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Chapter 1

[image: ]ast night my whole world came tumbling down. Now I’m running scared.



Have you ever been going along, living your life, living in your reality, and then suddenly something happens that rips your world right in two? You see something or hear something, and suddenly everything you are, everything you’re doing, shatters into a thousand shards of sharp, bitter realization.

It happened to me last night.

I was in London. With friends, as usual. We were going out, as usual.

‘No, no, turn here!’ Boz leaned forward and jabbed the cabbie on the shoulder. ‘Here!’

The cabbie, his huge, broad shoulders barely encased in a sweatshirt and plaid vest, turned around and gave Boz a look that would have made a normal person sit back and be very quiet.

But Boz was by no means a normal person: He was prettier than most, louder than most, funner than most, and, God knew, dumber than most. We’d just come from a dance club where a knife fight had suddenly broken out. These two crazy girls had been pulling hair and screaming like fishwives, and then one of them had pulled out a knife. My gang had wanted to stay and watch – they loved stuff like that – but, you know, if you’ve seen one knife fight, you’ve seen them all. I’d dragged them all away, and we’d stumbled out into the night, luckily grabbing a cab before the cold made us sober up.

‘Here! Right here in the middle of the block, my good man!’ Boz said, earning himself a murderous look that made me feel grateful all over again for gun control in Merrie Olde England.

‘My good man?’ Cicely snickered next to me. The six of us were packed into the back of this big black cab. There could have been more, but we’d found that six wasted immortals were all the back of a London cab could hold, and that was only if no one puked.

‘Yes, Jeeves,’ Cicely went on brightly. ‘Stop here.’

The cabbie slammed his foot on the brakes, and we all shot forward. Boz and Katy hit their heads on the glass partition between us and the driver. Stratton, Innocencio, and I all catapulted off our seats, landing in an ungraceful, giggling heap on the dirty cab floor.

‘Hey!’ Boz said, rubbing his forehead.

Innocencio found me under the tangle of arms and legs. ‘You okay, Nas?’

I nodded, still laughing.

‘Get t’ hell outta my cab!’ our driver spat. He lurched out of the front seat, came around, and yanked our door open. My back was against the door, and I immediately fell out into the gutter, hitting my head on the stone curb.

‘Ow! Ow!’ The gutter was wet – it’d been raining, of course. The pain, the cold, and the wet barely penetrated my consciousness – knife fight aside, the evening of heavy festivities had wrapped me in a warm cocoon of hazy well-being.

‘Out!’ the cabbie said again, grabbing my shoulders and hauling me out of the way. He dumped me on the sidewalk and reached in for Incy. 

Okay, hello, anger and a trickle of consciousness. I frowned, rubbing my shoulders, sitting up. We were a block away from the Dungeon, yet another horribly seedy underground bar where we hung out. And only this short block away, the street was dark and deserted, empty lots alternating with burned-out crack houses, giving the street a missing-tooth appearance.

‘All right, hands off!’ Innocencio said, landing on the sidewalk next to me. His face was cold with fury, and he looked more awake than I’d thought.

‘You lot!’ the cabbie snarled. ‘I don’t want your kind in my cab! Rich kids, think you’re better than everyone else!’ He leaned into the cab, grabbing Katy’s coat collar while Boz scrambled out on his own.

‘Uh – gonna be sick,’ Katy said, half in, half out of the cab. Boz jumped out of the way just as Katy’s system purged itself of an evening’s worth of Jameson whiskey – right on the cabbie’s shoes.

‘Goddamn it!’ the cabbie roared, shaking his feet in ­disgust.

Boz and I giggled – we couldn’t help it. Mean Mr Taxi Driver.

The cabbie grabbed Katy’s arms, intending to haul her to the sidewalk, and suddenly Incy muttered something and snapped his hand open.

I had a split second to think, Huh, and then the cab driver staggered as if struck with an axe. Katy went slack in his hands and he crumpled, his spine curving almost in half. He pitched backward, landing heavily on the sidewalk, his face white, eyes wide open.

A wave of nausea and fatigue overcame me – maybe I’d had more to drink than I thought. ‘Incy, what’d you do?’ I asked, bemused, as I got to my feet. ‘Did you use magick on him?’ I gave a little laugh – the idea was kind of ridiculous. I leaned against the lamppost, holding my face up to the chilly mist. A few deep breaths and I felt better.

Katy blinked blearily, and Boz chuckled.

Innocencio stood up, frowning at his new D & G boots, now flecked with rain.

Stratton and Cicely got out of the other side of the cab and joined us. They looked down at the cabbie, lying frozen on the wet pavement, and shook their heads.

‘Very nice,’ Stratton said to Incy. ‘Very impressive, Mr Magician. You can let the poor sod up now.’

We were all looking at each other and at the cabbie. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen anyone use magick like this. Yeah, maybe to get a good table at a restaurant or to catch that last train on the Underground . . . 

‘I don’t think so, Strat,’ said Innocencio, his face still tight. ‘I don’t think he’s a very nice man.’

Stratton and I met eyes. I tapped Innocencio on the shoulder. He and I had been partners in crime for almost a century, and we knew each other very, very well, but this cold rage was something I hadn’t seen too much of. ‘Right, leave him, then. He’ll be fine in a few minutes, yeah? Let’s go – I’m thirsty. And I guess Katy is now, too.’

Katy made a face. ‘Ugh.’

‘Yeah, let’s go,’ said Cicely. ‘They have a band tonight, and I want to dance.’

‘By the time he comes to, we’ll be long gone.’ I tugged on Incy’s sleeve.

‘Hang on,’ said Incy.

‘Leave him,’ I repeated. I felt a little bad about just leaving the cabbie in the chilly, sprinkling rain, but he’d be okay once the spell wore off.

