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Cursed in White

by Katherine Gilbert

Chapter 1

Evan
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THERE WAS NO DOUBT about it. Chasing gryphons was now officially the worst part of his job. 

Oh, there were enough annoyances to go around—keeping the inquisitive noses of the island’s many ghosts out of his business, tripping over tourists who had no idea how much they failed to notice (and would only have taken selfies with it, if they had), and trying to avoid his annoyed father’s calls for him to get himself in gear and finally get his new sect up and running—but the damn gryphon was the top of the list.  Even more infuriatingly, the beast knew it. A flash of a lion’s tail caught his eye. And now the darn thing was headed for the pier.

There were some places in the world where this might not even have raised an eyebrow, especially as the creature had a spell which made its body appear to most onlookers as though it were a rather poorly-made furry costume, but St. Simon’s, Georgia was not one of those places. The weirdest it got here were the Harleys with giant stuffed teddy bears on the backs which he had seen parked outside a quaint bed-and-breakfast, and that was more than enough to make people stare and comment. It was not a community which welcomed the unique.

Evan Brendan was officially annoyed now. He had had to chase Patrick all the way over here from Jekyll Island when the creature decided he wanted a day out. Sure, the gryphon had talked about looking around the outer world often enough; it wasn’t as though Evan hadn’t been warned. He couldn’t even blame Patrick for demanding some time off, but still . . .

He tried to thread his way through the all-too-many tourists and summer folk who crowded the one small lane of the main visitor area near the pier. They were milling about, looking at antiques or handicrafts on display in windows, going in and out of souvenir shops, pondering which café to have lunch in, or just stopping to stare at the great white rise of the lighthouse, which was clearly visible a half block away. They certainly seemed to be enjoying themselves. But, to Evan, they all just seemed to be trying to get in his way.

Even as he turned a head or two, he made a path through the crowd. He figured it was the damn man-bun which was getting the attention. Infuriatingly, the gryphon had taken off when Evan had been in the shower, and he had barely had time to throw on some old jeans and a t-shirt, before he had to run after it—never mind his hair. 

He kind of liked keeping it long—mostly, he admitted only to himself, because it annoyed the hell out of his father—but at times like this it made him feel like the worst sort of hipster. All he needed was a full Civil War beard to complete the look.

Although he knew he was losing the beast beyond the crowd, he didn’t want to run if he could help it. St. Simon’s wasn’t a running sort of town. Trotting be-man-bunned pretty boys, as his father enjoyed calling him, tended to get attention.

That wasn’t what he needed now. What he did need was to catch that damn beast and bring him home—or what passed for home at the moment, anyway. 

He had been sent to America to set up a new sect of The Will, to keep an eye on the balance of natural and supernatural, and darn it, he was going to get that done. Even if, at the moment, all he had was himself, a revenant servant who refused to speak to him, a ridiculously-large, old-world headquarters just beyond human sight (which he had had nothing at all to do with selecting), a headstrong familiar, and a realm-lost gryphon with a newly-developed tendency to wander.

As he pushed past a college girl, she looked at him speculatively. She was dressed like so many of the women on this island, if in the more “junior miss” version, in an outfit which tried to look casual while still screaming don’t you dare assume I didn’t spend a month of your salary on this. 

He shuddered. Sweet Hecate save me from women such as that.

Attempting to put his mind at rest, he scanned the crowd for the gryphon. He wasn’t hearing screams yet, at least. Hopefully, that was good. Maybe the darn creature had actually decided to use his natural magic to make himself invisible. 

Well, a man can dream, anyway.

He had nearly made it to the end of the block where the winding, formal, brick-laid path to the lighthouse began when he saw something which distracted him completely from his gryphon hunt. 

It was a girl—probably a few years younger than him, in her late teens or so—looking thoroughly out of place. Clearly homeless, she was dirty and uncared for, with the hunted look of someone whose whole life had been spent waiting for the next disaster to fall upon her head. Rail-thin from obvious, prolonged hunger, she had almost white-blonde hair and big blue eyes. Her jeans were rather grubby, had a few holes starting in them—the shirt possibly gray from dirt rather than its original designer’s intentions; the jacket she wore covered some of it but not enough to protect her from the curious. Evan doubted she had had a chance at a shower anytime recently, either. 

Despite the fear which was so evident in every line of her, she was beautiful, much more so than the perfectly-maintained tourists. But it wasn’t attraction which got his attention.  It was that, when he had brushed past her as she was shying back to try to disappear beside a building, he had felt a bolt of electricity pass from her hands into him.

Not a sexual or romantic spark but quite literal, it had given him a slight sting, and the look in her eyes said that it was not something she could control. She was clearly terrified, and he suspected that being homeless in a town which did its level best to be certain that none of the tourists even knew such a thing could happen was the least of her problems.

Reluctantly, he gave up the gryphon search, at least temporarily, and followed her as she retreated back the way he had come. Hopefully, Patrick would find his way back on his own without causing too much hysteria. He was a reasoning, if inexplicable, creature. But a scared girl with lightning coming out of her fingers . . .

Obviously, his slow pursuit didn’t make her any calmer. The little white bolts of electricity were sizzling around her hands, threatening to grow out of control. Whoever this poor girl was, she clearly didn’t have any power over—maybe even any understanding of—the abilities she had been born with. Heck, Evan himself had only heard rumors of them as some passed-down ability of a very few, very powerful Scandinavian sorcerers—sometimes ones who weren’t even fully human. 

