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One

Tucking my hair back, I squinted at the parchment, trying to form the strange angular letters as smoothly as I could. The ink glistened wetly, but it wasn’t red ink, it was blood—my blood—which might account for the slight tremble as I copied the awkward-looking name scripted in characters that weren’t English. Beside me was a pile of rejects. If I didn’t get it perfect this time, I’d be bleeding yet again. God help me, I was doing a black curse. In a demon’s kitchen. On the weekend. How in hell had I gotten here?

Algaliarept stood poised between the slate table and the smaller hearth, his white-gloved hands behind his back. He looked like a stuffy Brit in a murder mystery, and when he shifted impatiently, my tension spiked. “That isn’t helping,” I said dryly, and his red, goat-slitted eyes widened in mocking surprise, peering at me over his smoked spectacles. He didn’t need them for reading. From his crushed green velvet frock to his lace cuffs and proper English accent, the demon was all about show.

“It has to be exact, Rachel, or it won’t capture the aura,” he said, his attention sliding to the small green bottle on the table. “Trust me, you don’t want that floating around unbound.”

I sat up and felt my back crack. As I touched the quill tip to my throbbing finger, my unease grew. I was a white witch, damn it, not black. But I wasn’t going to write off demon magic just because of a label. I’d read the recipe; I’d interpreted the invocation. Nothing died to provide the ingredients, and the only person who’d suffer would be me. I’d come away from this with a new layer of demon smut on my soul, but I’d also have protection against banshees. After one had nearly killed me last New Year’s Eve, I’d willingly entertain a little smut to be safe. Besides, this might lead to a way to save Ivy’s soul when she died her first death. For that, I’d risk a lot.

Something, though, felt wrong. Al’s squint at the aura bottle was worrisome, and his accent was too precise tonight. He was concerned and trying to hide it. It couldn’t be the curse. It was just manipulating an aura, captured energy from a soul. At least … that’s what he said.

Frowning, I glanced at Al’s cramped handwritten instructions. I wanted to go over them again, but his peeved expression and his soft growl convinced me it could wait until the scripting was done. My “ink” was running thin, and I dabbed more blood from my finger to finish some poor slob’s name, someone who trusted a demon … someone like me. Not that I really trust Al, I thought, glancing at the instructions once more.

Al’s spelling kitchen was right out of a fantasy flick, one of four rooms he had recovered after selling almost everything to keep his demon ass out of demon-ass jail. The gray stone walls made a large circular space, most of which was covered in identical tall wooden cabinets with glass doors. Behind the rippled glass, Al kept his books and ley-line equipment. The biological ingredients were in a cellar to which access was through a rough hole in the floor. Smoky support beams a good forty feet up came to a point over a central fire pit. The pit itself was a round, raised affair, with vent holes to draw the cold floor air in by way of simple convection. When it got going, it made a comfortable spot for reading, and when fatigue brought me down, Al let me nap on the benches bracketing it. Mr. Fish, my beta, swam in his little bowl on the mantel of the smaller fire in the fireplace. I don’t know why I’d brought him from home. It had been Ivy’s idea, and when an anxious vampire tells you to take your fish, you take your fish.

Al cleared his throat, and I jumped, fortunately having pulled my quill from the parchment an instant before. Done, thank God. “Good?” I asked, holding it up for inspection, and his white-gloved, thick-fingered hand pinched it at the edge where it wouldn’t smear.

He eyed it, my tension easing when he handed it back. “Passable. Now the bowl.”

Passable. That was usually as good as it got, and I set the painstakingly scribed bit of paper beside the unlit candle and green bottle of aura, taking up Al’s favorite scribing knife and the palm-size earthen bowl. The knife was ugly, the writhing woman on the handle looking like demon porn. Al knew I hated it, which was why he insisted I use it.

The gray bowl was rough in my hand, the inside inscribed with scratched-off words of power. Only the newly scribed name I was etching would react. The theory was to burn the paper and take in the man’s name by way of air, then drink water from the bowl, taking in his name by water. This would hit all four elements, earth and water with the bowl, air and fire with the burning parchment. Heaven and earth, with me in the middle. Yippy skippy.

The foreign-looking characters were easier after having practiced with the parchment, and I had it scratched on a tiny open space before Al could sigh more than twice. He’d taken up the bottle of aura, frowning as he gazed into the swirling green.

“What?” I offered, trying to keep the annoyance from my voice. I was his student, sure, but he would still try to backhand me if I got uppity.

Al’s brow furrowed, worrying me even more. “I don’t like this aura’s resonance,” he said softly, red eyes probing the glass pinched in his white-clad fingers.

I shifted my weight on my padded chair, trying to stretch my legs. “And?”

Al’s focus shifted over his glasses to me. “It’s one of Newt’s.”

