free?

				Expensive as always, but im worth it!!!

				Joy laughed as she sat down on a stool.

				“Hi, honey.” Her father waved from the den. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

				“I’m a ninja,” Joy said as she typed back a series of smiley faces. “It’s all part of staff training. It’s why we wear black.”

				Her father chuckled as he hauled himself off the couch with a groan. His new gym routine included heavy cardio and weighted squats. Despite the grumbling, he had lost almost thirty pounds. He looked good, if tired. “I didn’t know waitresses required the art of stealth.”

				Joy smirked. “We’re sneaky that way.”

				He tugged her ponytail as he passed her on the way to the counter. “Well, I’m glad you’re home safe,” he said. Joy felt a twinge of guilt as she hid her mud-and-wood-pulp-spattered pants beneath the counter. She concentrated on typing a reply to Monica.

				Any chance u can come over? Im stuck at home.

				“I wanted to talk with you about something,” her father said by the sink.

				“Oh?” Joy said as she read: Can Gordon come 2? Or is this estrogen-only?

				Monica and Joy spent time with their respective boyfriends, but also had a regular Girls’ Night since, as Monica insisted, it was always important to stand by your sisters. Monica always checked if it was a co-ed party first.

				Joy typed: Gordon=good times! Will see u 2 when?

				“I’m glad we’ve been having a great time together this summer,” he said as he scraped the last of his Lean Cuisine into the disposal. “That camping trip to the lake will be one for the record books.”

				“Mmm-hmm.” Joy nodded, still typing.

				“But, you know,” he said nervously, “I also want to spend some quality time with Shelley...” As she waited for a reply, Joy imagined her father’s girlfriend—Shelley wasn’t a bad person, but it was still a bit weird, his having a life without Mom.

				Xcellent! Will your boy be there 2?

				Joy sighed. After five months, Monica was still attempting to meet Joy’s mysterious boyfriend. Joy couldn’t blame her, but, besides being inhuman, Ink was invisible to those without the Sight. Still, she gave her BFF points for trying. She typed back, Ummmmmmmmm, no.

				“...and I made sure we’ll have more family time with Stef at the end of August,” her father said gently. Joy realized that he’d been talking the whole time and she’d tuned him out. She looked up and smiled to prove she’d been listening. Sort of.

				“Sure, Dad,” Joy said. Her phone buzzed in her hand. 1 hour? Joy hit a colon, a dash and an end parenthesis. Send. “No problem.”

				Her father smiled, both pleased and relieved.

				“Thanks, Joy,” he said, giving her shoulders a squeeze. “I appreciate it.” She blew a kiss at him while scrolling through texts, her attention glued to the screen. He sighed. “And I really appreciate that you agreed to pay for that new data plan upgrade,” he added. “Otherwise I would have to yank that thing out of your hands right now.”

				Joy hugged her phone against her chest and glared at him. “Hey!”

				He laughed. “Well, at least I got your attention. Though why you need unlimited worldwide calling is beyond me...” Joy thought about her latest pics from Tuan and Antony’s trip to Belize and said nothing. It was one of the few ways she kept in touch with the Cabana Boys. It made her feel like one of them, one of the group, included—it was something she hadn’t realized she’d been missing since quitting the gymnastics team nearly two years ago, and she was more than willing to pay for it.

				“Okay.” Her dad kissed the top of her forehead. “I’m headed out.”

				“Poker night?” she asked.

				“No, just a few rounds of darts with some guys from Doolin’s.”

				Joy whistled. “Look who’s Mr. Popular!”

				“It starts by getting out of the house,” he said. “You really ought to try it someday.”

				Joy mock frowned and crouched over her phone. “Outside bad! Dark. Scary. Inside good! TV. Food.”

				Dad rolled his eyes. “Don’t wait up.”

				“Bye!” She waved over her shoulder. “Have fun!”

				“Emergency number’s on the fridge in case you decide to break another window...”

				Would she ever live that down? Joy turned and shouted, “Bye, Dad!”

				He grinned boyishly as he shut the door.

				Joy shook her head and typed a final message to Monica.

				Guys r weird.

				Monica’s reply came in all caps:

				AMEN, SISTER!!!