Innocencio shrugged off my hand, surprising me. As I watched, he snapped both of his hands open at the cabbie, his lips moving. I didn’t hear what he said.

With a loud, horrible cracking sound, the cabbie bucked upward, once, his mouth opening in a scream he was unable to voice.

Again I felt a wave of nausea, saw a gray film pass over my eyes. I blinked several times, reaching out for Cicely’s arm. She chuckled as I staggered, obviously blaming drink. A few moments later my vision cleared, and I straightened up, staring at Incy, at the cabbie. ‘Now what? What’d you do?’

‘Oh, Incy,’ Stratton said, shaking his head. ‘Tsk, tsk. Bit unnecessary, surely? Well, let’s get going, then.’ He set off down the sidewalk toward the Dungeon, closing his warm coat against the chill.

‘Incy – what’d you do?’ I repeated.

Incy shrugged. ‘Sod deserved it.’

Katy, still a little green around the gills, stared dully at the cab driver, then at Innocencio. She coughed and shook her head, then headed off with Stratton. I let go of Cicely and she shrugged, taking Boz’s arm. They followed the others, and soon their footsteps faded into the darkness.

‘Incy,’ I said, taken aback that the others were just leaving. ‘Incy – did you – break his back, with magick? Where’d you learn how to do something like that? No – you didn’t. Right?’

Incy looked at me then, a half-amused expression on his unearthly, darkly handsome face. His black curls were flecked with tiny diamonds of rain, glittering in the lamplight.

‘Darling. You saw what he was like,’ he said.

I looked at him, then at the cabbie, still motionless, his face a rictus of pain and terror. ‘You broke his back?’ I repeated, suddenly quite sober and horribly present. My brain skittered around the thought as if it were a hot spark to avoid. ‘You used magick to – good lord. Okay, well, go ahead and fix him, then,’ I said. ‘I want a drink, but I’ll wait.’ I couldn’t help the cabbie myself. I had no idea where Incy had learned a spell like that, and no idea how to counteract it, undo it, whatever. For the most part, I shied away from magick, the magick immortals are born with, that comes naturally to us. It was too much trouble, and it usually made me physically ill. The last time I’d dabbled in it, I’d at most made someone walk into a door or spill coffee on herself. And that had been ages ago. Nothing like this.

Innocencio ignored me and looked down at the cab driver. ‘Right, mate,’ he said in a low voice. The cab driver’s eyes, now wild with shock and pain, focused on his with difficulty.

‘That’s what happens when you’re rude to my friends, see? I hope you’ve learned your lesson.’

The cab driver couldn’t even grunt, and I realized he was under a nul-vox spell. An actual nul-vox spell – I’d only maybe seen that just once or twice before, in hundreds of years. Much less – 

‘Come on, undo it,’ I said impatiently. I’d never seen Incy like this, do something like this. ‘You taught him a lesson. The others are waiting for us. Just undo it so we can go.’

Incy rolled his shoulders, shrugged, and took my hand in a hard, painful grip. ‘Can’t undo it, my love,’ he said, and raised my hand to his lips to kiss. He pulled me with him toward the Dungeon, and I looked back at the cabbie over my shoulder.

‘Can’t undo it? You broke his back for good?’ I stared at Incy, my best friend for the past century. He grinned down at me, his beautiful angel’s face haloed by the streetlamp.

‘In for a penny, in for a pound,’ he said gaily.

I gaped. ‘What next, putting Stratton through a wood chipper?’ My voice was rising as the increasing mist wet my face. Incy laughed, kissed my hair, and marched me forward. In those moments I’d seen something different in his eyes – more than just uncaring indifference, more than a casual need for revenge. Incy had enjoyed breaking that man’s back, had enjoyed seeing someone writhing in pain and fear. It had been exciting for him.

My brain whirled. Should I call 999? Was it already too late for that cabbie? Was he going to die, already dying? I leaned away from Incy, turning back, but within seconds I felt the vibrations of the deep bass drums of some band, throbbing up through the ground, through my shoes. The Dungeon seemed like another world, another reality, beckoning me to it, lulling me with its noise, letting me leave the appalling shock of the paralyzed cabbie outside. I wanted so badly just to succumb to it.

‘Incy – but – you have to —’

Incy just shot me an amused look, and a minute later we were going down a steep flight of stairs slick with rain. I was split by indecision as Incy raised his fist and pounded on the red-painted door. I suddenly felt as though we’d gone down the steps to hell and were waiting for admittance. A small slit in the door opened, and Guvnor, the bouncer, nodded at us. The door opened and an enormous swell of music throbbed out at us and drew us in, into the darkness lit by burning cigarette tips, the hundreds of voices competing with the screaming band, the smell of liquor coiling sweetly into every breath I took.

The cabbie, outside – this felt like my last chance. My last chance to take action, to act like a person who gave a crap, like a normal person.

‘Nasty!’ I was enveloped in a huge, slightly unbalanced hug. ‘I love your hair!’ my friend Mal shouted as loud as she could into my ear. ‘Come dance!’ She put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me into the dark, low-ceilinged room.

I hesitated only a second.

And just like that, I let myself leave the outside world behind, let myself disappear into the noise and the smoke. I was horrified, and if you knew the usual high jinks I myself was often up to, those words would have more weight for you. I split away from Incy, not sure what to think. He’d just done what I thought was probably the very worst thing I’d ever seen him do. Worse than that incident with that mayor’s horse, back in the forties. Worse than that poor girl who’d actually wanted to marry him, in the 1970s. That had been such a disaster. I’d managed to explain away those situations to myself, made them make sense. This one I was having a harder time with.

With a last, beautiful grin at me, Incy headed off to prowl the crowd that was already sending out tendrils of interest, from both males and females. Incy was irresistible, a ­seductive magnet, and most people, human and immortal alike, were helpless under the charm that hid a side that was, suddenly, so much darker than I’d realized.

