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 Chapter One

 


Burn already, damn you. Jaycie Nevil squinted
at the palm of the hand she held before her until it blurred.
Despite her laser focus, it refused to give off even a tiny spark.
Tears sprang to her eyes, and her teeth gritted, but she refrained
from snarling out her frustration.

While the day hadn’t darkened on her and Cora
Osler, her companion, it hadn’t brightened either. What she
wouldn’t trade for a flash of light. Although only a student mage,
she ought to manage at least a soft glow. She sucked in a deep
breath, preparing to make one more attempt.

“Stop. You’re exhausting yourself for no
reason,” Cora said.

Jaycie exhaled, dropping the hand to her
side.

“What else is there to do?” She glared at the
other woman, who ignored the animosity and eased onto a nearby
rock, her goddess gown puddling around her. Her dainty feet,
adorned with golden strapped sandals, peeked out from beneath the
white, gauzy folds.

“Rest. Gather strength.” Cora propped an
elbow on her knee and rested her chin on her hand. Long, dark brown
ringlets cascaded over her shoulders.

Jaycie forgot her surroundings and drank in
the woman’s beauty. But only for a moment. Then reality came
crashing back, and she let out a childish wail.

“I can’t. I’m so sick of walking and getting
nowhere. Why won’t you help?”

Cora sighed and shook her head. “Sit,
child.”

It wasn’t an order, but the commanding tone
made Jaycie drop to the dirt. Hugging her shins, she pressed her
forehead to her kneecaps and closed her eyes.

The ground was neither cold nor hot.
Everything in this place was a drab and dreary neutral. Sometimes,
she considered that fortuitous, but other times, she’d have
welcomed a change in any direction. Where was the terror Cora had
claimed awaited them this way?

“I understand your frustration.”

Without looking up, Jaycie said, “Do you?”
Based on what she observed, nothing about the situation panicked or
frustrated Cora. Why should it? She belonged in Hades.

Jaycie silently cursed her boyfriend and
unborn baby’s father, Chase Spenser. He’d summoned Cora, his birth
mother, from the spirit world to learn her identity. While an
excellent idea, it’d backfired. When he sent Cora back to the
spirit realm, she’d dragged a pregnant Jaycie through the doorway
with her just as Chase slammed it shut. Not only had he closed the
door he’d opened to bring Cora through, but he’d also sealed every
opening between the worlds.

“Sweetie, I understand more than you know. Do
you think I want to be here?”

Jaycie shrugged, continuing to rest her
forehead on her knees to avoid meeting Cora’s eyes. They reminded
her too much of Chase’s, and thinking about him made her ache and
deepened her frustration. Surely he was working to get those doors
open and help her escape. Anytime her mind wandered in that
direction, she shut it down cold. Not that she didn’t trust him to
rescue her, but she refused to sit idle. What if something had
happened to him? No, she needed to depend on herself and no one
else.

Oh, goddess, I’m going to die in here.

“You won’t die here.”

A low growl escaped Jaycie. She’d forgotten
spirits could read minds. “I’ve asked you not to eavesdrop on my
thoughts.”

“Sorry.” Cora said the word absently, putting
its sincerity into question.

Jaycie raised her head but continued to avoid
meeting the spirit woman’s gaze. Instead, she stared out over the
dull landscape. “Maybe I’m tackling this all wrong.”

In three directions she saw only dry, dark
soil interspersed with rocks. No trees or grasses interrupted the
bleakness. In the fourth direction flowed the River Styx, a wide
lapis-blue river topped with frothy whitecaps. The violent current
made a constant waterfall sound, and mist shrouded the distant
shores. According to Cora, that way was barred to Jaycie because
she was a mortal. So far, they’d walked parallel to the river
because it seemed the safest and most sensible route. What if they
left the water? Would that take them closer to the physical plane
even if it remained invisible?

“We should stay here,” Cora said. She’d made
that suggestion more than once since they’d arrived.

Jaycie didn’t understand. Why not help
themselves? Without a logical reason for staying their course, she
ignored the advice, but the words prompted her to stand. She
started trudging away from the river without checking if Chase’s
mother followed.