				* * *

				With an hour to burn, Joy decided to clean her room rather than surf online. It would be tougher to tease her brother for being the family slob if her room looked messy when he got home. After filling her trash bag and emptying the hamper, Joy dusted off her dresser and wiped down the shelf that held three printed invitations to various swanky parties in Zurich, Melbourne and Moscow (care of Nikolai, on tour); a heavy glass snow globe from Glacier Bay, Alaska (from Enrique’s latest adventure); a cashmere infinity scarf (from Luiz in Paris); and an odd collection of figurines—what Ilhami called “booby dolls”—from various cultures around the world. She had eight so far, wide-hipped, big-bellied and well-endowed, lined up in a row. Ilhami thought sending them to the “Cabana Girl” was hilarious. He had even scribbled eyes on one of them in Sharpie marker, which was probably sacrilegious, but Joy got the reference: knocked up by Indelible Ink.

				As if on cue, Ink zipped into her room through the space next to her nightstand.

				“What are you doing?”

				Joy shrugged and put down the booby doll. “I’m cleaning,” she said into the mirror, which failed to catch Ink’s reflection behind her. “I was bored.”

				“I see,” he said with a smile. “You know, if you are ever bored, you can always call Inq.”

				Joy neatened her ponytail. “I’m not that bored.”

				He laughed. “Probably wise,” he said. He draped her pink bathrobe across the bed and picked up the sword. He inspected the weapon closely, watching the light gleam off the nicked and pitted blade. “The Bailiwick often says to be wary of wishing for an interesting life,” he said casually. “And while I have been gone, I have discovered many interesting things.”

				Joy twisted her fingers in her shirt. “Such as?”

				Ink’s eyes flicked to her. “I went back to the edge of the Glen where we fought,” he said. “And you were right—I do not think this was an idle threat.”

				Joy crossed her arms against a sudden prickly chill. “So do you think that one of the Folk was really trying to kill me?”

				“I do not know.” Ink’s boyish face grew serious. “To know that, we must bring this—” he hefted the sword “—to Graus Claude.”

				Joy scraped her bare feet against the carpet. “‘We?’”

				“Of course.” Ink grinned and held up her discarded clogs in his left hand. “Clearly, I can’t leave you alone for a minute.”

				“Ha ha.” Joy took her lost shoes and slipped them on. “Monica and Gordon are on their way here,” she said. “To keep me company.” She almost added, I wish you could meet them. Almost. But didn’t. It was impossible, dangerous and probably stupid to expose her friends to her other life in the Twixt. And Monica and Joy’s motto had always been No Stupid.

				“It will only be a moment,” Ink reminded her.

				“If that,” she said, smiling. “I remember.” And took his hand.

				A flick and a swish of citrus-scented breeze and Joy stepped from one world into the next.
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				TWO

				THE BAILIWICK’S GRAND brownstone was both impeccable and impressive. Its stone steps were swept clean, the ironwork polished and the miniature evergreens flanking the door had been replaced with urns of hardy bamboo. The stalks rattled in the wind as Ink rapped the brass knocker twice.

				Kurt answered the door in his crisp black suit with white mandarin collar. Joy was overly conscious of her dusty clothes, but she’d arrived in worse states before. The butler stepped aside, making just enough room for Ink and Joy to enter past the bulge of his gun under his jacket. Today, Joy took comfort in Kurt being cautious.

				She was about to say hi but then noticed that they were not alone. A strange woman sat in one of the foyer’s wingback chairs, her fist pulling a hooded cloak tightly around her face. She looked nervous, her yellow-gold eyes wide. A strange sort of squiggle ran along the edge of her jaw. She tucked her feet under her chair, politely allowing Joy to pass, but kept staring at the sword in Ink’s hand. Joy quickly sat in the second wingback chair, noticing that it no longer matched its twin—it had a different, though complementary, floral pattern, and the crystal bowl of eggs was notably missing. Joy wondered if she’d been the cause of both changes to the décor.

				Ink offered Kurt his calling card, but the butler held up a gloved hand and beckoned them to follow. Ink withdrew the card and nodded to Joy. She gave an apologetic smile to the shrouded woman, who’d clearly been waiting there first, and hurried down the sconce-lit hall after them.

				Kurt knocked on the great double doors before throwing them wide. The windows were open, flooding the office with light, and a fresh breeze tickled the gauzy inner curtains. Twin basins of lotus flowers lent a watery scent to the air, and jewel-winged dragonflies hovered over the fat lily pads. Natural light spilled into the room, reflecting off the emerald-green lamp and the crystal bowl of roe, now resting on the Bailiwick’s enormous mahogany desk. The Bailiwick himself stood up from his chair like a giant amphibious king before his court.