Twenty minutes later, I was making out heavily on a sticky couch with Mal’s friend Jase, who was cheerful and drunk and adorable. I wanted to sink into him, be someone else, be the person Jase was seeing on the outside. He wasn’t immortal, didn’t know I was, but he was a welcome distraction that I threw myself into with nervous urgency. People talked and smoked and drank all around us while I ran my hands under his shirt and he wound his legs around me. His fingers pushed into my short black hair, and with a sudden shock I felt an unexpected warm breeze on my neck.

I was already reeling back, grabbing for my scarf, quickly rewinding it around me when I heard Incy say, ‘Nas? What’s that on the back of your neck?’

I looked over my shoulder at Incy standing by the end of the couch, a drink in one hand, a long cigarette glowing in the other. His eyes were black holes, glittering at me in the darkness.

My heart was beating hard. Don’t overreact, Nasty. ‘Nothing.’ I shrugged and collapsed on Jase, and he reached up for me again.

‘Nas?’ Incy’s voice was quiet but determined. ‘You know, I don’t remember ever seeing the back of your neck, come to think of it.’

I forced a small laugh and looked up even as Jase tried to kiss me again. ‘Don’t be daft, of course you have. Now clear off. Busy here.’

‘Is it a tattoo?’

I tugged my scarf tighter around my neck. ‘Yes. It says, If you can read this sign, you’re too bloody close. Now clear off!’

Incy laughed, to my relief, and moved away. The last I saw of him, a beautiful, slinky girl in satin was coiling around him like a snake.

And I just didn’t let myself think about the cab driver again. When the thought, the vision, intruded, I squeezed my eyes shut and had another drink. But the next morning it all came back to me: the cabbie’s face, the agony written there. He would never walk, never drive again, because Innocencio had snapped his spine and left him on a rainy London street, worse than dead.

And I had done nothing, nothing. I had walked away.

The good thing about being immortal is that you can’t literally drink yourself to death, as frat boys can. The bad thing about being immortal is that you can’t literally drink yourself to death, so you wake up the next morning, or maybe the day after that, and you feel everything you would be spared feeling if only you’d been lucky enough to die.

It was sort of light outside when I finally pried my eyes open for more than a few seconds. I blearily scanned the room and saw a window. The light coming in was pale and pink-tinged, which meant dusk or dawn. One or the other. Or perhaps the neighborhood was on fire. Always a possibility.

I knew it would be bad, trying to sit up, so I took it slowly, moving one small part of me at a time. Last was my head, which I raised cautiously a few inches off the mattress. The washed-out yellow roses of the bare mattress slowly clarified and resolved. Mattress, no sheet. Window with light. Dark painted brick walls, like a factory or something.

I turned my head slowly to see another sleeping body, a guy with spiky green hair, a thick silver chain around his neck, a writhing dragon tattoo covering most of his back. Um, Jeff? Jason? Jack? Something with a J, I was almost certain.

I achieved a semi-upright state several minutes later, then immediately hurled my guts up as my body attempted to rid itself of the toxins I’d ingested the night before.

I didn’t make it to the toilet. Sorry, Jeff.

Feeling hollow and shaky and wishing immortality wasn’t so incredibly literal, I saw I was still wearing all my clothes, which meant either the J-man or I, or both, had been too wasted to further our . . . acquaintance last night. Just as well. Reflexively I felt for my scarf and found it still knotted tight around my throat. I relaxed a bit, then remembered Incy standing over me, asking me about the mark on the back of my neck. I couldn’t believe that had happened on the same night as the cabbie. I swallowed, grimacing, and decided to think about that later.

My leather jacket and one of my beautiful green lizard-skin ankle boots were inexplicably missing, so I took the boot I could find and crept out, not that an earthquake would have woken Jay up then. I was pretty sure he was still alive – his chest seemed to be going up and down. I vaguely remembered having two drinks to each one of his.

I stepped over a couple more sleeping bodies on my way out. This was a big, bare warehouselike building, probably on the outskirts of town. My shoulder and butt felt bruised, and all of my muscles were sore as I limped down the industrial brick steps. Outside it was really cold, the wind whipping bits of trash up the deserted street.

At least it wasn’t raining, I thought, and then it all flowed back into my brain, against my will: the night before, everything we’d done, the rain, the knife fight, falling on the sidewalk, Incy breaking that cabbie’s spine, me almost losing my scarf in that club, in front of everyone. My stomach roiled again and I stopped for a moment, sucking in a cold breath as I ran through the details, dismay creeping over me anew. Where had Innocencio learned that magick? As far as I knew, he hadn’t made a point of knowing any, and in the last century of our hanging out, I’d never seen him do much, certainly not anything that big, that dark. No friends in our immediate circle had honed their skills with magick. I leaned against the graffitied cinder-block wall of the warehouse while I pushed my bare foot into my one boot.

The cold air filled my nose and made it start running, and suddenly the morning was horribly bright, horribly clear. Incy had done something awful last night with powerful magick, out of the blue. And I had done something just as awful, though not with magick. I’d watched Incy break that guy’s spine, and then I had just . . . walked away. I’d walked away and gone dancing in a club. What was wrong with me? How could I have done that? Had someone found the cabbie during the night? Someone had, surely. Even though that neighborhood was mostly deserted. Even though it had been very late. And raining. Still, someone must have happened on him, taken him to the hospital. Right?

And on top of that, Incy had actually seen the mark on the back of my neck. And might well remember it. How ironic. I’d been obsessive about keeping my neck covered at all times for the last 449 years, and all at once, one night, that effort had been shot. Would Incy know the significance of what he’d seen? How could he? No one did. No one who was still alive. So why did I feel so afraid?