“What are you doing? Where do you think
you’re going?” The panic in the woman’s voice halted Jaycie’s
progress and spun her around. Cora now stood with her hands
clasped, as though beseeching.

“Away from here. What difference does it make
to you in which direction we go? We’ve seen nothing and no one, and
you’ve done nothing to help me.”

“We have to stay near the river.”

“Why? You told me the way we were walking
held terror. You said the opposite direction held horror. I’ve
found only emptiness and this river. What’s over that way?” She
waved her hand in the direction she’d started walking.

Cora remained silent, watching. She licked
her lips, and Jaycie wondered how a spirit could have dry lips.

“What’s over there? If you don’t tell me,
I’ll find out when I get there.”

“It’s away from home.”

“You mean your home. Hades.”

Cora shrugged. “You’re safer near the river.
Chase can locate you here.”

Jaycie took a few steps closer to Cora. “If
he makes it to this side, he knows how to track me.” As she said
the words, relief at the truth behind them washed over her. Chase’s
abilities as a mage eclipsed hers, and if he made it to the spirit
plane, he’d have come prepared—unlike Jaycie, who’d been yanked
here unexpectedly.

“Follow or don’t; I’m going that way.” She
waved again in the direction she intended to take and resumed
walking.

 


***

 


Chase stood on the periphery of Hades in his pajamas,
bathrobe, and slippers and heaved a sigh. Not appropriate attire
for traversing the underworld, but the trip had been … unexpected.
At least his footwear had sturdy soles and soft suede that kept his
feet warm, and he wasn’t naked under the robe. When Jaycie slept
with him, he often went to bed nude. Of course, if she’d been
there, he’d have no reason to force his way into the spirit realm,
so the point was moot.

He drank in the powerful essence of Jaycie’s
energy. It’d been so long since he’d felt her, touched her, and now
he sensed her energy in the spirit plane. The moment the door he’d
cracked between the worlds closed behind him, he focused all his
efforts on locating her trail. He didn’t even care if Risto Fina,
master mage and Chase’s birth father, followed him from the
physical plane. If he did, it would mean access to the spirit realm
had opened again, and he needn’t fret anymore over helping all
trapped beings find their way home; he could concentrate on
rescuing Jaycie. Which is what he was doing anyway, but with his
conscience hacking away at his emotional equilibrium.

Worry about that later. He pressed his
hand to his abdomen, where a slow gnawing threatened to eat its way
through his intestines. He could tell himself making Jaycie the
priority would help everyone, but his gut begged to differ.

One scan of the dreary landscape and the
raging river gave him the incentive he needed to press on after
her. The thought of his girlfriend trapped in this depressing place
with their unborn child motivated him to follow her trail, the rest
of humanity be damned. In due course, he’d get to them. He wasn’t
forgetting about other people; he was saving his family.

Standing in her energy after days of living
without her rejuvenated him and gave him hope. If he helped her,
he’d simultaneously help everyone else. A sense of urgency caught
up to him then, and he followed her trail, grateful that his mage
sensitivities were so acute he tracked her without spellcasting. He
strode forward, walking parallel to the raging river he assumed was
the River Styx. As he trotted along, he took a moment to appreciate
that he’d landed himself in Hades—or at least on the edges of it.
None of his fellow students could say the same.

His self-congratulations paused when he
detected a large, dark blob in the distance. In the surrounding
murk, it appeared as a black mass against the gloomy landscape, the
only thing breaking the monotony besides the frothy-white and blue
waters of the river. The blob didn’t seem human, so he didn’t get
his hopes up that he’d found Jaycie. Probably just a boulder or
scrub brush, but he increased his pace to a jog. He’d seen neither
of those things since he’d arrived. Anything not brown-gray dirt
would add excitement to the dullness of this place.

When he drew close, the blob took form. It
wasn’t a rock or bush after all. It was three elderly women
hovering over an enormous cauldron. Chase froze. Jaycie’s trail led
right to the Stygian witches.