However, this girl seemed scared enough to be some average mortal girl just tripping onto the fact that the supernatural world existed, as she tried to tighten her fists to keep the power inside them—not that it helped, the little bolts making them look like ball lightning. 

Her voice was raspy when she turned back to him, as though she hadn’t used it in weeks. “Stay away. Please.”  Shaking, she backed around the building which bordered the side street. “I don’t know what . . .” 

She broke off there, didn’t even seem to know how to explain. 

If what he suspected were true, he didn’t blame her. Sometimes, witches bred with mundanes—for good reasons or bad—and occasionally, generations later, those powers would emerge again out of nowhere, at just the time when no one living even remembered or knew that the magical world existed. It was really no surprise, if that were the case, that she was on the streets.

This was part of what he was here for, though, to keep the mundane world ignorant—and the supernatural one safe.

He tried to look like a calm, confident protector—rather than a still-too-young hipster who was sweltering in the wretched, early-summer Georgia sun—as he held his hand up to her, wanting to show that he wasn’t a threat. There were so many questions he had but couldn’t ask here, her lightning power unusual, to say the least. Her accent suggested she was probably a local, although it was much softer than many he had come across. Some of them made him hear banjo music.

Dragging himself back to the moment, he watched her. Already, she had retreated around the side of the building, further away from the crowds and towards a set of dumpsters he suspected might be her home. The change, at least, was good, because, whatever was happening, they really didn’t need any witnesses.

He willed his voice to be soft, approachable. “It’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

When she didn’t back up again, he tried another slow step. He almost wished the gryphon were here, if only as a distraction, but she was so freaked out, she might shock Patrick into next Tuesday. 

“I know what that lightning is.”  

Well, kinda. In a broad sense. He’d heard stories, anyway. 

“I can help you with it.”

This was a ludicrous promise to make, but, hey, it might be true. He had his library. It was colossal. Somewhere in there, there had to be something about magical lightning and how to harness it.

This seemed, at least, to get her attention, probably because it wasn’t the usual reaction she was used to. It might even have worked, if their attention hadn’t been distracted by an audible, “Ewww.” 

When Evan looked, the college girl he had dodged earlier was there, glaring at the lightning user as though she were dirt, instead of merely covered in it. When he thought into what the newcomer must be seeing, it worried him. It would probably look as though he were trying to stalk and rape the homeless girl. 

His quarry shied away, her hands now in her coat pockets—how she could wear it in this heat, he didn’t know—and ran around the two of them quickly, back toward the crowded street, leaving him to glare at College Girl. It told him everything he needed to know about her that, on finding this scene, the only thing she could seem to think of apparently was not I need to call the police to protect that poor girl but eww, homeless.

Great. Now, he was missing a gryphon and a rogue, untutored lightning user. 

He rounded the still-staring Junior Miss and followed the more endangered one as quickly as he could, but she was fast.  By the time he reached the main road again, he could barely see her, as she weaved past a couple of sightseers and started making her way down the gray brick path in the general direction of the lighthouse. 

She glanced back occasionally, clearly wanting to run—but also probably not willing to draw even more attention to herself than her generally-disheveled condition already did. Unfortunately for him, when she did spot him, she sped up even more.

His heart ached just watching. Part of him wanted to let her go, if only so she wouldn’t be so frightened, but he couldn’t see that really making her happy, either. If what he suspected were true, she had no idea of what her powers were or how to control them. 

Of course, he didn’t either, but he could at least make educated guesses. It was better than she was likely to get from anyone else.

Doing his best to keep up, he made it partway down the path toward where her light hair flashed in the sun, but it was a little much for him. He didn’t know why he was so winded but didn’t have time to care. He just knew he couldn’t let her get away.

Panting, he stopped by a large blue concrete statue of a mother and baby whale, ignoring the children playing on the swings and slides around him and the hoverparents who clearly wondered why he was there. Well, they would have to stare. 

Even if it weren’t one he liked, he had made a decision, taking out his cellphone. He was going to have to call his damn father.

This wasn’t a conversation for outsiders.  God only knew what they would think it meant. Drawing a very small symbol with his finger, he was thankful that—poor witch though he was—he did have a few skills. Audible illusions he could definitely do.

Leaving the people around him to fill in whatever normal conversation their brains demanded, he waited for his father to answer. As usual, it was in mid-sentence to somebody else. 

“And tell that damn Zenobia I’ll get back to her when I feel like it. Yes, uh, Evan?”  His father had clearly checked his phone only as an afterthought of answering. “What d’you want?”

Some politeness would be a start. But what hadn’t come in the first 22 years of his life wasn’t likely to show up today. 

“I’ve found a wild magic user. I think she has lightning magic.”

There was a second when his father was clearly waiting for more. “Well, bully for you. What do you want me to do about it, throw a party?”

Evan counted to ten. A deep breath would be heard and punished later. 

“I think I’ll need an extraction. She’s in a public place.” He had seen her round the corner toward the lighthouse, hoped to everything good that she was still there. “I haven’t gotten her to trust me.”

His father’s sympathetic skills would have been envied by demons. “Again, what do you expect me to do about it? This is why you’re there, isn’t it?” 

Evan wanted to answer but was too annoyed for a second. 

His father’s small chuckle oozed into the pause. “Or is this the first member of your sect we’re talking about?”