And all of these horrible, fevered thoughts bring us back to the beginning:

Last night my whole world came tumbling down. Now I’m running scared.
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Chapter 10

[image: ]h, Nastasya, help!’

I whirled at the sound of River’s voice and saw her coming from behind the battered red farm truck. It was early morning, and I’d been virtuously bringing kindling to the house for the big fireplaces in the main sitting room and the dining room. I didn’t know how this was going to save my soul, but it was better than pulling up beets. Now I set down the handle of the firewood cart and headed toward her – she was bent over, holding one of the farm dogs by the collar.

‘Nastasya – you have to take Jasper,’ said River. Her fine silver hair was escaping its braid, framing her face in wisps.

‘Uh, okay,’ I said, reaching for him. ‘Oh. Ew. Is that skunk?’

‘Yes. I’m sorry, but I have to get these cabbages to the farmers’ market before eight. Jasper usually goes with me, but he obviously had a run-in with the local wildlife. Can you please take him and give him a bath?’

I looked at her. Jasper panted happily by my feet, reeking to the sky.

‘With tomato juice,’ River said. ‘Put him in the big stable sink and dump tomato juice all over him. I’ve already asked Reyn to bring it out to you and to help you.’

‘Huh,’ I said.

River started to see the humor in giving me this heinous job and tried to suppress a giggle. ‘I’m sorry, Nastasya. You’re my last hope. A bunch of tomato juice and then a good shampoo, and he should be fine. Right, Jasper, sweetie?’

Jasper looked cheerful and pleased with himself.

‘Sorry – have to run. Thanks so much!’ She patted my shoulder briefly, then hurried back to the truck. I watched her back up and then head down the long unpaved drive that led to the main road.

I looked down at Jasper. He smiled up at me. He smelled so, so awful. If any of my friends could see me now . . . they would find me just as inexplicable and wretched as I found them.

‘Okay, come on, then, you,’ I said, leading Jasper to the horse stable.

There was the big barn, where classes were held, and then a couple of other outbuildings. River kept six horses, though this stable had stalls for ten. In one corner was the tack room, and opposite that was the big tin sink. Reyn stood next to it, already punching holes in several huge cans of tomato juice. He glanced at me with a lack of enthusiasm.

‘We’re supposed to give him a bath,’ I said unnecessarily.

‘Yes.’ Reyn put the stopper in, then bent down and lifted Jasper easily into the sink. I tried not to appreciate how strong he was, how capable and unruffled he was. Jasper scrabbled uncertainly, then stood still.

‘Good boy,’ I said, trying not to breathe in. ‘Oh, jeez. Let’s hope this juice thing works.’

‘Hold him,’ said Reyn, and tipped a can of tomato juice over Jasper’s back. It was probably cold, and Jasper quit smiling, looking affronted.

‘Get that cup and dump more over him,’ said Reyn.

I did. I became aware that Reyn and I were alone in this warm, hay-smelling stable. The morning was still new; slanted beams of early light streaked through the few windows. Around us horses huffed quietly, their velvety noses twitching as they caught scent of our boy Jasper.

I was uncomfortable. I hated being in stables, being around horses. I’d had horses that I had loved terribly, and losing them had hurt so much. Now I tried hard to avoid being near them.

Reyn’s strong arms tipped can after can of tomato juice over Jasper, who was now distinctly unhappy, his head hanging down. Jasper was a corgi, with short legs and big bat ears, and he was up to his elbows in tomato juice. I scooped up cup after cup and continued to pour it on him, working it into his fur with my free hand.

‘Let’s talk about choices, Jasper,’ I said. ‘Let’s talk about making the right decisions.’

Next to me, Reyn was so solid, like he could stand up to a tidal wave. He smelled like crisp autumn air tinged with wood smoke, unbearably good. His plaid flannel work shirt was open at the throat, and I wanted to press my face against the smooth skin of his chest and breathe him in. Then he could put his arms around me, and I would be so warm and safe . . . Despite his seemingly one-speed emotional range, I could imagine him laughing hard, really guffawing. I could picture him drunk, though not an atom of his person seemed like he would ever indulge. I could see him furious, raging . . . I faltered, my hand still in Jasper’s thick fur.

I looked up at Reyn, examining his face.

He looked down at me, then poured more juice.

Reyn furious, raging . . . 

I shook my head, blinking, the image slipping away from my brain like fog. What was it? It had been . . . I didn’t know. It was gone. I decided to grab the bull by the horns. ‘You don’t like me. Are you sure we’ve never met?’

Reyn’s eyes flickered. He dumped the last big can of juice over Jasper, and I rubbed it in, trying to cover every inch of whiffy dog. ‘I don’t . . . have any feelings about you one way or another,’ he said, his voice as distant as his manner. ‘Let the juice sit a minute.’

From the corner of my eye, I saw the vee of skin in the neck of his shirt, his chin showing the slightest bit of beard. ‘How long have you been here?’

He slanted a glance at me, then said, ‘Rinse him off and then you can shampoo him. I’ve got work to do.’

‘Can you help me? He might jump out.’ I didn’t think Jasper was going anywhere – he was totally demoralized now, just awaiting his fate. He’d even sat down in the tomato juice. A tiny muscle twitched in Reyn’s jaw, but he stayed. I rinsed Jasper off and pulled the stopper up, then went at him with some horse shampoo.

‘Oh, Reyn, there you are!’ Nell’s voice made me turn, and I saw her walking up the aisle, looking fresh-faced and suitably outdoorsy in a hand-knit woolen sweater and corduroys tucked into proper wellies. I looked like I’d been out clubbing all night and then washed a skunked dog. Not in a good way.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ she told Reyn. He didn’t have a big response to this, and Nell turned and looked me up and down, cheerful and friendly as always. I tried not to care that my black sweatshirt had a skull picked out in rhinestones, or that my high-waisted purple harem pants would have looked at home at Cirque du Soleil. I mean, whatever.