				“Master Ink, Miss Malone, welcome.” All four of the great toad’s hands bade them enter. Two smoothed the edge of his tailored, pinstripe suit jacket, erasing an offending crease, while two more gestured to the chairs before him. “Please, sit.”

				Kurt backed out of the room, but as he closed the doors, Joy caught a quick smile and a nod, which made her feel better. His stiff, formal demeanor as butler and bodyguard felt unfamiliar to her now. She’d last seen him on a beach in Mykonos, dunking Invisible Inq in the surf.

				Graus Claude settled into his high-backed chair, the great wooden throne groaning under his monstrous bulk. “I have directed Kurt to grant you two immediate audience when I am available,” the Bailiwick said. “Given your recent propensity for dramatic and often untidy entrances, I thought it might be prudent.”

				Ink settled into a chair. “Should that be considered a ‘dubious’ honor?”

				Graus Claude smiled, his ice-blue eyes sparkling. “Quite.” One warty olive hand plucked up a fountain pen while a second clicked the wireless mouse and the third and fourth delicately steepled their fingertips together. “Now, then, to what do I owe the pleasure of this nearly pristine visitation?” Joy wiped her hands against her pants and tried not to think about her muddy shoes. “Might I presume that it has something to do with that sword?”

				“Perhaps,” Ink said. “I would like to know if the Edict is still in place. The one protecting Joy?”

				Whatever Graus Claude might have expected, it wasn’t that. His eye ridge rose, exposing widened icy blue eyes. “Of course. Why do you ask?” he said. “Even if we had held you to your declaration that you were no longer formally involved with Miss Malone, the Council’s decision was based on her service to the Twixt and not dependent on her status as your lehman.” His eyes flicked to Joy. “Although there has been no precedent to rescind an offer due to a change in status since the role of a chosen human consort has always been a permanent one.” Graus Claude’s voice purred. “Yet ‘permanence’ does not seem to apply when it comes to you, Miss Malone.”

				Joy twitched, oddly chastised by his stare. Ink placed the sword on the great toad’s desk with a mellow thunk.

				“Joy was attacked this afternoon by one of the Folk bearing this,” he said.

				Graus Claude picked up the sword and examined it with all his hands. “It is an elemental blade,” he said. “It’s old. Poorly kept. Recently discharged...” The Bailiwick’s nostrils flared and he glanced at Joy. “Are you certain this wasn’t simply a threat, Miss Malone? I warned you that there might be those seeking to test your mettle and that you must not rise to the bait. A human provoking one of the Folk has the onus of fault.” His ice-blue eyes blinked. “Do not let them taunt you into ill-advised action.”

				“He didn’t taunt me,” Joy said. “This armored guy showed up after work and tried to kill me. When I ran into the woods, he threw that—” she pointed at the sword “—into a tree and blew it to pieces.”

				Graus Claude sniffed the blade. “Hmm. Definitely not a mere threat,” he murmured and placed the sword gently back onto his desk. “This was an uncommon weapon forged once upon an age, clearly fallen into disuse, but I cannot imagine how any might attempt to use it to circumvent the Edict. The protective safeguards would be enacted almost instantly.”

				“That ward was you?” Joy asked. “I thought that was Ink.”

				“Not I, Miss Malone,” the noble toad said. “But rather the Council. I am merely one of its members, the comptroller between worlds, hence my title as the Bailiwick of the Twixt.”

				Joy picked a flake of bark off the desk where it had fallen from the sword. “Well, I don’t know why you think that some Council ruling is enough to keep me and my family safe,” she said. “People break laws all the time.”

				“People do. Humans do. The Folk, however, do not,” Graus Claude said. “We aren’t subject to laws the way you are to yours. Human laws are collaborative suggestions that can be bent or broken, but our rules are absolute. Rules of magic dictate how our world works, irrevocably. It is part of the Twixt—we cannot change our true nature any more than our True Names.” Graus Claude spread his hands across the desk. “What the Council decrees are not mere words, Miss Malone. They are laws like sunlight and gravity. They are.”

				“And yet they say that I am safe from the Folk,” Joy said. “But I’m not.”

				“Let’s not be overly dramatic.” Graus Claude’s voice rumbled deep in his chest. “You are safe and sound. You’ve simply been frightened, and for that I apologize on behalf of the Folk. As you know, subtlety is not always a valued trait amongst my people, and they delight in pushing interpretation to their advantage.”

				“No, you don’t understand—if Ink hadn’t shown up...” Joy trailed off, realizing that she still had no idea how Ink had found her in the middle of the woods. She glanced at him. It was hard to tell if he was avoiding her eyes or not.