 Chapter Two

 


Plodding footsteps behind Jaycie signaled that Cora
followed in her wake. The young mage never turned around and
refused to slow the pace to allow the other woman to catch up. Ever
since their arrival, Cora had triggered nothing but irritation in
Jaycie, and she was determined to figure out why. After all,
whether Cora lived in the spirit world or the physical plane, she
was forever linked to Chase. That should garner at least some
respect.

Chase’s mother insisted she’d given him up at
birth to protect him from his father. Yet ever since Chase had
uncovered his birth father’s identity as the head of the Tkaronto
Mage Consortium, Master Risto Fina had been nothing but kind and
generous. So far, Jaycie had found no justification for Cora to
have hidden the baby from Fina. Yes, he was a powerful mage, but
isn’t that who you’d want raising your child if the child also had
such powers? And the woman claimed she’d committed suicide soon
after giving away her baby to take the secret of his whereabouts to
the grave.

A grave from which a powerful mage could
summon her.

None of what Cora asserted added up. Cap that
with the fudged DNA records for Chase’s birth mother, and suspicion
of her motives increased. Whose identity was she really trying to
hide? Chases? Or hers?

Jaycie halted and whirled to face her
would-be mother-in-law. Time to do the math.

She waited while the other woman caught up,
her long dress and delicate sandals hindering her progress.

“You’re not dressed for hiking,” Jaycie said
for the sake of opening the conversation.

“I never expected to trudge through the outer
reaches of Hades.”

“You’re a spirit. Can’t you wear what you
want?”

“I am.” Cora patted her hair and then
smoothed a hand over her gown.

Jaycie glanced back over her shoulder and
verified the horizon still held nothing of interest. “Pagans are
right. The one God doesn’t exist.” She hadn’t intended to start a
religious discussion; the words had just popped out.

Cora laughed. “Think not?”

Jaycie’s eyes narrowed. “Think so?”

“I know so.” Cora reached Jaycie’s side and
stared out over the barren lands through which they’d walk. Jaycie
followed Cora’s gaze with her own.

“Then where is He?” She shook her head. “He’s
not in Hades. Hades rules Hades. And not alone, either. Multiple
gods exist. The pagan gods exist.”

“That doesn’t mean the One is a myth.”

Jaycie shrugged. “Without proof, He is.”

Cora took Jaycie’s hand. “You have a lot to
learn, child.”

“Stop talking to me as if you’re my guru. Do
you believe in God or not?”

Cora grasped Jaycie’s arms and stared into
her eyes. “Does it matter? The world continues either way.”

She pulled free and started walking again,
Cora keeping pace this time.

“Yes, because it matters if He exists and
lets horrible things happen. He may as well cause them if He can
stop them and won’t.” Before Cora could reply, Jaycie added, “And
don’t tell me God works in mysterious ways. Not every religion can
be right, and we’re literally in Hades.”

“Yes. We are.”

When Cora made no further comment, Jaycie let
it drop. Arguing would change nothing, and she already regretted
raising the subject. Once more, she halted. “This is getting us
nowhere.”

“As I said.”

Jaycie glared but didn’t otherwise respond to
the jibe. “I’ll try a spell again.”

Cora sighed. “Honey, magick doesn’t work here
the way you want.”

“I’m not the most talented mage, but I’m
competent, and I have to do something.” Tears threatened again. “I
have to get my baby home.” Suddenly bone-weary, Jaycie sank to the
ground. “I can’t go on like this.”

Cora kneeled beside her. “You don’t have to.
We can return to the river. Chase will find us there.”

“Why are you so sure?” At last, she voiced
her greatest fear. “What if something happened to him? I’m all my
baby has to save her. I can’t give up.”

“You’re not giving up. You’re putting faith
in the universe that what needs to happen will happen.”

Jaycie let out a frustrated snort. “Are you
talking about God again?”

Cora put a hand on Jaycie’s shoulder. “I’m
talking about destiny. Why did you end up here?”