Great. Actually the first member of his sect was a suddenly travel-crazed gryphon, but that didn’t bear going into right now, especially since the creature’s arrival had been a total mistake. 

Still, he didn’t want to commit the mystery woman so easily—especially without her consent. Membership in The Will lasted not just your lifetime but all your children’s lifetimes, as well. That was a lot to ask of a frightened teenage girl who probably didn’t even realize the supernatural existed—and even more to force upon her unasked.

He tried to think out the options quickly, then. As far as he could see, there were three.

First, he could back off and let the poor girl go on living rough till either it, someone else, or she—intentionally or not—finally ended things for her. His father would insult him for calling and changing his mind, but what else was new? 

Second, he could go and try to deal with this on his own with barely enough magical powers to fill a teacup, up against a terrified girl with lightning coming out of her fingers—which might leave either or both of them dead, not to mention the sheer attention it would draw. 

Or he could ask his damn father to intervene, probably completely traumatizing the girl by extracting her, and condemn her and all who would come after her to a membership it would take her years to understand the full weight of—but would also probably save her life and the lives of others she might unintentionally hurt. 

Unfortunately, it wasn’t really a choice.

“Yes, she’s my first sect member, but I need to contain her first.” He hated the words, even as he spoke them.

He knew his father would have been thrilled to hear this, had he thought that Evan actually meant it. As it was, he snorted. “Fine. I’ll send them in to get her on your signal.” The line abruptly went dead.

Damn. Evan stared at the phone, wondering if he had just made a huge mistake—and, worse, one which might destroy someone else’s life. 

He stuck the cell back in his pocket, sighing. Well, there was no other way, whether he liked it or not. He had committed her now.

Hoping she hadn’t gone too far, he walked toward where he had last seen her heading. It didn’t take much, even with his meager powers, to set a tracking spell. It wasn’t like she knew how to hide, even much in the mundane sense. He didn’t know how long she had survived on the streets, but he didn’t think she would for much longer if left on her own.

When he found her, she was cowering to the side of a large building near the lighthouse, watching behind her and clearly hoping he would give up. Unfortunately, when she saw him, her obvious panic resumed, her head whipping around as she looked for somewhere to hide. Finally, she made a break for the place he would have expected least, because it was the most crowded, not to mention she needed to buy a ticket to enter legally, which she clearly couldn’t afford. Still, a second later, she had disappeared inside the lighthouse. 

Maybe she had decided that it was better to get arrested than caught by him. Maybe, part of him wondered, she was right.

Despite this, he followed, seeing clearly the chaos a dirty homeless girl running past everyone and barging in without a ticket had caused.  She had pushed past the older lady who was taking tickets, her footsteps clomping quickly up the circular metal stairs of the tower. 

He sighed. At least here, there was nowhere she could really go once she reached the top.

I hope.

He tried to push down this fear, smiling at the irate ticket-taker she had run past, giving her what she would see as two normal tickets—his illusions still working fine. He shrugged. “She’s a little excited. It’s her first time at a lighthouse.” 

The woman stared at him, clearly unconvinced that he was a couple with the dirty and disheveled girl, but another small spell dismissed that. It really never took too much magic to convince people to believe that everything was entirely normal. After all, it was what they so desperately wanted.

Gradually, the hubbub subsided, as those around him forgot what they had been so excited about and went back to shopping for smiling pink plush toy dolphins and various lighthouse tchotchkes.

He would never understand America, but this wasn’t his current challenge. A far greater one was climbing all those stairs. 

Uncertain when he had suddenly gotten so out of shape, he sighed. He really needed to get out of his library more often.

It took him much longer than it had her to get to the top, and—to his dismay—he was nearly wheezing when he did. Even grannies were wanting to pass him, although the stairs were too narrow to let them. 

Whether it were the lack of exercise or the prolonged gryphon chasing, he had to put his hands on his knees and take several seconds to breathe to try to stop wheezing. He would definitely need all his abilities for the conversation before him.

His situation wasn’t helped by the fact that he was so new to this. Never had he been the head of a sect, certainly never decided someone’s fate by intentionally inducting them, especially against their will. 

He sighed. But there had to be a first time for anything.

As he approached her, the small spell he had cast held firm. Unlike everyone else, she was not staring off at the view over the railings, had her back to it, clinging to the metal, as she glared toward the door. 

Oh, Sainted Hestia.

He hoped she wouldn’t jump, knew she was desperate and didn’t want her to think that was her only way out. If she did, he knew some spells to try to protect her, but, with his usual lack of power, he had no guarantee they would really keep her from harm. 

Slowly, he moved again, his spell making certain no one around noticed either of them. 

“I’m not going to hurt you.” 

He kind of hoped that would prove true but wasn’t sure. The Will demanded . . . well, the entirety of your will. 

“I just want to help you protect yourself.”

He could see her balling her hands more tightly, letting go of the railing to push them down into her coat. “I can do that on my own,” her voice rasped. She was glaring, but all that really lay behind it was pure, desolate terror.

Coming within a foot of her, he nodded. The circular top of the lighthouse was too small—and the people too numerous—to allow for more room. There were already more than were comfortable pushing around them. He had heard that they only ever allowed a certain number up the tower at a time—and suspected the two of them had unbalanced that equation. Still, that wasn’t his main concern now.