				Had she managed to call him without his signatura on her skin? Could that happen? Once she’d removed the mark of his True Name, Joy had severed the bond between them, much as she had cut the bonds that linked Aniseed to the millions she’d planned to kill with her magic-borne disease. Afterward, Ink had refused to redraw his mark, insisting that she was better off free, an unclaimed human, despite her asking. They’d decided to base their relationship on choice rather than magic.

				But then how...?

				Ink tapped the sword. “The question on the table is whether or not Joy is safe,” Ink said. “Currently, the answer is ‘no.’ This means that either the Edict has not been implemented, has been rescinded or is fundamentally flawed.” The Bailiwick’s eyes narrowed, but the Scribe continued, unshaken by his employer’s displeasure. “In any case, I would ask that you confirm its present state and status with the Council.” Ink straightened as he added a conciliatory, “Please.”

				The Bailiwick sat back and reconsidered the sword on his desk. He let out a long, slow sigh. “What you ask is fair,” Graus Claude grumbled. “And, in fairness to you both, I will investigate your request as well as offer you some information and advice.” He shifted in his seat much like a frog settling onto its haunches. “Once you exposed Aniseed’s plot to foster a Golden Age by mass human genocide, we found that, while we had apprehended many of her supporters, her guiding sentiment had gained popularity.” The Bailiwick coughed politely as if it could mask his distaste. “As a martyr, Aniseed’s death has given it voice.” He stuffed his fountain pen into its holder in disgust. “The Council has been forced to recognize a faction calling itself the Tide, whose representatives have invoked old precepts that would grant them formal audience as well as a seat on the Council.” He smoothed his four hands over the carved armrests. “If there were any who would be most interested in this sort of base revenge, it would be the Tide.” Graus Claude extended one pointy claw. “And they are most interested in you, Miss Malone.”

				Joy gripped her chair arms. “What? Why?”

				“As an extremist, separatist faction, they see you as the primary example of the danger posed by humanity,” he said. “Sol Leander, the representative of the Tide, accuses the Council of negligence in allowing you to flaunt their jurisdiction by wielding power without authority.”

				Joy gaped. “That’s not true!”

				“Actually, it is,” Ink said. “You ended Aniseed’s reign by erasing her mark as well as Briarhook’s signatura. As well as Inq’s. And mine. Such a thing has never occurred before, and certainly never without consequence.”

				“But I didn’t know—” she began, but Ink continued.

				“In addition, you continue to wield the scalpel, an instrument exclusive to the Scribes, without anyone being able to stop you or lay claim to you, since you are already protected under the Edict. You are what all the Twixt has ever wanted to be—both powerful and free.” Ink’s voice remained neutral, but Joy could tell that he said this with no small amount of pride. The dimples were back.

				Joy tried to put her thoughts into words. “So the Folk...are jealous of me? Or afraid of me?”

				“It is enough to make anyone afraid,” Graus Claude said. “Sol Leander enjoys reminding everyone that his commitment, his auspice, is to survivors of unprovoked attack, like everyone in the Twixt.” He tapped his pen with one hand as another gestured to Joy. Hands three and four held the armrests. “You have abused a system that you cannot possibly understand, and without Master Ink’s signatura, you currently exist outside our parameters, yet inside our protections, which does, indeed, flaunt the authority of the Council.” He lowered his head to Joy’s to impress the weight of his words. “To put it bluntly, you are considered rogue, Miss Malone.”

				He sat back with a satisfied air as Joy nervously tugged at her cuff. “And therein lies the heart of my advice,” he said. “I suggest that, for the sake of peace, you consider the following options—either return the scalpel that can erase marks to Master Ink, thus negating the concern of your power going unchecked, accept his signatura, which would bind you to the laws of the Twixt, or quit this world, Miss Malone.” Graus Claude folded his four arms together. “Walk away from this life and never return.”

				A heavy quiet made the room seem darker. The Bailiwick sat patiently. She blinked at him. What? Was she supposed to decide now? Joy staggered under the dual weight of Ink’s gaze and Graus Claude’s words. Had Ink known this was going to happen? Had she been blind not to see this coming? Or simply hopeful? How long had she thought she could go on without being forced to make a choice? The Bailiwick had warned her it was impossible to be of two worlds and, one day, she would have to choose.

				She took the scalpel out of its pocket. “I’ll give it back.”