Jaycie gasped, the implications of Cora’s
words sending shock waves through her. “You think fate brought me
here?” She refused to accept that. Cora probably said this to
assuage her guilt over dragging Jaycie in here. That had to be it.
When Cora was alive, she’d taken charge of her son’s fate and hid
him from his father.

Yeah, but that didn’t work, did it? Fina
found him. Aloud, she said, “Fina took action and found Chase.
Fina made that happen, not fate.”

Cora rose, pulling herself up to her full
height and looming over Jaycie. “You want to try magick? Then get
up and cast a spell.”

Without replying, Jaycie got to her feet,
erected a circle, and stood in the center. She closed her eyes,
turning inward, gathering strength and energy. She’d learned in
school that the best magi, the masters, needed no tools for such
work. They needed only energy drawn from the environment and
channeled through their own bodies. She tried not to dwell too much
on the ones who failed, damaging their bodies and minds in the
process.

She only needed to open a door to the
physical plane. In her mind’s eye, she envisioned an opening, such
as the one Chase had created when he’d called his mother through
from the spirit world. Strength seeped from the ground below her
feet, and she pulled the energy up and through her. She directed
it, controlled it. Her breath fell into a focused rhythm, soothing
her.

Words formed in her mind, strengthening the
image of the door she visualized. Her mouth opened to speak the
spell.

“Stop, girl, before you hurt yourself or your
child.” The voice didn’t belong to Cora.

The power and magick drained out of Jaycie
and returned to the ground on an exhale. She opened her eyes to
confront the woman who’d spoken.

 


***

 


The three women raised their heads simultaneously and
stared at Chase—or, rather, appeared to stare at him. Their scarred
white eyes saw nothing. The woman in the middle, who held a crystal
ball, aimed it in his direction.

“A young one.” She licked her lips
lasciviously, sending a shudder through Chase.

Had Jaycie met the witches? The trail led
right to them, so hopefully, they knew where she’d gone. He’d draw
the information out of them—forcefully, if necessary.

They appeared frail and resembled each other
closely enough to be triplets. All wore the same white gowns and
dark cloaks. He’d imagined the Stygian witches might look more like
homeless women, but their luxurious, pristine clothes disabused him
of that notion. Still, the woman’s suggestive gesture nauseated him
and set his guard up.

Might as well get to the point. “I’m
searching for someone. Perhaps two someones. Two women.”

“I want to see.” The witch on the right
reached out but missed the crystal ball. Her hands almost hit the
cauldron and the boiling black liquid sloshing inside.

Her sister pulled the sphere away. “A moment,
Deino. I’m not done examining our guest. Scrumptious.” Her tongue
darted out and moistened her lips again, and Chase glanced uneasily
at the giant kettle. Perhaps they intended to boil and eat him.
With dawning horror, he wondered if they’d harmed Jaycie.
Instantly, rage replaced shock. Then I’ll kill them.

“He wants to hurt us.” This came from the
third sister. “He thinks we’ve wronged him.”

“Let me see.” Deino again. Her skeletal
fingers clawed the air, this time closing in on the crystal ball.
“Enyo, give me the eye.”

Chase stepped closer to the trio but halted
at a six-foot distance. The cauldron roiled, and an enormous bubble
spurted a gassy stench into the air. It hit his nostrils almost
immediately, and he gagged.

Enyo cackled and passed the orb to Deino, who
snatched it from her sister’s grasp the moment it touched her
hands. “Ah, yes, delicious.”

Chase gulped but ignored the comment. He had
to press on. If they couldn’t help him, he needed to keep moving.
“Did two women pass through here?”

The third sister, who, by a process of
elimination Chase assumed was Pemphredo, replied. “A young one and
the queen passed through here, but we saw them not.” She bared her
lips in a gummy grin that reminded Chase they shared a tooth as
well as an eye. He pondered the logistics but only briefly. The
desire to catch up to Jaycie remained constant and urgent.

“If they passed through here, at least one of
you must’ve seen them.” He ignored the reference to a queen.
Perhaps the woman had mistaken Cora for someone else. What mattered
was the two women were still together and had passed through here
safely.