“Newt? Since when do you need to get an aura from Newt?” I asked. No one liked the insane demon, but she was the reigning queen of the lost boys, so to speak, and knew everything—when she could remember it.

“Not your concern,” he said, and I winced, embarrassed. Al had lost almost everything in his effort to snag me as a familiar, ending up with something vastly more precious but broke just the same. I was a witch, but a common, usually lethal genetic fault had left me able to kindle their magic. Al’s status was assured as long as I was his student, but his living was bleak.

“I’ll just pop over and find out who it is before we finish this up,” he said with forced lightness, setting the bottle down with a sharp tap.

I looked at the assembled pieces. “Now? Why didn’t you ask her before?”

“It didn’t seem important at the time,” he said, looking mildly discomfited. “Pierce!” he shouted, the call for his familiar lost in the high ceilings coated in shadows and dust. Mood sour, he turned to me. “Don’t touch anything while I’m gone.”

“Sure,” I said distantly, eying the green swirling in the bottle. He had to borrow an aura from Newt? Jeez, maybe things were worse off than I’d thought.

“The crazy bitch has a reason for everything, though she might not remember it,” Al said as he tugged his sleeves over his lace cuffs. Glancing at the arranged spelling supplies, he hesitated. “Go ahead and fill the bowl. Make sure the water covers the name.” He looked at the image of an angry, screaming face scribed into his black marble floor. It was his version of a door in the doorless room. “Gordian Nathaniel Pierce!”

I pushed back from the table as the witch popped into the kitchen atop the grotesque face, a dish towel over his shoulder and his sleeves rolled up. “I’d be of a mind to know what the almighty hurry is,” the man from the early 1800s said as he tossed his hair from his eyes and unrolled his sleeves. “I swan, the moment I start something, you get in a pucker over nothing.”

“Shut up, runt,” Al muttered, knowing that to backhand him would start a contest that would end with Pierce unconscious and a big mess to clean up. It was easier to ignore him. Al had snared the clever witch within an hour of his first escape, the demon taking great pains to keep us apart during my weekly lessons until Al realized I was ticked with Pierce for having willingly gone into partnership with Al. Partnership? Hell, call it what it was. Slavery.

Oh, I was still impressed with Pierce’s magic, which far outstripped mine. His quick one-liners, in his odd accent, aimed at Al when the demon wasn’t listening still made me smirk. And I wasn’t looking at his long, wavy hair, or his lanky build, much less his tight ass, damn it. But some time shortly after seeing him naked under Carew Tower’s restaurant, I’d lost the teenage crush I’d had on him. It might have been his insufferable confidence, or the fact that he wouldn’t admit how deep in the crapper he was, or that he was just a little too good at demon magic, but for whatever reason, that devilish smile that had once sparked through me now fell flat.

“I’m stepping out for a tick,” Al said as he buttoned his coat. “Merely checking something. A tidy curse is a well-twisted one! Pierce, make yourself useful and help her with her Latin while I’m gone. Her syntax sucks.”

“Gee, thanks.” The modern phrases sounded odd with Al’s accent.

“And don’t let her do anything stupid,” he added as he adjusted his glasses.

“Hey!” I exclaimed, but my eyes darted to the creepy tapestry whose figures seemed to move when I wasn’t looking. There were things in Al’s kitchen that it was best not to be alone with, and I appreciated the company. Even if it was Pierce.

“As the almighty Al wishes,” Pierce said dryly, earning a raised eyebrow before Al vanished from where he stood, using a ley line to traverse the ever-after to get to Newt’s rooms.

In an instant, the lights went out, but before I could move, they flashed back to life, markedly brighter as Pierce took over the charm, telling me it wasn’t the demon-curse light charm I knew. Alone. How … nice. I watched him meticulously drape his damp dish towel to dry on the top of the cushioned bench that circled the central fire pit, and then, jaw clenched, I looked away. Standing, I moved to keep the slate table between us as Pierce crossed the room with the grace of another time.

“What is the invocation today?” he asked, and I pointed to it on the table, wanting to look at it again myself but willing to wait. His hair fell over his eyes as he studied it.

“Sunt qui discessum animi a corpore putent esse mortem. Sunt erras,” he said softly, his blue eyes shocking against his dark hair as he looked up. “You’re working with souls?”

“Auras,” I corrected him, but his expression was doubtful. There are those who believe that the departure of the soul from the body is death. They are wrong, I silently translated, then took it from him to set it with the bottle of aura, bowl, and the name scribed with my blood. “Hey, if you can’t trust your demon, who can you trust?” I said sarcastically, gathering up the pile of discarded signature attempts and moving them out of the way to the mantel. But I didn’t trust Al, and I itched to look at the curse again. Not with Pierce, though. He’d want to help me with my Latin.