As dishonest as he knew it was, he focused in on what she needed. “Yes, you can keep others away, but you can’t choose who you attack.” 

Her jacket pulled tighter, as her hands pushed further into the pockets. How she could wear that, when he was actively dripping sweat and the sun felt like it was going to burn them both into crisps, he didn’t know. 

He told her one of the first big lies of their relationship. “I know how to help you control it.”

He had sent out the magical sign for extraction—the one which would pull her forever into his world, would put her under his command—when he had reached the top of the stairs. 

He didn’t envy her. 

Now his words had tempted her, though. He thought about cancelling the signal—as though that were really possible—wondered whether he could tempt her back to his new headquarters willingly, rather than taking her there as a prisoner. It would certainly be a much better way to start their working relationship, would not make her think him as much of a pig as she would if he had her kidnapped. 

He closed in a bit further. Maybe he shouldn’t have called his father, after all.

He didn’t have long to think about this, to try the gentle approach. Face falling, he saw the bright light approach. 

Damn. Damn. Damn.

His father had apparently sent the pixies for her. The knot of torment clogged his throat.

She had followed his eyes, flipped around to see what was coming. When she did, she turned back, her gaze accusing—as it well should be. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. 

When the light enclosed her, he could only see her silent screams. As she disappeared, he closed his eyes. 

Well, that was that. He now had a travel-mad gryphon and a kidnapped, terrified girl to look after. 

His gaze moved back blankly to the pounding sea beyond. His sect was clearly off to a glorious start.
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Chapter 2

Carrie
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UNFORTUNATELY, BEING groggy and half-aware in a place which smelled odd was nothing new to Carrie Summerland. At least she liked the scent of this one; it was kind of like cinnamon. Living on the streets for a few weeks had taught her all too well about far more unpleasant smells and sudden, dangerous situations. Then again, after several years with her stepfather, she knew a lot more than she wanted to about waking up in horror.

Still, she was definitely not where she had been before, was not on the streets—or at the top of a lighthouse. In fact, she seemed to be in a soft, inviting bed—and, thankfully, quite alone in it. Her eyes opened suddenly. But that didn’t mean that there was no one watching her.

She sat up, holding the covers in front of her, glaring into the far corner of the room at the boy who had somehow abducted her. He was keeping his distance, at least, didn’t look ready to pounce. But he was still disturbing—was way too attractive, for one thing.

She didn’t trust gorgeous men. Then again, she didn’t trust any men—or most women, either. Her eyes narrowed. But he really had no right at all to be that pretty.

He was showing it off in this weird situation, as well, his long curls now let down to his wide shoulders—a young black cat twisting around acrobatically from one shoulder to the other, sometimes covering his face, as it walked in front of it.

She relaxed, if only a very little. Somehow “dangerous sexual predator” didn’t go along with “boy with cat tail under his nose giving him a Hitler mustache.” 

She wanted to laugh but didn’t dare. She definitely wasn’t sure what was going on.

Clearly, he knew she was awake, even with the cat occasionally blocking his view, but he said nothing, just watching her worriedly. Maybe he was giving her time to get used to her new surroundings? But that could be either good or bad. 

Afraid not to keep him under watch, although he showed no current signs of being ready to spring, she tried to take in the room through her peripheral vision. The house—had to be a house, not an apartment, was way too refined—seemed to give off an old-world, aristocratic type of luxury. There was dark wood along the doorframe and occasionally a wall, but not the type of '70s wood paneling which just screamed Brady Bunch. 

It was oddly comfortable—or would have been, if she hadn’t been kidnapped. 

There was a look to the building which said that it had been around for a couple of centuries, wasn’t badly and cheaply imitating an older style. Georgia’s older homes were either plantations, plantation wannabes, or 19th-century summer getaways—and none of those quite had this same feeling about them; there were still enough of all of them in Georgia for her to have seen examples—and that said nothing of her addiction to reading. She couldn’t help it if the only books her mother owned were ones on design. 

All of it only begged the question. 

“Where am I?” Clearly, this was nowhere near where she had left. She wasn’t entirely certain how she had been stolen out of the lighthouse but knew that there was something . . . abnormal involved. 

Then again, she wasn’t normal, either. She glanced down to her hands, which weren’t currently crackling with lightning. She wasn’t sure whether that was useful or not.

The boy who had abducted her . . . Well, man, she guessed. He had a few years on her, clearly, but there was still that youthful look about him. Anyway, he gave a sad smile, the cat now propping itself up with its back feet on his left shoulder to peer at her over the top of his head. 

She wondered if the animal were real or . . . well, not fully real—a spirit or something; he didn’t seem to be paying much attention to its antics, and it was amazing a cat which was so clearly barely post-kitten could do the things it could. Still, the way its paws were propped on his head, its green eyes looking into her seriously, did create a really ridiculous picture, making it a little hard to take him seriously as an abductor.

He certainly wasn’t making any immediate moves on her, which was something, although—she thought back to the psychology books she had found in the school library—he could be conditioning her first. Still, he didn’t seem to have done anything to her while she was asleep, so that was something. 

Yay for small victories.

She waited, as he watched her, looked to be searching for words. “That’s going to be a little hard to explain.”

She nodded. Given what she had seen so far, she guessed so. It wasn’t every day the lightning acted up—or that she had a confrontation with a stranger at the top of a lighthouse, while no one paid them any attention at all. Although she was used to being treated like she was invisible, she didn’t think that extended to disappearing into a flash of white light—or whatever that was which had abducted her. She wasn’t happy about it, but it definitely wasn’t the way your usual rapist worked. 