All three cackled, and Pemphredo spoke again,
but her words continued to be unhelpful. “My turn. Give it. Oh, he
does sound yummy.”

Chase persisted, forcing kindness into his
tone when irritation would’ve suited him better. “Thank you for
your help. Please tell me where they went. Did they seem okay?”

“Afraid, the young one was. The goddess wants
her. And the god.” This came from Deino, whose blank eyes stared
directly at Chase now that she held the crystal ball. “Both
goddesses. Don’t know why,” she added, anticipating one of the many
questions forming in his mind.

“Which goddesses? What god?”

“Give us something,” Pemphredo said. “We’re
giving everything. You’re providing nothing.”

“I have nothing to give.” A trickle of sweat
dampened his back. What could he have that they’d want? Various
gross possibilities occurred to him, and he shuddered.

All three cackled again, and Deino said, “Ah,
we’d enjoy what you’re thinking, but tasks be our coin.”

Relieved, Chase said, “Like what?”

The witches shifted and swayed. One of them,
Chase didn’t see who, tossed something into the cauldron, raising a
splash and another sulfuric stench.

Enyo said, “Don’t lie. We know when you
lie.”

“I’m not lying. What do you want from
me?”

“Yet. You’re not lying yet,” Pemphredo
replied. She raised a knife, the blade white and shaped like a
canine tooth. She stabbed with it into the cauldron and laughed
with delight when she hit her target and drew a glob of meat from
the repulsive stew. “Tender. So tender.”

“A taste, sister,” Deino said, reaching for
the communal utensil.

Pemphredo presented the knife with its
dripping jellied package to Deino. “For the eye, the tooth.”

They made the exchange, and while Deino
gummed the mystery meat, Pemphredo beamed at Chase. “So succulent.”
She wasn’t referring to the meat she’d just passed to Deino.

Chase shuddered again. “What do you
want?”

“Persephone. She walks again. Why? It means
trouble for us, doesn’t it, sisters?”

The others nodded, muttering under their
breaths. All Chase caught was the word “danger.”

At the mention of the goddess he believed
could help him open the doors between the worlds again, Chase’s
excitement rose. “Did you see her?”

“Before. Not now.” Pemphredo held the crystal
ball high above her head, but her eyes continued to gaze
sightlessly at Chase. “Feel now. She’s moved beyond our range. You
follow. You’ll find out. She wants the unborn child.”

Chase sucked in a breath. “My baby?”

All three cackled again in such delight his
insides churned.

Deino howled, then said, “Ah, your baby. Yes.
The goddess wants it. They all want it. It’ll disrupt the world
order, you see.”

He gulped. “No, I don’t.”

They howled and laughed again. Deino lifted
the orb high above. “We do, young man. Such a menace, that one. The
tide will turn at her command but only from the other side.” All
three turned their vacant gazes on him, and Pemphredo said, “Get
her across before you suffer her loss.”

Enyo opened her mouth in a silent scream, her
face scrunched with pain and her eyes squeezed shut. Without
looking at him, she said, “That’s your payment. Get her
across.”

Message delivered, the three witches faded
from his sight as he called after them, “That’s why I’m here.”

For reassurance, he stuck his hand in his
robe pocket to touch the necklace he’d found near the cabin he
shared with Risto Fina in Algonquin Forest. The simple gold chain
with tiny gold cross belonged to Kelsey Davis, his former employer
who’d been like a mother to him before she disappeared one chaotic
night months ago.

The trinket was gone.


 Chapter Three

 


The newcomer dressed similarly to Cora. She wore a
white goddess gown, and a pair of gold strappy sandals adorned her
feet. However, where Cora’s tresses were unornamented, a thick,
gold tiara with an upward-pointing crescent moon nestled in this
woman’s midnight-black hair.

Jaycie recognized her instantly. “Hecate,”
she said in a reverent whisper.

Beside the goddess stood a large, skinny
black dog and a polecat, and a snake coiled around her neck. In one
hand, she held a torch; in the other, a sword. The moment Jaycie
named her, the animals and the tools the woman carried
vanished.