				“You cannot,” Ink said. “It was a gift and I gave it willingly.” He turned to Graus Claude. “It is done and cannot be undone. Not even by the Council.” Ink cast a quick warning glance at Joy. Without the scalpel, the Folk might discover that the power of erasure lay not in the scalpel, but in her.

				“So you say,” the Bailiwick answered. “Yet ‘undoing’ seems to be Miss Malone’s specialty and expertise. Besides,” he said, “there are other options.”

				Joy held the scalpel, the metal warm in her hand. It was important to keep up the ruse, protecting her magic and her life, but it was also important that she keep other things, like being human. And being free.

				“Ink doesn’t want me to have his signatura,” she said.

				“Because it binds you,” Ink said.

				“Yes,” Graus Claude agreed. “Precisely its purpose, as a matter of fact.” The Bailiwick tapped his manicured claws against the wood. “Signaturae were developed to safeguard against human entrapment, making slaves of the Folk under the yoke of their True Names. By transferring our magic to sigils, we have secured our freedom. The Scribes, Invisible Inq and Indelible Ink, were created for the sole purpose to mark humans with signaturae.” The great toad’s eye ridge twitched. “That is what they do.”

				“But it must be given willingly,” she said. “A signatura taken by force is powerless. So if Ink doesn’t agree, then that’s that.”

				“I believe you have remarkable talents of persuasion, should you wish to employ them,” Graus Claude said drily. “And it need not be Master Ink’s signatura. It could be anyone’s, but the bond does carry certain obligations and responsibilities that are essential to the Twixt.”

				Joy hadn’t realized that she and Ink had been bound to anything other than one another. When she had been marked as his lehman, Joy was considered to be his human lover/slave/helpmate. What other promises had Ink made by marking Joy? What did the Council know that she didn’t?

				“She is human,” Ink said. “And, unlike us, she has her freedom.” Ink placed a hand over Joy’s. She looked at their joined fingers: human and almost-human, wound together. “She should not have to give that up under pressure from the Council.”

				“Well, I’m not giving you up,” Joy said, dismissing the third option. She looked defiantly at Graus Claude. “I won’t.”

				The Bailiwick sighed around his chins. “One cannot have it all, Miss Malone,” he said, giving his head a palsied shake. “Every choice has its price.”

				Ink regarded Graus Claude coolly. “There must be another way,” Ink said. “And if anyone would discover it, I trust that it would be you.”

				The massive toad’s great eye ridge arced in surprise. “Flattery?” the Bailiwick asked, smiling. “That is a new trick for you, Master Ink.”

				Ink shrugged. “I am learning.” He touched the skin of Joy’s wrist gently, as if remembering how her touch was his first hint at being human, the music of fingers touching, skin on skin.

				Graus Claude rearranged random things on his desk before two of his hands opened a polished wood case and a third withdrew a set of gold-rimmed spectacles. “Very well. Leave me the sword—let me ruminate on the rest. See if I cannot invent some solution.” He nodded to Joy. “Miss Malone, I ask that you consider the obvious alternatives within the month. By then, the Council will most likely demand a formal audience with you, and while I have labored to shield you from them, I cannot sway them from such an action as it would be well within their rights. They will customarily ask you for your voluntary acquiescence to respect their ruling and it might be in your best interest to express a preference with humility and sincerity. The Council is more impressed with a show of vulnerability than strength.” He peered through his tiny lenses, his nostrils squashed flat against his face. “In the meanwhile, Master Ink has informed me that your home is still well fortified with wards of his design. You should be safest there. Wait for my summons, and we shall see what cleverness I can devise.”

				Ink tapped Joy’s hand, but she was the first to speak.

				“Thank you, Graus Claude.”

				“And thank you for your efforts to protect both our worlds,” he replied. “For anyone on the Council to condemn you without question is poor recompense, and I assure you that I, for one, will not allow it.”

				Ink stood. “We are in your debt.”

				Graus Claude speared the Scribe with a sharp glance. “Mind your debts, Master Ink,” he said. “I am certain your sister would counsel likewise.”

				Joy thought back to Inq’s centuries-old deal with Aniseed, the one that might have first inspired the dryad alchemist to try spreading her fatal disease through signaturae. That one tiny trade almost destroyed all of humanity and the Twixt.

				As if by magic, the doors parted and Kurt stood ready to escort them out. “Away with you, now,” Graus Claude said good-naturedly. “Master Ink, always a mystery. Miss Malone, always a pleasure.”