‘Nastasya, maybe you’ve found a new calling!’ She smiled at me, and my back stiffened.

‘Meaning what?’ I asked.

‘As a dog groomer!’ She gave a little laugh. ‘You look like a professional.’

I decided not to spray her down with the sink’s hose, but sighed to myself.

‘Reyn, I was wondering if you could come help me.’ Nell gave him one of her English-maid smiles, prac­tically coiling a curl around one finger. ‘I’ve got to sow some early spinach.’ I’d noticed her doing this before – trying to be with him, near him, getting him to help her do whatever. He seemed clueless.

I expected Reyn to leap at this reprieve, but he shook his head. ‘I’m going to finish this up, and then Solis asked me to look at Titus’s shoe.’

‘Is Titus one of the horses?’ I asked, without any real interest. Nell gave me a condescending smile.

‘Yes. Reyn is our resident horse master. He has an excellent seat.’

I grinned. ‘I’ve noticed.’

Reyn’s face tightened and Nell flushed, looking embarrassed. ‘It’s an equestrian term.’

‘Really? I thought you were talking about his ass.’ Now they both seemed discomfited, and I gave myself extra points. They were two of the most irritating people I’d ever met. They deserved each other, though the thought of them together made bile rise in my throat as I rinsed Jasper off again. I leaned over and sniffed the dog’s back experimentally. Just the slightest touch of eau de skunk. Acceptable.

‘Okay, boy, do not do that again,’ I said, hefting him out of the sink. Despite his solid bulk, he probably weighed only about thirty pounds. I set him on the ground, and waited . . . 

‘Oh!’ Nell jumped back as Jasper shook mightily, spraying us all with water.

I dried my hands on the rough towel and grinned at Reyn as Nell turned and almost stomped down the aisle.

‘Thanks for your help,’ I cooed at him.

He looked at me for a second, then headed out past me in the opposite direction of Nell.

They both gave me a royal pain.

River and Solis apparently decided I was light-years away from being able to handle formal classes of any kind, and so instead he simply put me to work. My name was written into the job chart, and for the past several days, I’d struggled against the omnipresent weights of both mind-numbing boredom and white-knuckled, fingernail-screeching des­peration. I mean, I had avoided, on purpose, every single thing I was doing. For decades, if not centuries.

At last, however, I’d found a job I liked: Whacking the hell out of things with a hammer. Today Brynne, Jess, and I were repairing some of the weatherboard siding on the big barn where classes were held. I thought about how different this activity was from whatever I’d be doing with Incy and Boz, back in London. Would we be planning a fabulous vacation? Going to the inevitable parties? Recovering from a wild night out? Crippling cabbies? It all seemed so pointless. Whereas, looka here, I was fixin’ up a barn! Useful, eh?

‘So tell me about yourself, Brynne,’ I said, wiping my nose on the sleeve of my shirt. ‘What brings you here?’

Brynne held up a board so Jess could pin it in place with a few quickly placed nails. Then we would nail it in more completely.

‘I come here every decade or so, stay a year or so,’ said Brynne. Today the tight rolls of her hair were covered by a brightly colored cloth. She was elegantly beautiful, like a teenage model, like a cheetah. A cheetah wearing overalls and a raggedy green sweater. She grinned at me, lighting the dull gray afternoon sky. ‘Usually after a horrible breakup. River takes me in, cheers me up, I brush up on some skills, and then when I feel okay again, I’m off.’

I remembered Reyn’s stray dog comment and tried not to flinch. ‘Huh. What kind of skills?’

Brynne shrugged. ‘Watch it, Jess – there’s a splinter there. Oh, anything. Magick, cooking, gardening, whatever. One year I helped River repaint a bunch of rooms. One year I focused on baking. One year I did nothing but study gem and crystal magick. One year – oh, do you remember, Jess? I came here and taught everyone how to dance hip-hop.’ She laughed, throwing her head back, the line of her brown throat silhouetted against the sky.

Jess grunted, nails in his mouth. Apparently not into hip-hop.

‘How old are you? I mean, if you don’t mind my asking.’

Brynne thought a moment. ‘Ooh. Two hundred and thirty-four. Whoa.’ She smiled again. She looked maybe eighteen.

‘How did you meet River?’ Was it tacky to grill her? I didn’t know.

‘Okay.’ Jess nodded at me and gestured to the board. I held a nail in place and slammed it with the hammer. Best. Chore. Ever.

Brynne quit smiling. ‘I got mad at someone and set them on fire.’

I blinked, running the words through my head again. Had she said that? Jess didn’t even look up. I decided to let my jaw drop open.

‘Say what?’ Funny, she didn’t seem like a psychopath . . . I thought back uncomfortably on some of the things I had done, remembered Incy’s cabbie, and picked up another nail.

‘It wasn’t real fire,’ Brynne said, leaning against the board to hold it in place. ‘It didn’t really burn them. But I wanted to scare the hell out of them, and I did. Anyway, River was walking by the alley – this was in Italy, maybe in, what, 1910? 1915? Before the First World War. She saw that clearly I was misusing magick, and came up to me, gave me a little pep talk.’

‘And then you just came here?’

‘Oh, no. I punched her.’

Jess snickered and handed me another nail.

‘But eventually I came around. I first came here in 1923. After the war.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Louisiana. My mother was a slave, from Africa. Angola. My father was a white landowner. Ha! Try being an immortal slave! God.’

I finished with that board and held one up for Brynne to nail.

‘What happened?’ This was great stuff.

‘My father realized my mom was immortal, of course. They waited it out, waited for his wife to die, and then they ran away together. He sold the plantation, set everyone free.’ She laughed. ‘They’re still together. I’ve got ten siblings. You might meet some of them – they drop by sometimes.’