“Try me,” she challenged. She was the one with lightning coming out of her hands—well, when that happened. Freaky, she was much too used to.

He watched her steadily for a few moments before looking away, and she had a feeling that he had just chickened out of something. That wasn’t good, her fear rising. Definitely, there was something bigger going on. 

She watched his index finger thump against an ornate window sill behind him, before he looked back to her, his gaze serious. “You had a power you couldn’t control.”

All too true. She nodded.

Those worried green eyes continued to watch her. “I brought you somewhere to . . .” 

The pause was disturbing. 

“. . . try to help you find a way to understand it.”

Great. She had gotten three things from just these few words—well, and the fact that he didn’t want to look at her again. One, he had been afraid for—and probably of—her and had seen it as his duty, for some reason, to keep her away from the public. Two, he was hiding something—a whole heaping helping of something, if she were any judge. Three, he was British, if that accent were anything to go by; she had been way too distracted by the return of the lightning before to really notice. And . . . no, she guessed there were four things. 

“You lied before. You have absolutely no idea what the lightning is or how to help me with it, do you?”

She cursed herself a little for making it a question. That made her sound weak. This wasn’t a time for that. None of her life had been.

He winced, and she knew she had hit the mark. “I think I can help you with it.”

He still wasn’t being honest. Oh, what a surprise. The pretty boy is a liar. Like that’s a first.

Sitting back against the pillows, watching him, she finally noticed another detail. She looked down, horrified. 

She wasn’t wearing the clothes he had abducted her in. Worse, she was clean. While this had been a bit of a dream for her a week ago, now it was more nightmarish. 

She glared at him. “Do I have you to thank for the shower and change of clothes?”

He looked momentarily surprised, until it passed into horror, his hands rising in front of himself defensively, standing for the first time from his casual lean against the sill. “No, no. God, God, no.” 

She relaxed just a little, as his reaction really wasn’t one she had expected—and this one didn’t seem to be a lie. Maybe it was just his apparent revulsion at the thought of touching her which was the truth, but—given the situation and her life thus far—she’d take it. Still, if he’d just turned her over to some other person to be washed and brought to his tent, she wasn’t any happier with him.

He apparently understood her feelings, pinched the bridge of his nose as though he had a headache, sighing. “Maybe it’s better to get it over with quickly,” he murmured, and she pressed her back to the pillow so hard she could feel the headboard digging into her shoulder blades, worrying that she had way underestimated the danger she was in. 

Pinching the air slightly, he spoke into the glowing green light which seemed to emanate, as she pondered whether to run—wondered where she’d be running to. “Patrick, would you come in for a minute, please?”

The light disappeared almost immediately, after glowing yellow for a second, but she barely noticed this among all her other fears. 

She wanted to scream at him that—even if this Patrick were gay or 120 years old—it still wouldn’t make it all right that he had seen her naked. 

But that was when the newcomer arrived. She nearly fell off the bed.

She vaguely heard the boy’s sigh. “Patrick, this is . . .” He stopped. 

Maybe it was good that he didn’t know her name—although it was difficult to focus outside of the creature before her. It had golden feathers over its front half, huge wings, but its back half looked more like some sort of big cat. 

Her mythology-fu wasn’t strong. Finally, she trailed a bit of hair behind her ear, trying to settle herself. She was a girl who had lightning shooting out of her hands. She should be able to handle this. “A sphinx?”

The boy’s sigh returned. “Patrick’s a gryphon, actually.” 

The golden eagle head—with eyes so much more intelligent than any bird’s—looked from one of them to the other. 

The boy had his hand in his hair again, his sigh expressive. “Look, why aren’t you more freaked out? You should be screaming by this point.”

She glared at him. “Is that what you want? Is that why I’m here? As some sort of innocent to mentally torture?”

“Look, no, I . . .” He broke off, rubbing over his nose again. 

She was still irritated but couldn’t help theorizing—if only to distract herself. Maybe he usually wore glasses, and the nosepads had been rubbing against him? Maybe someone else had forced him into coming to find her? Although she was still annoyed and worried about being washed and put away dry, this guy definitely didn’t seem like a sexual predator. He just didn’t give off the right—well, the wrong—vibes. 

For one thing, as far as she knew, most rapists didn’t keep gryphons.

She was staring at the bird/lion now, which looked back to her, tilting its head. Then, she heard, “Give him a break. He’s never done this before.” Only its lips . . . beak . . . whatever wasn’t moving. 

She was distracted enough by that to temporarily forget the issue of her apparent captor. 

Answering what she hadn’t asked, the bird thing stared at her. “It’s simple thought-translation magic.”

“Simple to you,” she heard the boy mutter.

The gryphon looked over them both. “Would you prefer I just speak?”  It opened its beak, letting out a series of shrill eagle-like cries. 

Carrie shook her head, sitting up now, her arms wrapped around her knees. Try as she might to come up with some sort of self-defense, flippancy was the best she could do. 

“Um, yep, can’t make out a word. I guess we’ll have to go mental.” Clearly, this might be applying to her on any number of levels lately.

The boy was just staring at her, dumbfounded. She decided to go with it, if only because it made her feel less endangered to have thrown him off his game. Although, actually he didn’t seem like he had a lot of game to throw off. 