				Ink bowed. “Thank you again, Bailiwick.” He held Joy’s hand as they left the office, exiting into the now-empty foyer with its dark wainscoting, oil paintings and ivory-colored walls. Joy wondered what had happened to the frightened robed woman. Perhaps she’d grown tired of waiting? Joy was suddenly exhausted. An eight-hour shift plus a run for your life, a hot shower and a formal audience with an eight-foot, four-armed amphibian took a lot out of a body.

				“I think we’re starting to annoy him,” Joy said to Kurt as they approached the front door.

				“Nonsense,” Kurt said in his smooth tenor, which Joy still thought at odds with his heavy muscleman body. “The Bailiwick looks forward to your visits. He remarks that they are rarely dull.”

				“I’m so glad that my life is entertaining,” Joy said.

				Kurt bowed a fraction. “Most mortals’ are.”

				Joy considered his words and his carefully neutral expression. Kurt had been a human child who’d survived the Black Plague; his mother had called upon the Folk to save him and the Bailiwick had agreed in exchange for the boy’s servitude, extending Kurt’s mortal life so that he could work off his debt. Kurt had been Inq’s lover, yet never one of her lehman, dedicating his life to killing Aniseed and recently regaining his voice by breaking her curse. He had been trained in swordsmanship, marksmanship, magic, healing and service. His eyes looked old although his face barely looked thirty, and a long scar split his throat like a gruesome smile. Kurt’s life had been entertaining Folk for centuries. Joy wondered if he still considered himself mortal or not.

				“You sound like my sister,” Ink said.

				Kurt almost snorted. “A recreational hazard.”

				Joy smiled. “Please tell Inq hi from me.”

				Kurt placed a gloved hand on the doorknob. “You know she’ll take that as an invitation.”

				“She might, as well,” Ink said. “We would welcome her thoughts on this matter.”

				“I’ll tell her you said so,” Kurt said as he nodded his goodbye and, checking the perimeter, let them through the door.

				Flicking his straight razor, Ink slashed a gaping hole through the thick of the world. Black eyes hard, he shielded Joy from the open air and any who might be watching. Joy slid against his chest as he pulled her forward into nothingness.

				* * *

				Joy stumbled into her room, banging her shin against the side of her bed. Ink strode past her, emerging from the rent inside the closet to check his wards on the window and the door to her room before striding into the hall to examine all the exits. Joy trailed behind him, switching off the house alarm and flipping on lights. It had been barely a minute since they’d left. Time did strange things when she traveled by Scribe.

				“Everything safe?” she asked.

				Ink ran his fingers over the security keypad. “As safe as I left it, but not as safe as I would like.” He marched a quick circuit around the condo.

				“Do you think anything could happen here?”

				Ink crossed the room. “No. I placed enough wards to keep the Folk at bay. Only Inq or I can enter here.”

				“What about Folk like Graus Claude? Or Filly?” Joy asked, thinking of the last time the young Valkyrie had appeared in her kitchen, summoned by a trill of bells. Of course, that hadn’t actually been her kitchen, it had been an illusion, a trap, and, looking around, Joy doubted that the eight-foot-tall Bailiwick could even fit through the hall.

				“Not without your invitation,” Ink said from the den. “You are safe here.”

				“I’m not worried about me,” Joy said, even if it was only half-true. “Stefan is coming home for the last half of summer break, and Dad’ll be here, too.” The prospect of having her family home was both exciting and terrifying. When worlds collide... It was almost like the idea of having Mom and Doug meet Dad and Shelley. While she didn’t like the fact that her mother had left her father for a younger man and moved out to Los Angeles, Joy now accepted that her mom still loved her, but Doug was something Joy hadn’t dealt with yet. When she’d gone to visit in March, he’d been conspicuously absent, which was fine by her. Baby steps. One conniption fit at a time. She took a deep breath. “My family can’t even see the Folk. How are they supposed to keep safe?”

				Ink unfolded his leather wallet on its silver chain. He tucked the razor back into its pocket next to the leaf-tipped wand and the empty compartment where the scalpel used to be, its shape still clearly visible, having molded into the leather over time.

				“I do not believe that they are in danger,” Ink said. “I have been thinking about it more. Elemental blades are most often used in ritual combat. They were once wielded against true elementals, the forerunners who ruled before there was the Twixt, back when the world was divided equally between humans and Folk. The sword we left with Graus Claude was crafted with fire and water, disparate elements—powerful, but unstable, much like its wielder,” he said wryly. “I do not think he was in his right mind. The weapon was not forged for use against humans.” Ink’s eyes sought hers. “Nevertheless, you could have been killed.”