I handed her a nail, thinking about this. I hadn’t known many happy immortal couples, but clearly here was one. And they had added eleven more immortals to the world. It seemed weird, to have children for years and years, so you had siblings who were a hundred years older than you. I’d met a couple. All of my own siblings had been just a year or two apart, for whatever reason.

‘How about you?’ I finally said to Jess.

‘I’m not going to talk about it,’ he said in his gravelly voice, and fit another board into place.

All righty, then.

‘Do you know other people’s stories?’ I asked casually. ‘Like Lorenz or Nell? Or Reyn?’ Oh yes, I’m subtle. Soooo subtle.

Brynne shrugged easily. ‘They can tell their own stories,’ she said. ‘I know that Lorenz is about a hundred, and he’s from Italy, obviously. I got the impression that his family was friendly with River’s family. Nell is English, and only about eighty or so. Reyn I don’t know much about. I think he said he was about two-sixty-something? And Dutch. Other than that, you’ll have to talk to them.’

I nodded, thinking.

‘What about you?’ Jess asked. His voice was like shaking a can of rusty nails.

My first instinct was to give him his own line back – I’m not going to talk about it. But I was here to grow and to learn to love myself, right?

‘I’m older.’

Brynne grinned. ‘Okay. How old? Where are you from? What’s your story?’

And just like that, the darkness of my past came crashing down on me again, and I couldn’t go there, couldn’t share anything, couldn’t do the normal give-and-take of conversation.

I looked at Brynne, and I guess she saw something in my eyes, because her face softened and she patted my arm. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Some roads are longer and harder than others.’

I nodded mutely, thinking that some roads seemed to lead straight to hell.



Different teams of people, usually two, sometimes three, made dinner each night. Other people cleaned up. People went for walks almost every night after dinner, even if it was raining or bitter out. I was forced to go sometimes, though I hated being out in nature in the dark. Surrounded by everyone else, though, it felt less threatening, and I stayed in the middle of the group so if something attacked us, it’d have to go through a bunch of people to get to me.

Hey, if I were totally rational, I wouldn’t be here.

‘Wasn’t there a movie about this?’ I asked a couple of days later, as I peeled a mountain of potatoes. I’d dug these effing potatoes out of the ground two days ago, and the crawly feel of dry dirt still clung to my hands. Sadly, not every chore was as satisfying as pounding nails. ‘And all of a sudden I’ll turn into a karate expert?’

Asher, washing kale next to me, smiled. ‘Yes. It’s been our secret plan all along.’

‘You’re a teacher here,’ I said. ‘So how come you’re still doing grunt work? Haven’t you achieved nirvana yet? Are you not appreciating every minute you wash kale?’

Asher smiled again. ‘Au contraire, mon petit chou. I am appreciating every minute. But it’s important that you truly comprehend that you don’t just do x, y, and z, and then you’re happy and can relax for the rest of your loooong life.’

His sense of humor surprised me, and I realized that River shared it. In fact, it seemed I was often overhearing a joke, hearing laughter drifting to me across the garden, or the yard, or down the hall. Of course, I’d yet to see Reyn crack a smile except in my imagination, but I wasn’t holding my breath on that.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked. ‘Like, I’m not ever going to be . . . better?’

‘No, no, don’t misunderstand,’ said Asher. He put another pile of clean kale on the counter and dunked more in the sink. ‘It’s just that it’s not like climbing a mountain, and you’re done, and you’ve climbed the mountain, and you never have to climb it again.’

Shit. ‘I have to climb the mountain again?’

‘No.’ He turned off the water, dried his hands on a dish towel, and looked at me. ‘It’s just that once you climb the mountain, you realize the view is so spectacular that you want to keep going toward it.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m lost. Drop the climbing metaphor. Give it to me straight.’

‘None of us here just decided one day to embrace good, or light, and leave darkness behind forever,’ Asher said patiently. ‘It’s not a decision you make once. Being Terävä is how we’re born, but not how we have to stay. Being Tähti can be achieved, but once it’s achieved, it’s easily lost again.’

I was still shocked at how easily people talked about this here.

‘Being “good” – and by good I mean not dark, not evil – but not like a Goody Two-shoes, you understand?’

I nodded.

‘Being good is something that one must choose over and over again, every day, throughout the day, for the rest of one’s life,’ Asher said. ‘A day is made of a thousand decisions, most small, some huge. With each decision, you have the chance to work toward light or sink toward darkness.’

‘Oh, God,’ I moaned. ‘I don’t even want to be that good!’

His smile lit his face. ‘I’ll tell you a secret: None of us makes every single decision all the time on the right side. Not even River, and she’s the most genuinely good person I’ve ever met.’

‘Then what’s the point of trying if you can’t even win?’

‘You win in lots of different ways,’ Asher said. ‘Lots of little wins. The point of this life is not to be good all the time. It’s to be as good as you can. No one is perfect. No one does it right all the time. That’s not what life is.’

The kitchen door opened, and several people came in: Lorenz, Nell, Anne, and . . . the Viking god. I saw Reyn every day, of course. After our mutual dog-washing episode, I’d had the misfortune of working next to him, or close by, on a couple of other occasions. He spoke only when spoken to, never smiled, never laughed – in short, he was forbidding and chilly and a pain in the ass.

I continued to find him familiar without knowing why. The more I looked at him, the more irritating he was, the more forbidding – and with true karmic irony, my psyche had chosen to find him more attractive than every other person I’d ever met. It had surprised me. And Reyn had given me nothing to work with, no sign whatsoever of ­interest. But I was drawn to him as if we knew each other, had a past together. For a fevered minute I had wondered if we’d had a past life together, like, reincarnated, and then realized that the idea of more than one life as an immortal was, like, please, no.