It might have been endearing, if he hadn’t just had her kidnapped.

She addressed the . . . gryphon. “So, um, Patrick . . .” Almost immediately, she got distracted. “That can’t be your real name.”

She saw its feathers twitch around its shoulders, which she guessed was bird language for a shrug. “My real name is . . .” He let out a truly piercing screech.

She blinked. Oh, what the hell. She had obviously fallen deep down the rabbit hole that she had been teetering on her entire existence. 

Clearing her throat, she then tried to imitate him. It sounded like a sick, raspy kazoo. “Did I get close?”

She could swear he was laughing, but it was hard to tell with a gryphon. “You just called me ‘a small jelly cheese which it would be unwise to lay eggs on.’”

“I’m guessing that’s not your name?”

There was a small squawk which she suspected was more bird laughter. “Not even close.”

“So Patrick it is then.” She saw the boy about to speak and held up a hand to stop him, focusing on the gryphon. “Was it you who washed and changed me?” 

Eww, that sounded gross. It was marginally less so from a gryphon, though. 

There was the ruffle of feathers again. “You were dirty and clearly not comfortable. You needed rest.” 

She didn’t say anything, just watching him, and started to get the feeling that she was making even him nervous. Good. 

“It’s kind of like a human washing a dog.”

She knew her expression showed her feelings. “Gee. Thanks.”

The creature held up a wing in what seemed to be an imitation of a human “stop” gesture. “You are not unattractive, for a human. Still . . .” That ruffle of feathers again. “Would you be aroused by washing off a puppy?”

“Eww. Thanks for that image.”

The look in its eyes seemed like a smile. “But I think my point is made.”

She pressed on, this time to her main captor—or whatever the hell he was. “And the clothes?”

“Um . . .” He tucked a curl behind his ear, and the cat, which was still propped up on his head, stared around at his face. “They’re some of mine.”  

That sort of made sense.  She was just wearing a tank top and some drawstring pants. They fit a little too well, though, and this boy was not tiny. Score one for the big chick. Again. 

Of course, she was fairly emaciated, after the last few years, but she would always be stocky. Nothing to do about that.

She let her mind turn to more important issues. These seemed like an odd outfit for him, really. Maybe they were workout clothes? He was fit enough—although he had also been damn easy to outrun. Maybe he had asthma? It might be a good thing to remember, if she needed to get away again. 

She tried to file this away, as she voiced her next, disquieting idea. “What about the underwear?”

The boy blushed, looking away, and she told herself that she absolutely did not find that kind of cute. Most of the shyness she’d seen in boys was of the budding-serial-killer variety. Still . . . 

Pulling out the drawstring a bit, she looked down. “Commando.” Even she could hear the flatness of her tone. “Yay me.”

The boy was totally flustered now. When he ran his hands through his hair, he dislodged the cat, which bounded onto the sill, looking resentful. 

Carrie decided to keep the upper hand. Besides, she was dying to know. “Is that cat real?”

The boy stared at her as though she were the unexpected gryphon. 

Point: Carrie. 

It seemed safer to keep him baffled. Clearly, he wasn’t the type who just randomly attacked anything he didn’t understand, so keeping him off-balance might mean he couldn’t do whatever he might be planning with her. It didn’t seem as bad as she feared, but there was clearly a lot he was hiding. 

Still, a moment later, his eyes narrowed, and she suspected he was trying to get himself back together. “His name’s Pyewacket, and he’s my familiar. And yes, he’s real.”

Apparently, her confusion attempts were wearing off. 

Pulling out a large chair at a desk in the corner and sitting in it backwards, he stared at her. It seemed a very rude thing to do to a distinguished old chair. 

“Look, I don’t want to upset you, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

She filled in what she feared were the unspoken parts. “But you will if you have to, right, Cinnamon Boy?”

“Cinnamon boy?” He seemed offended.

She shrugged. “You have auburn hair, and this whole place smells like cinnamon. Thus, Cinnamon Boy. It’s you. Get over it.” 

As he opened his mouth, probably to defend himself, she pushed on. 

“And you haven’t answered my question.”

He stared at her for a moment but then shook his head, drawing a deep breath. “I brought you here, because you don’t seem to understand how to use the power you have.” 

He still didn’t say where “here” was. 

Twining his hands, he studied the floor. “I admit that I’m not familiar with the details of your powers, either. Still . . .” 

His head raised, eyes clear, as they met hers. “Look, I’m Evan Brendan. Can you tell me your name?”

She was feeling flippant again. “Hostage?”

He gave it back in return. “Is that Dutch?”

Snorting, she looked away. She knew she could have lied but didn’t see how that would help. Whatever was happening was far weirder than a mere abduction. “Carrie,” she admitted.

“Good.  I want to help you.” His eyes seemed honest there—as though he wanted to explain. “I have a library. I can . . .”

It was the last part she focused on—God help my bibliophilic little soul. “Books?” She knew she probably looked like a dog awaiting a treat. “You have books?” 

No, wait. A library. She was nearly drooling. “You have lots of books?” It would be just her luck, if they were all about the history of the rachet wrench or something.  Although she had learned a lot about architecture and design from her mother’s collection, so maybe the history of tools wouldn’t be a total loss. 

She leaned in, waiting.