The tension rose at my continued silence, and Pierce half-sat on the slate table, one long leg hanging down. He was watching me, making me nervous as I filled the inscribed bowl from a pitcher. It was just plain water, but it smelled faintly of burnt amber. No wonder I go home with headaches, I thought, grimacing as I overfilled the bowl and water dribbled out.

“I’ll get that,” Pierce said, jumping from the table and reaching for his dish towel.

“Thanks, I’m good,” I snapped, snatching the cloth from him and doing it myself.

He drew back, looking hurt as he stood before the fire pit. “I’ll allow I’ve gotten myself in a powerful fix, Rachel, but what have I done to turn you so cold?”

My motion to clean the slate slowed, and I turned with a sigh. The truth of it was, I wasn’t sure. I only knew that the things that had attracted me once now looked childish and inane. He’d been a ghost, more or less, and had agreed to be Al’s familiar if the demon could give him a body. Al had shoved his soul into a dead witch before the body even had the chance to skip a heartbeat. It didn’t help that I’d known the guy Al had put his soul into. I didn’t think I could take another person’s body to save myself. But then, I’d never been dead before.

I looked at Pierce now, seeing the same reckless determination, the same disregard for the future that had gotten me shunned, rightfully, and all I knew was that I didn’t want anything to do with it. I took a breath and let it out, not knowing where to start. But a shiver lifted through me at the memory of his touch, ages ago but still fresh in my mind. Al was right. I was an idiot.

“It’s not going to work, Pierce,” I said flatly, and I turned away.

My tone had been harsh, and Pierce’s voice lost its sparkle. “Rachel. Truly. What’s wrong? I took this job to be closer to you.”

“That’s just it!” I exclaimed, and he blinked, bewildered. “This is not a job!” I said, waving the dish towel. “It’s slavery. You belong to him, body and soul. And you did it intentionally! We could have found another way to give you a body. Your own, maybe! But no. You just jumped right into a demon pact instead of asking for help!”

He came around the table, close but not quite touching me. “I swan, a demon curse is the only way to become living again,” he said, touching his chest. “I know what I’m doing. This isn’t forever. When I can, I’ll kill the demon spawn, and then I’ll be free.”

“Kill Al?” I breathed, not believing he still thought he could.

“I’ll be free of him and have a body, both.” He took my hands, and I realized how cold I was. “Trust me, Rachel. I know what I’m doing.”

Oh my God. He is as bad as I am. Was. “You’re crazy!” I exclaimed, pulling out of his grip. “You think you’re more powerful than you are, with your black magic and whatever! Al is a demon, and I don’t think you grasp what he can do. He’s playing with you!”

Pierce leaned against the table, arms crossed and the light catching the colorful pattern of his vest. “Do tell? You opine I don’t know what I’m doing?”

“I opine you don’t!” I mocked, using his own words. His attitude was infuriating, and I looked at the bowl behind him, the remnant of others who had thought they were smarter than a demon now just names on a bowl, bottles on a shelf.

“Fair enough.” Pierce scratched his chin and stood. “I expect a body needs proof.”

I stiffened. Shit. Proof? “Hey, wait a minute,” I said, dropping the dish towel to the table. “What are you doing? Al brought you back, but he can take you out again, too.”

Pierce impishly put a finger to his nose. “Mayhap. But he has to catch me first.”

My eyes darted to the band of charmed silver around his wrist. Pierce could jump ley lines where I couldn’t, but charmed silver cut off his access to them. He couldn’t leave.

“What, this?” he said confidently, and my lips parted when he ran his finger around the inside of the silver band and the metal seemed to stretch, allowing him to slip it off.

“H-How,” I stammered as he twirled it. Crap on toast. I’d be blamed for this. I knew it!

“It’s been tampered with so I can move from room to room here. I tampered with it a little more is all,” Pierce said, sticking the band of silver in his back pocket, his eyes gleaming. “I’ve not had a bite of food free of burnt amber in a coon’s age. I’ll fetch you something to warm your cold heart.”

I stepped forward, panicking. “Put that back on! If Al knows you can escape, he’ll—”

“Kill me. Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he said, hitting the modern phrase perfectly. His hand dipped into another pocket, and he studied a handful of coins. “Al will tarry with Newt for at least fifteen minutes. I’ll be right back.”

His accent was thinning. Clearly he could turn it off and on at will—which worried me even more. What else was he hiding? “You’re going to get me in trouble!” I said, but with a sly grin, he vanished. The lights he had been minding went out, and the ring of charmed silver he had stuck in his pocket made a ting as it hit the floor. My heart thumped in the sudden darkness lit only by the hearth fire and the dull glow of the banked fire pit. He was gone, and we were both going to be in deep shit if Al found out.