And yet I couldn’t stand him – he didn’t have a single admirable trait except his total, boring devotion to goodness. Okay, let’s just say he didn’t have a single admirable trait. He was the most annoying, restrained, stuck-up, gooder-than-thou, stick-in-the-mud jerk I’d ever met. And yet every night in my hard little single bed, I . . . missed him, as if I’d once had him and now wanted him back. I burned for him, longed for him to come to me, for his touch, ached to kiss him, to make that facade break, to make him lose his cool, make his breath come fast.

I mean, I don’t like most men in general and have only very limited, short-term uses for them. But Reyn had gotten under my skin, and I had a visceral, intense attraction to him, whether I wanted it or not.

‘Nastasya?’ Asher was looking at me. Everyone was looking at me.

I took a breath, picked up a potato, and started peeling it viciously. ‘Okay, explain the whole good/evil thing again.’

The others laughed (except Reyn) and turned to leave, all smiles and rosy-cheeked wholesomeness. At the door Nell paused.

‘Oh, Reyn? My door is sticking. Do you think you could take a look at it?’ She gave one of her smiles, looking all peaches and cream.

Reyn nodded and started to follow her.

‘Reyn?’ Asher said, stopping him in his tracks.

‘Yes?’ Reyn’s tone was deferential – not warm, exactly, but not the disdainful tone he used with me. Nell paused, but Asher gestured that she could go. After a moment’s hesitation, she smiled and left.

‘I’ve described our quest as being a continuous series of decisions throughout the day, throughout our lives,’ Asher said. ‘And tried to explain how none of us is perfect, how no one can actually choose to act for goodness every single time without fail. I’ve said that’s not what life is. Can you put it a different way, to help Nastasya get what I mean?’

Oh, God, yes, please put it to Nastasya, I thought evilly, then mentally slapped myself upside the head. There I go: Making a choice not for good, right here, right now. I was hopeless.

Reyn looked appalled, which made me feel a little better. He didn’t like being around me any more than I liked being around him.

‘How’s your quest going?’ I asked flippantly, sending potato peels flying into the sink. He looked . . . just unbelievable, hair tousled by the wind, bright-eyed, face slightly flushed. It was all I could do to not knock him down right there in front of Asher and climb on him. If I stunned him with a frying pan first, he might not struggle too much . . . 

‘It’s hard,’ Reyn said. ‘It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It’s a constant battle. It’s life or death.’

Asher looked taken aback.

Reyn usually didn’t give up that much, and I looked at him. I understood about the life-or-death part, but you’d think he’d be more cheerful, fighting the good fight.

‘And why do you try?’ I wasn’t trying to be a smart-ass – I genuinely wanted to know.

Reyn was quiet, and I thought he’d leave without answering me. But he said, ‘Because to not try is to admit the other side has won. To not try is to embrace death and eternal darkness. And in that way lies madness and despair and unending pain.’

Both Asher and I were wide-eyed.

‘Oh, huh,’ I said.

Reyn’s gaze was unreadable. He walked out of the kitchen without another word.

I glanced at Asher, who looked thoughtful and maybe concerned.

‘He’s a fun guy,’ I said.

Asher just stroked his beard and left me and the potatoes alone to struggle together.
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Chapter 11

[image: ]re you going to stay?’ River’s gentle question made me pause in the middle of folding clean dishcloths.

I opened my mouth to say, No, just can’t, but it didn’t come out.

It was not a total holiday, being here, but when I thought about it, I didn’t feel like I was in searing pain all the time, either. And it had felt painful being in Boston, being in London. I’d felt like I was dying, already dead.

I didn’t feel like that here.

I still wondered, of course, what Incy and the others were doing now, if they missed me, if they were concerned. I’d never just up and disappeared before, not this completely. I mean, I’d skipped town, leaving notes like Meet me in Constantinople or whatnot, but this time I’d tried to drop off the face of the earth. How had they reacted to that? I shivered with a sudden chill.

My life had changed completely, in every facet. Wasn’t that what I had wanted? I woke each morning in time to see the first chilly fringes of dawn creep over a distant hill. I made my bed (at least pulled the blanket up), got dressed, and went downstairs. Sometimes my name was on the roster to help make breakfast. Sometimes I had to do something else, like collect eggs, or sweep the porches, or set the table.

My mornings were filled with work, usually with a teacher or one of the more advanced students: Daisuke, Charles, or Rachel. Sometimes they asked me questions, which I tried to answer; sometimes they talked about random stuff, and it was only later that I realized they had imparted Important Life Lesson #47 or something.

I now knew everyone, their names, where they were from, where their rooms were, how long they’d been here. Jess was in fact only 173. But he was coming off a worse bender than I was, and this was his fifth attempt at being here. I’d never seen someone so young who looked so old – gray, grizzled hair, lined face, nose covered with broken blood vessels. His last time out, he’d gotten drunk and accidentally hit someone riding a bicycle. The cyclist hadn’t died, but Jess said the guilt weighed about a thousand pounds on his shoulders. He had a lot to reconcile in his life. As I did.

Rachel was usually pretty serious but could, on occasion, be wickedly funny. Her stories of what she had done during the twenties were hilarious and made us all laugh.

Anne, the other teacher besides River, Solis, and Asher, was cheerful, smiling, and always in a hurry. And she was physical, touching my arm, putting her hand on someone’s shoulder, rubbing River’s back. I had gotten to where I no longer flinched. She was 304 and ascribed her youthful appearance to ‘all this clean living,’ which caused the other teachers to snort, making her crack up.

Yes, they were a merry bunch.