				Joy sat down. “I wasn’t.”

				“No,” Ink said. “But you could have been. Easily. Far too easily. And yet he chased you into the woods—an aged soldier in ancient armor, waving an antiquated sword. He was old, and it had been a long time since he had seen combat.”

				He took her hand, forcing Joy to stop twisting her fingers in her shirt. “How do you know all this?”

				“I inspected that portion of the Glen, following his trail and deciphering his tactics,” he said. “And I was there, with you, at the end. His endurance was waning, his reactions were slow, his aim was poor and his teeth were blue.”

				Joy waited, but Ink gave no further explanation. “Um, what?”

				“The Rakshasa’s fore-teeth turn blue as they age,” Ink said. “So an old soldier came out of retirement for you. Why?” Ink leaned back in his seat. “Perhaps he fought for honor or revenge, yet he fled rather than face the two of us.” He tapped the wallet again. “Honor and revenge are both strong motivators, and I doubt an old soldier’s pride would be weak, so the more believable incentive would be money or madness. If he were mad, he would have not retreated. Therefore, I think it most likely that he was paid to frighten you. His retreat was not out of fear, but prudence. Did you notice when he decided to flee?”

				“When you showed up,” Joy said, sliding her thumb against his. “When you stood by me.”

				“Yes—when he saw that I was there and had no intention of leaving,” Ink said. “I think he was paid only to deal with you, not me, as well, and either the odds were no longer worth the asking price or he left to get further instruction, knowing that he could always try again later.”

				Joy withdrew her hand. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

				“A little,” he said. Joy glared. “Very little,” he amended. “However, you might take comfort in the fact that if your attacker is motivated by money, then he will not be interested in harming anyone else in your family. And since his heart is not bound to it, the task may be easily abandoned.”

				“How?”

				Ink gestured offhandedly. “He can be outbid.”

				Joy stared at Ink in surprise, laughter coloring her words. “You’d buy him off?”

				“If necessary,” Ink said. “Working for the Bailiwick has many rewards, few of which have interested me as I have found them unnecessary. But, should it become necessary, I am confident that I could offer enough wealth to sway anyone motivated merely by greed.”

				“Really?” Joy said, tracing the grain of the table. “So you’re both handsome and rich?” She smiled. “My hero.”

				Ink’s face melted into a true smile. With dimples. “And Graus Claude wonders where I learned flattery.” He reached out a hand—one of his own Joy-like hands—and touched the edge of her eyebrow, tucking her lengthening bangs behind her ear. The touch brought back memories that made her shiver. “I cannot ask you to stay in this house,” he said. “But I would prefer if you did. For tonight, at least. It is one of the few ways I know that you are truly safe.”

				“Okay,” Joy said. “But I can’t stay home forever. Aside from going stir-crazy, I can’t lose my job—with cutbacks going on at Dad’s office, he’s working overtime and I agreed to help out.”

				“I could help you,” Ink said.

				“Thanks, but that’d be tough to explain.” She tried to laugh, but it came out strained. She had been used to her father spending most of his time at work or with his girlfriend, Shelley, but he’d been making the extra effort to be around Joy and would likely notice if she was suddenly freewheeling with lots of time and spending cash. Although the idea of quitting Antoine’s was tempting, her father would ask too many questions she couldn’t answer. She’d never been good at lying.

				Ink brushed her skin lightly and he seemed to come to a decision.

				“Then let me do this,” he said, unwinding a length of string from his neck. He lifted it over his head and held it up for her to see. It was a necklace with a single metal pendant, a rune like a bisected Y etched into its surface. She touched the unfamiliar symbol; the metal was still warm from his skin.

				“What is it?”

				“It is a glyph,” he said, looping it over her neck so that the symbol rested against her breastbone. “A futhark. It can protect you against an unexpected attack. A second chance is sometimes all that you need.” He pressed the tiny symbol against her skin. “I had it made after I confronted Aniseed. If I had worn this, she would not have...” His voice faltered and his expression changed as he recalled the strange sensation of death. “Would not have caught me unawares,” he said. His eyes flicked from Joy to the wallet, and she could see the cascade of thoughts that skittered like a stone skipped across a pond: then he wouldn’t have needed to give Joy his scalpel, she wouldn’t have discovered that she could erase signatura, she would not have been captured by Aniseed and held as ransom for his mark and he wouldn’t have bled to death during the battle on the warehouse floor. Of course, then Aniseed might have killed most of humanity, taking the bulk of the Twixt with it. Joy might have died. Ink might have stayed dead. Aniseed might have lived.