“I sense your loyalty, child. How may I
help?” Without giving Jaycie a chance to respond, Hecate turned to
Cora. “Back again so soon?”

Cora waved her hands and made a hushing
noise. “I belong here. In spirit.”

Hecate raised her brows, but she made no
comment and returned her attention to Jaycie. “You’re with child,
my dear. Come. I’ll see you’re protected. This is no place for
you.”

Hope swelled in Jaycie. The goddess could
help her return home.

“Can you open the doorway?”

Hecate placed a hand gently on Jaycie’s arm.
“No. Come along, and I’ll care for you.”

As the hope drained from her, Jaycie shook
her head. “I have to get home. Please. Can’t you help me?”

“I can take you somewhere safe.”

Jaycie whirled on Cora. “Tell her what
happened. I need to go home.” All her desire, all her will, bent
toward that one goal. If Chase didn’t get the doors open again,
someone else had to. Surely, a goddess could do it—if she wanted
to.

Cora’s expression softened into kindness, and
she met Jaycie’s gaze head-on. “Listen to Hecate. She knows best.
We’ll follow her, and everything will be okay.”

“What about my baby? I have to get her home
where she belongs.”

Cora and Hecate exchanged glances, giving
Jaycie the impression both knew something she didn’t.

“What? Is something wrong with my baby?”

Cora took Jaycie’s arm. “No, but you
shouldn’t stay out here any longer. Let Hecate take you to her
home. It’s a safe place.” Her tone was wheedling, insistent.

“Not until I try my spell.” At the very
least, she needed to try to magick her way home.

Hecate broke in. “You shouldn’t.”

“Why? I’m quite capable of casting a spell,
and I’m already standing in a protective circle.”

“Yes, that’s how I found you. I’m not the
only one attentive to your presence. Come with me.” She grew more
emphatic with every word. “Time grows short. We must hurry.
Someone’s coming, and you shouldn’t see him. He’s a danger to you
and the baby.”

Jaycie gasped. Who knew where she was? Except
Chase and Risto Fina—but neither posed a threat to her or the baby.
“Who?”

“A god—and he wants your child. Come with me
before it’s too late. Give me permission. Allow me to take you to
my home. Now.”

Fear overtaking reason, Jaycie replied with a
shaky breath. “Yes. I’ll go.”

As Hecate waved her hand and their
surroundings faded from view, Jaycie remembered she’d forgotten to
remove her circle.

 


***

 


An energy circle alerted Chase to the spot where
Jaycie’s trek had ended. He hit it head-on, as if he’d walked into
an electrically charged wall of paste. At first, he didn’t break
into it. Instead, he paced along the circumference, trying to gauge
where she’d exited. What worried him was that Jaycie wouldn’t have
left up a circle of protection she’d created. If she’d cast one and
it still stood, something must’ve happened to her. Abandoning the
energy she’d raised and leaving it to drop on its own was risky and
foolish. What had made her do it? When he couldn’t pick up her
trail anywhere, his anxiety increased. Whatever had happened had
snatched her from within the circle.

He forced his way through the thick energy
wall and into the center of the circle. Preferably, the mage who
erected a circle also took it down, but it was acceptable for
another mage to execute the task. That mage would’ve taken part in
the ritual, though, and Chase hadn’t assisted with Jaycie’s cast.
Even so, he did her the favor and prepared to remove it so it
wouldn’t crash and release random energies into the environment.
Doing so also allowed him to consider what he should do next. It
didn’t take him long to understand Jaycie’s trail ended here.

When the circle dropped, Chase assessed the
situation. Few places to go in Hades. You’re either in Hades or
on the edges of it. Right now, he stood on the welcome mat. To
test his growing suspicions, he relaxed his stance, his knees
slightly bent, and closed his eyes. He focused his senses on
locating Jaycie, and his body swayed in the River Styx’s
direction.

No choice now. He’d have to cross the river
and visit Hades, a place forbidden to mortals. He only hoped it
wasn’t too late to get her out.