God help her, there was a smile on his lips, a really sweet, kind smile. She liked it—and she didn’t want to. Pretty boys with nice smiles were bad news. Pretty boys with nice smiles who kept gryphons and kidnapped you were a whole other level of Run Away!

He answered, ignoring her wish for that lovely smile to disappear. “Yes, I have a library. You’re welcome to read anything in it. Well,” he looked away, “almost anything.”

She was pleased—and not at all put off. So he had some porn or something. It didn’t bother her. He was a guy. Duh.

A second later, he shook his head, meeting her eyes again; his gaze was warm and strong, as he nodded toward her hands. “We can look for the answers together.”

She kind of liked the sound of this, but, boy, was there a lot unanswered. 

Unfortunately, he got to his questions first. “Does the lightning always attack like that?”  He stared at her hands. “It doesn’t seem to be active just now.”

That got her. She started staring at them, too, and suddenly realized that she was not the only one in danger here—and not just from random lightning. 

She wasn’t ready to tell him, though. Among other reasons, she didn’t know what he would do once he heard, half-focused on his question. “I’ve only seen it a couple of times, actually.” Shaking away the memory which wanted to rise, she willed forgetfulness. “I don’t know why it shocked you.” Her gaze was on some other galaxy. “It neve—“ 

Nope, “never” is a lie. Carrie didn’t lie, if she could help it. Long ago, she had decided that she was clearly carrying around enough bad karma to sink a ship. There was no reason to add to it. Oh, she’d evade till the cows came home, but she tried not to lie. 

“It doesn’t usually do that.” That managed to be true.

She had hoped that he would miss what she was hiding, but—just like with those secrets he was obviously keeping—he spotted hers. “I didn’t think that was your first time.” 

Although it was out of the corner of her eye, since she was still staring at her hands, she saw his head tilt to Patrick, who retreated, apparently surplus to conversational needs. 

“It seemed like the lightning wanted my attention. It did sting a little, but it wasn’t really bad.” 

She wouldn’t look up at him. She didn’t even want to remember, much less discuss it.

“Is that what it did before? Try to get someone’s attention?”

She would have retreated, had there been anywhere to retreat to. However, she still didn’t know where she was—and who knew what else she might encounter out in the hallway, if gryphons were the norm? Besides, even if she got out, where could she go? 

His voice called to her. “Carrie?” It really shouldn’t have made her name sound that good. Darn accents.

She put her long hair behind her ear. Even if it had been washed by a gryphon while she was unconscious, it was nice not to have it all greasy and gross. She supposed she should appreciate that, while it lasted. 

Still, she didn’t want to answer. “No” was all she admitted to.

Staring into her eyes, he leaned in further. He had clearly picked up on her reluctance and her evasions. “Does it come out to protect you?”

She didn’t want to meet his eyes, head turning away, as she tucked the rest of her hair behind her other ear. “Not always,” she murmured.

His cat jumped on the bed, staring at her curiously. She didn’t blame it. She really wanted to run.

“Carrie?” Evan’s voice was soft, sympathetic. She hated that—mostly because she knew she was much too vulnerable to it. It was hard not to feel a pang for tenderness you’d never been shown. She wasn’t very good at hiding her feelings, either—maybe it was all part of the “don’t lie” feeling she always got, for all the damn good it ever did her. 

He probed further. “When did it come out before, then?”

Since she knew he had caught on to some part of what she was hiding, she finally decided to tell him the rest. Besides, if he were planning on keeping her, he might as well know that she was too hot to handle. 

Still staring at her fingers, she kept her voice quiet. “Look, you should really let me go. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but I can bring you the kind of attention I’m sure you don’t want.”

It would be hard to earn such attention while she was locked away heaven-only-knew-where, of course. She half-saw him stroke his hair behind his ear. Somehow, it didn’t mean the same thing, when he did it. 

He was smiling, obviously thought her the supreme innocent. She swallowed back a lump in her throat. 

If only that were still true. 

“And what kind of bad attention could you bring me?”

Crap. Her fingers knotted. She didn’t want to answer but had been the one to lead them there. “The police?” 

His head tilted. 

She would sort have liked to be able to finish this with, “I’ve called the police on you—ha, ha, ha, ha!” but, well, . . . really.

Even she could barely hear her voice. “I’m wanted, you know.”

His laugh was soft. “For being homeless?” He shook his head. “I think that stops being a crime, once you have a home.”

Whatever this place was, she realized he really did think of it as possibly being that for her. And he didn’t even seem to mean it in a creepy way. 

She winced. If only. 

Pyewacket stalked closer, staring at her. “I-it’s not that,” she stuttered.

He was smiling. It was still much too attractive, darn him. His whole manner was tender. “You’re hardly a wanted felon.” 

If only he knew. 

He looked into her more deeply when she couldn’t answer. “So, tell me what you’re wanted for.”

Her whole body felt cold, as it had so many times before—for so many reasons. Feeling the tear on her cheek, she realized that she really didn’t need to worry about more bad karma. She already had enough to overflow a geodesic dome. 

Her delays would do no good, though. One way or another, he would find out. Better to get it over with—wherever this was going.

“Murder,” she whispered at last, looking up to him. She knew her eyes were as haunted as she was, as she finally made her confession. “I murdered my stepfather.”
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Chapter 3

Evan
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IT WASN’T EVERY DAY Evan was faced with a murder confession. 