Lorenz and Charles – they were nice enough, interesting enough. I hadn’t invested a lot of energy getting to know them, since I probably wouldn’t be here long, but they didn’t piss me off or anything. Lorenz was in fact Italian, with a striking black hair/blue eyes combin­ation and a lovely Roman profile right off an ancient mosaic. He was kind of loud, with big, expressive emotions. Charles was originally from Ireland and still had a very slight accent, as most of us did, but he had lived in the American South for the last two hundred years. He was gay, with bright red hair, green eyes, and freckles. He managed to look trim and dapper even while hoeing weeds or milking cows. Brynne, as I said, looked like a model – tall, slender, and graceful, with a beautifully symmetrical face. Like Lorenz, she was incredibly vibrant, a hothouse flower. She seemed to have it all together – when the fryer had caught on fire, she’d simply doused it with salt, not even missing a word in the story she was telling.

Reyn was himself. Nell still went out of her way to be friendly and helpful, but it took only about a minute to see how fake it was, just a show for other people. Especially Reyn. I had figured out that Nell was a wolf in preppy clothing, but no one else seemed to notice it. No one seemed to notice how wrapped up she was in Reyn, either. She was subtle, but not so subtle that I couldn’t see it. Outwardly, she was the sweetest little thing: All smiles and helpful offers, hardworking, serious about her studies, and kind to everyone.

But underneath I saw her quiet desperation over Reyn, who treated her like an indulged lapdog. He thought they were friends, coworkers, because he was a dense, oblivi­ous schmuck. She wanted to ride off with him into a Tähti sunset and have him all to herself literally forever. Again and again I had seen her work things so the two of them would be assigned to the same chore, working side by side. She asked him for help with her studies and did all sorts of little thoughtful things for him that he hardly noticed.

People usually either really adore me or really hate me, and Nell seemed to fall into the latter camp. I didn’t know if she actually hated me, but if she saw Reyn and me working together, she got this look in her eyes, as if she’d turn me to stone if she could. Then I’d blink, and it would be gone.

It added interest to my days.

I realized that River was waiting for an answer.

I wished I could say, ‘Yes! I am loving this! Bring it on! My heart and soul are here, and I am ready for a change!’ But I couldn’t.

‘Uh, I might be able to stomach another week,’ was all I could manage, and tensed in anticipation of River asking me to leave.

‘That’s good enough,’ River said, and kissed my cheek.

I was floored. I couldn’t help raising my fingers to touch where she’d kissed it.

‘One final thing,’ she said, and I raised my eyebrows. ‘You need different clothes.’ She looked around my room with open curiosity. ‘Like regular jeans and cords. Long underwear. Socks. Heavy shirts, wool sweaters, thick gloves. Lighter boots or work shoes. Sneakers. Slippers. Something warm to sleep in.’ She nudged my wardrobe with her shoe. ‘Got any of that in there?’

I thought of the ragtag, mismatched, mostly black clothes I’d stuffed in there, expensive designer items I hadn’t taken proper care of, cheap punk tees and ratty dresses.

‘Yeah, I guess you’re right,’ I said glumly. ‘Since I’m apparently going to be working outside a lot.’

River grinned. ‘Yes. I’m sure someone will be going into town soon and can take you shopping.’

The next day, late in the morning (and by late I mean, like, freaking nine AM) I was sweeping the long front staircase and trying to remember how the song in the Disney movie version of ‘Cinderella’ had gone. And I was thinking about how the story of Cinderella – really, of most fairy tales – had changed throughout the years, gotten cleaned up, less scary, with more happy endings. There was the whole glass-slipper thing, and the translation mistake. I’d first heard it with her slipper being made of vair, which is fur, animal hide. It was translated into English as verre, glass. So there you go. Now I was sweeping and humming the mice’s song from the movie. And let’s all ponder just how far my life had fallen, in terms of excitement and chicness, shall we? Yes. Pretty damn far.

‘I’ll drive,’ Nell’s voice said gaily from below, in the front hall. Her light brown head appeared by the stair banister, and next to her Reyn said, ‘I can drive.’ I had decided he was the Viking god Odin, god of odiousness.

Nell gave a pretty pout, and the devil grabbed me by the tail. I called down, ‘By all means, let him drive, Nell. He has a weenie. It makes a huge difference.’

Her blue eyes widened and she stared up at me, first as if wondering at my audacity, then in irritation as she realized Reyn was also looking up at me.

I was bored. Time to stir the pot a little. Sweeping busily, I said, ‘I mean, not with driving, it doesn’t make a difference. Of course. But in other stuff. Peeing standing up and all.’

Reyn’s voice was tight. ‘Your point?’

‘No real point. Just lobbying for your right to drive. I mean, you’re old enough, right? How old are you? Like, thirty?’ Most of him looked barely twenty, twenty-two, except his amazing eyes. His eyes looked hundreds of years old.

He didn’t say anything, and Nell frowned. ‘He’s two hundred and sixty-seven. I’m eighty-three. And how old are you?’ Her British accent was crisp.

‘Older.’ I went down a step and continued sweeping. I’d gotten it down to an art: One broad stroke across, then two quick vertical strokes to get each corner. How was this saving my soul, exactly? Like, was I sweeping my way to salvation, or what?

‘Oh, good, I caught you before you left,’ said River, coming down the hall from the kitchen. ‘You two are going to town, aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Reyn.

‘And Reyn’s going to drive,’ I said. ‘Because he’s a booooyyyy.’

River’s eyebrows raised.

‘I’m driving because Nell has clipped both fenders of the truck,’ Reyn said, taking his jacket off the long row of hooks by the front door. ‘And scraped the side of the Toyota. And popped a tire on the van.’

Nell shot me her usual poisonous glance before she defended herself. ‘I was getting used to driving on the wrong side of the road! Everything is backwards here!’

‘You’ve been here for two years,’ Reyn said, picking up some car keys. Nell looked like she was going to explode, and I got the feeling that if River and Reyn hadn’t been there, she would have spewed venom at me. Instead
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