 


***

 


The moment Chase stepped across the veil and slammed
the doorway between the worlds in Risto Fina’s face, the master
mage gave up hope of following his son. He scanned the area to make
sure no one else had entered the clearing while he’d been
preoccupied, but he saw nothing amiss. As he turned to retrace his
steps to the cabin and strategize his next move, moonlight glinting
off something on the ground caught his eye. He bent down and
scooped it up: a necklace with a gold cross on the end. While its
value didn’t interest him, the fact Chase must’ve dropped it did.
Fina pocketed the trinket and went home.


 Chapter Four

 


Kelsey Davis stood in front of the liquor cabinet and
pondered her options. The tequila tempted her, but the extensive
booze selection made the choice difficult. Perhaps this was more of
a vodka night. She glanced in the kitchen’s direction, where the
vodka resided in the freezer. Rather than head for it, she faced
the bar again. Philip bought good quality booze. Whatever she chose
would taste great, but she wasn’t as concerned about flavor or
bouquet as much as she was about alcohol content.

Three weeks had passed since she’d last
wanted to kill Philip Belanger, the vampire who made her life
miserable. The homicidal thoughts hadn’t eased; rather, more
practical ones had replaced them. Killing him would endanger
herself and Josh, her son. Philip understood the intricacies of
hiding from the authorities and the mob. He’d also know how to
handle it if someone discovered their hidey hole in this cabin on
the shores of Anstruther Lake in the Kawartha Highlands in
Skanadario.

She removed a bottle of tequila from the
shelf and a shot glass and plate from the kitchen cupboard. Philip
and Josh, as usual at this time of the evening, were out hunting,
which left her alone again. Although she hadn’t had a drop of
alcohol for about the same period of time she hadn’t plotted to
kill the vampire, she’d developed a sudden craving for tequila
shots and butter tarts. She set the bottle and shot glass on the
table and retrieved the bakery box of the pastries from the
counter. After parking her ass in a chair, she set two pastries on
the plate and splashed tequila into the ounce-and-a-half-size
glass.

For honesty’s sake—and, under the
circumstances, honesty was the only option—she admitted the alcohol
craving stemmed from a combination of triggers. The first one was
the news that Chase Spenser, her former employee at the bookstore
café, had vanished. All media outlets covered the disappearance.
The mage consortium’s head, Risto Fina, assured the public that
Chase worked on restoring the balance between the spirit world and
the physical plane.

The news triggered déjà vu in Kelsey, and she
found Fina’s claims difficult to believe. For the first time in her
life, she experienced an intuitive tug and hated it. Anything
smacking of psychic ability meant the devil’s work. If she’d
cultivated a sixth sense, she blamed Philip. She held him
accountable for everything from dragging her into the search for
his daughter to Josh becoming a vampire and everything that
followed.

You volunteered to help find Dakota
because Josh was missing too, and you permitted him to turn
Josh. She flinched at the reminder of the part she’d played. If
the truth was supposed to set her free, she still waited for the
cage door to open.

Yeah. That’s why I need
alcohol. She raised the shot glass.

“Cheers.” Kelsey tossed back the drink,
thunked the glass down on the table, and poured another one. She
bit into a butter tart, and it flooded her mouth, overlaying the
tequila’s salty tang.

Yes, she’d given her permission to make Josh
a vampire. Now she had to live with it.

“I didn’t know how he’d turn out,” she said
to the empty kitchen.

Which brought her to trigger number two.
Before the pair left to go hunting, she’d tried to hug Josh, and
he’d bared his fangs at her. He hadn’t bitten her, but that didn’t
console her. He’d shoved her hard enough to land her on her
tailbone, which still smarted hours later.

“Cheers.” She downed the second shot. Thunked
the glass on the table. Poured another. She scarfed the rest of the
butter tart, her teeth grinding into the sweet, gooey pastry.

The third and final trigger? She needed
physical contact—craved it like she craved the booze and
pastries—and the only option was a vampire she wanted to murder.
What made things even worse was that he attracted her physically.
If he repulsed her, she could tolerate the situation better.
Perhaps this extended isolation with Philip, the only adult male in
her life, caused her to ogle him as if he were as tasty a treat as
the butter tarts.