For a moment, he wasn’t even certain he’d heard her right. The few he’d encountered before were when he had been helping The Will, as they tracked down a threat-level werewolf or vampire—and, even then, they hadn’t been so much confessions as excuses. Something about this one didn’t seem credible, either.

It wasn’t so much that he thought she was lying. For one thing, she looked so tortured that he really wished he could comfort her—although he was all too aware of the impossibility of that. For another, from just these few moments with her, he got the feeling Carrie usually tried to be scrupulously honest—mostly, he suspected, to her own detriment.

Suddenly, he didn’t like the distance between them. He came closer, settling on a large chest at the end of her bed—not enough to make her nervous but hopefully just enough to let her know he was taking her seriously. 

“What did he do to you?” It made too much sense of what he knew of her so far.

He hadn’t expected her tears, although perhaps he should have. She was trying to hide them, swallowing heavily, as she looked away, her hand coming up to wipe the moisture out of the corner of her eye in what he suspected was a well-worn move.   

Although she didn’t answer, she didn’t need to. It was far too old a story. Had he endured what she had, he would have been on the streets, too.

Letting her off the hook, he stared at the floor to try to give her some mental privacy. “You don’t have to tell me about it.” It certainly wasn’t like he wanted to know the details, already felt like he knew more than he wanted to without her saying a single word. No matter what she seemed to feel, this girl was not an intentional or cold-blooded murderer. 

Something in him roiled. That bastard was better off dead. 

Certain of her truths, he found his mind wandering, disgusted over what she had been forced to endure. He had never understood such men, didn’t even get it when some guy would mildly hassle a woman who clearly had no interest in him. Why would any man be aroused by indifference—or, worse yet, revulsion? 

He shuddered slightly. Call him unmanly, but he preferred a woman who was actually into him. 

That anyone could damage a child, especially—his own child, yet, blood-relation or no—seemed far more alien and terrifying than any supernatural creature he had ever encountered.

Refusing to push her into uncomfortable confessions and unwanted memories, he tried to let all this go. He didn’t want this bright, vital girl to have to sink into such ugliness. 

He had really liked the fortitude she had shown before, amazing though it was that she hadn’t just been gibbering at the sight of a gryphon—not to mention the very nature of her abduction by the pixies. Even if he had recruited her entirely without her knowledge, he didn’t want to see that spirit crushed.

Pyewacket was clearly picking up on his feelings, as always, was head-butting her to demand her attention, to distract her from her pain. The cat was good at that. He really wished he had some comfort to offer himself.

However, he had a sect to form, couldn’t even try to be her friend. “What did the lightning do?” This was what he really needed to know, anyway.

She wasn’t looking at him, and he didn’t blame her. He was her kidnapper, after all. 

A shock of horror passed through him at the idea, made all the more painful by the extra terrors the situation had probably set off in her. He had to be really careful here.

As it took another second for her to answer, he realized she was still actively fighting the tears. “It came out of nowhere.”

He could hear the repressed sob in her voice.

“It just sort of . . .” She shrugged. “. . . zapped him.”

He suspected more to this revelation. There was something in her caution, her fear, which suggested that she had had more to worry about with her stepfather than just a few looks or comments, before the lightning had done its work. Actually, he didn’t want to know but suspected it was important. “Was it the first time that he . . .”

He wasn’t certain whether he were trailing off delicately to spare her feelings or just didn’t want to say the words. Really, the desire to hurt beautiful things—to hurt anything—had always mystified him, but he knew some people actively and intentionally sought out such perversity. He tried very hard not to think about his own father and only half-succeeded. He had never been fooled by that man’s talk of “necessity.” It was only necessity when he wanted it to be.

When he saw the girl’s eyes redden, he was pulled from his own past. Even looking deeply wounded, she was damn beautiful, but he had liked her better when she was being flippant. He didn’t like that haunted look.

This time, it took her even longer to answer, but he waited her out. If, as she had sort of told him, the lightning had only appeared twice, he needed to know what had prompted it the first time. He was starting to have suspicions about the second one, as well.

She wouldn’t make eye contact, as she finally spoke. “It had been a few years that he’d been . . .” 

He watched her actively battling back the tears, face straining, throat swallowing. He didn’t ask her to fill in the pause. 

“Apparently, I’m a little old for him now. He was trying to . . .” Her breath shuddered, as she strained over the words. “. . . sell me to a friend.” 

Evan had to work hard not to scream.

Although he wanted to get up and pace away, she had finally looked at him. Meeting her gaze steadily, he wouldn’t let her think that his disgust was aimed at her.

Pyewacket was now in her lap, was giving her his best supportively cattish stare, as she stroked him occasionally. Evan swallowed back his rage, trying not to turn away. He really wanted to run to his library and find a curse which would follow the man through a thousand years in Hell, but that bastard’s punishment was not as important as Carrie’s mental health. He didn’t know whether she had tried to tell someone about it before, but, if she had, it clearly hadn’t made things better. Whether he were her first confession or not, he would make certain that he was the one who listened.

He focused on the lightning, didn’t even know where to start to help her through the trauma. One of the many things sect leaders weren’t trained in was emotional therapy—although they probably should have been. 

“How did the lightning react?” 

She opened her lips, seemed ready to repeat what she’d said already, and he went on. 

“What did it feel like?”

He saw her relax just slightly at the question, her shoulders dropping. Maybe she was bracing to tell me the rest? 

Stroking the cat a little more steadily
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