				There was no telling what might have happened. What might have been.

				That one thought scared her most of all.

				“You should keep it...” Joy said, knowing how much that brush with death had shaken him, even if it had been only temporary. The memory of his eyes spilling black as his body collapsed, gushing ink onto the floor, haunted her still. But he tucked the necklace beneath her collar, his fingers lingering at the base of her throat. She felt her pulse jump as his thumb trailed over the smooth silk of her skin.

				“No,” he said almost hypnotically. “This can keep you safe if I am not with you.” Ink drew his fingers along the chain at his hip. “I must go mark a new lama in Tibet, but I will return shortly.” He tilted his face to one side. “I will always come for you, Joy.”

				She nodded, nearly speechless. “I know.”

				Ink touched his lips to hers. She felt him hover, his breath in hers, their mouths closing with delicate symmetry—withdrawing, returning, testing how they fit together—like a welcoming home, soft and warm. She felt a slow heat grow inside her, radiating out.

				“I need you,” he whispered, breaking their kiss. His eyes blinked open, dark wells of forever. “I need you to be safe,” he said. “I need you to be free. If nothing else, and for no other reason, I need you to be free.”

				Joy paused still tasting his breath on her lips. “I don’t understand.”

				“No, you don’t. You can’t. And that is good,” Ink said. “There is an innocence in not knowing what you can lose.” His voice grew stern. “Do not allow anyone to place their signatura on you and claim you as theirs. Your body, your skin, your blood, your tears, your wishes, your dreams—they are yours and yours alone. Do not let anyone take them from you.”

				Joy was taken aback, wondering what he meant and wondering again what she did not know.

				“I won’t,” she said. “I promise.”

				Ink looked at her strangely, almost sadly, drawing his fingers down her cheek. “You cannot promise such a thing,” he said. “You are only human.”

				It was true, she was not bound like the Folk to never tell a lie, but his correction stung nonetheless. Before she could say more, the doorbell chimed. Joy glanced at the clock, disbelieving.

				“Monica,” Joy said.

				Ink stood up, folding his wallet and fitting the chain.

				“I will return to Graus Claude and follow the answers,” he said. “In the meanwhile, please do not take undue risks. Remember, my theory is just a theory, and I would not welcome any opportunities to be proven wrong.”

				Joy touched the glyph under her shirt. “I’ll do my best.”

				Ink half smiled. One dimple only. A hand on her arm. “Thank you,” he said and let his hand trail, a lingering touch on her skin. He stepped back, palmed his razor and opened a neat door with a wave of his hand.

				“Wait,” she said. “One kiss.”

				“One kiss?”

				“One kiss,” Joy said. “Nonnegotiable.”

				His lips were warm and welcome and sweet, holding a promise of their own.

				He rested his head against hers. His voice softened.

				“I love you, Joy Malone.”

				She smiled. “I love you, too.”

				It was all she could say as he disappeared, since she realized in that moment that she no longer had his True Name.
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				THREE

				JOY ANSWERED THE door holding up two mailers.

				“Dino’s or Pizza Pi?”

				Monica snickered as she walked in. “And hello to you, too.” Gordon propped the door open with his shoulder and offered one of two lidded paper cups.

				“I come bearing caffeine,” he said. “One of these iced lattes is for you.” He glanced down. “Nice socks.”

				Joy was wearing mismatched tennies, one green, one pink with daisies; it made her feel more like herself. She accepted a cup and took a sip, bowing. “You are a god.”

				Gordon grinned and shut the door. “It’s nice to be worshipped.”

				“Don’t let the humility fool you,” Monica said, dropping her purse and giving her boyfriend a kiss. In Joy’s head, she still called him “Mr. Wide” due to his quarterback shoulders and the size of his grin. Monica smoothed back her bob. “I vote Pizza Pi.”

				Gordon shrugged. “I’m up for anything with extra cheese.”

				“Don’t say ‘extra cheese’ around me for the rest of the day,” Joy said, snagging a phone and checking the number on the flyer. “If I hear one more order for anything involving extra cheese, I will seriously lose whatever is left of my mind.” She flumped on the bare couch. Joy missed the old afghan, but even after several covert washings, the yarn had snarled itself around the crusted stains of Twixt and human blood. She’d had to throw it out and tell her father that
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