“No. Objectively, he’s hot.” She raised the
glass. “Cheers.”

She tossed the shot down her throat, slammed
the glass onto the table, and bit into another tart. She moaned her
appreciation. If she couldn’t satisfy the need for touch—and hugs
and kisses would do, damn it, she didn’t have to get laid—then
she’d fill her insides with sugar and alcohol. The two were kind of
the same thing, but they filled the void consuming her.

It’s eat or be eaten around here. She
found that hilarious and laughed long and heartily until it sounded
hysterical even to her ears. She remembered little else after that
until ...

 


***

 


... Kelsey lifted her head up from where it rested on
the toilet seat in the en suite bathroom she had all to herself.
Awareness of the present moment returned only after she’d prayed to
the porcelain god, yacking up everything she’d consumed throughout
the night.

Bitterness filled more than her taste buds.
No one had stopped her descent into oblivion—not Philip and not
Josh. She’d promised herself before they’d fled the Algonquin cabin
that she wouldn’t do this again, but it sure didn’t take long for
her to break that vow. Was she an alcoholic? She’d never suffered
from a drinking problem before living with the vampire. As always,
Philip took the blame for her ills. He was convenient, and he
wasn’t her. She refused to blame herself.

Tell the truth. Honesty, remember? How
she hated owning up to what should rest on her shoulders and not
Philip’s. Yes, but how much longer can you avoid it? She was
stubborn and determined—the charade could continue indefinitely. A
gnawing in her gut signaled her conscience kicking in, and it
churned up enough bile that she ducked toward the bowl and
retched.

When the round ended, she flushed and then
rested her forehead on the toilet seat to wait for her stomach to
calm. When the nausea settled, she eased up from the floor and
sidled to the sink. Her reflection in the vanity’s mirror stared
out, eyes shaded and baggy and damp with tears, skin as pale as a
vampire’s. Drool clung to her chin and snot dripped from her nose,
so Kelsey turned on the taps. Without waiting for a reasonable
water temperature, she splashed cold wetness onto her face.

A wave of vertigo had her white-knuckling the
sink. When it passed, she painstakingly went through the motions of
brushing her teeth. The shower beckoned, but first she needed
coffee and perhaps a piece of dry toast. If that soothed her
stomach, she’d risk the tub.

She opened the bathroom door and rested a
breath against the jamb. What time was it? Had morning arrived?
Daylight showed behind the closed curtains in the living room, but
the light was weak, grayish. Either the sun hadn’t cleared the
horizon yet, or the day was another crappy, snowy one. She detected
no food cooking, but the aroma of fresh coffee made her knees
tremble with desire.

The floor creaked. Philip appeared in the
hallway from the bedroom he shared with Josh and blocked her view
of the living room.

“Rough night, darling?”

She gritted her teeth, suppressing a snarl.
Nothing grated on her nerves more than when he called her that, but
she’d given up asking him to stop. She refused to meet his gaze or
answer his question. He knew exactly how rough her night had been.
She could do without the sarcasm.

“I made coffee. Figured you’d need it.”

She appreciated that but didn’t tell him.
“Where’s Josh?”

He exhaled a slow breath, and just as she
thought he’d play her game and not reply, he said, “Out.”

Her heart seized. “Alone?”

“Not far. He’s quite capable of going out by
himself.”

Kelsey shook her head but instantly regretted
it. She lurched into the bathroom, sank down before the toilet, and
let ’er rip. When finished, she flushed before the view triggered
another round of retching and then washed her face again. When she
returned to the hallway, she found Philip waiting for her.

“What if he kills someone?”

“He won’t.”

Philip’s response didn’t ease her worry one
wit. “Is he hunting?”

“Doubtful. That’s how we spent most of the
night. If he is, though, he’d limit his prey to animals. Josh knows
to avoid anything else.”

Tears of frustration streamed down her face.
“Why would you allow that? He can’t
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