Heart pounding, I watched the creepy tapestry across the room. My mouth was dry, and the shadows shifted as the figures on it seemed to move in the firelight. Son of a bitch! I thought as I went to pick up the ring of charmed silver and tuck the incriminating thing in a pocket. Al was going to blame me. He’d think I took the charmed silver off Pierce.

Edging back to the small hearth fire, I fumbled for the candle on the mantel, scraping wax under my nail as a focusing object, pinching the wick, and tapping a ley line to work the charm. “Consimilis calefacio,” I said, voice quavering as a tiny slip of ley-line energy flowed through me, exciting the molecules until the wick burst into flame, but just as I did, the ley-line-powered lights flashed high, and I jumped, knocking the lit candle off the mantel.

“I can explain!” I exclaimed as I fumbled for the candle, now rolling down the mantel toward Mr. Fish. But it was Pierce, tossing his hair from his eyes and with two tall grandes in his hands. “You idiot!” I hissed as the candle hit the scraps of paper and in a flash, they went up.

“Across lots like lightning, mistress witch,” Pierce said, laughing as he extended a coffee.

God, I wish he’d speak normal English. Frantic, I brushed the bits of paper off the mantel, stepping on them once they hit the black marble floor. The stink of burning plastic joined the mess, and I grabbed the bowl of water, dumping it. Black smoke wisped up, stinging my eyes. It helped mask the reek of burning shoe, so maybe it wasn’t all bad.

“You ass!” I shouted. “Do you realize what would happen if Al came back and found you gone? Are you that inconsiderate, or just that stupid? Put this back on!”

Angry, I threw the ring of charmed metal at him. His hands were full, and he sidestepped it. With a thunk, the ring hit the tapestry and then the floor. Pierce’s hand extending the coffee drooped, his enthusiasm fading. “I’d do naught to hurt you, mistress witch.”

“I am not your mistress witch!” Ignoring the coffee, I looked at the bits of burnt paper in a soggy mess on the floor. Kneeling, I snatched the dish towel from the table to sop it up. I could smell raspberry-favored Italian blend, and my stomach growled.

“Rachel,” Pierce coaxed.

Pissed, I wouldn’t look up at him as I wiped the floor. Standing, I tossed the towel to the table in disgust, then froze. The aura bottle wasn’t green anymore.

“Rachel?”

It was questioning this time, and I held up a hand, tasting the air as my eyes stung. Shit, I’d burned the name and gotten the charged water all over me. “I think I’m in trouble,” I whispered, then jerked, feeling as if my skin was on fire. Yelping, I slapped at my clothes. Panic rose as an alien aura slipped through mine, soaking in to find my soul—and squeezing.

Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit. I’d invoked the curse. I was in so-o-o-o much trouble. But this didn’t feel right; the curse burned! Demons were wimps. They always made their magic painless unless you did it wrong. Oh God. I’d done it wrong!

“Rachel?” Pierce touched my shoulder. I met his eyes, and then I doubled over, gasping.

“Rachel!” he cried, but I was trying to breathe. It was the dead person, the one whose name I’d scribed in my own blood. It hadn’t been his aura in the bottle, but his soul. And now his soul wanted a new body. Mine. Son of a bitch, Al had lied to me. I knew I should have trusted my gut and questioned him. He said it was an aura, but it was a soul, and the soul in the bottle was pissed!

Mine, echoed in our joined thoughts. Gritting my teeth, I bent double and tapped a ley line. Newt had once tried to possess me, and I had burned her out with a rush of energy. I gasped when a scintillating stream of it poured in with the taste of burning tinfoil, but the presence in me chortled, welcoming the flood. Mine! the soul insisted in delight, and I felt my link to the line being severed. I stumbled, falling to kneel on the cold marble. It had taken control, cutting me out!

No! I thought, scrambling for the line in my mind only to find nothing to grasp. My chest hurt when my heart started to beat to a new, faster rhythm. What in hell was this thing! What sort of mind could make a soul this determined? I couldn’t … stop it!

“Rachel!”

Eyes tearing, I blinked at Pierce, struggling to focus. “Get. It. Out of me!”

He spun, motions fast as he found the unburnt signature still on the table. There was a swallow of water left in the bowl. It had to be enough.

I am Rachel Morgan, I thought, teeth gritted as the soul rifled through my memories like some people shake old books for money. I live in a church with a vampire and a family of pixies. I fight the bad guys. And I will not let you have my body!

You can’t stop me.

The thought was oily, hysteria set to discordant music. It hadn’t been my thought, and I panicked. It was right, though. I was powerless to stop it, and as soon as it looked at everything and claimed what it wanted, I was going to be discarded.

“Get out!” I screamed, but its fingers reached into my heart and brain for more, and I groaned, feeling control over my body start to slip away. “Pierce, get it out of me!” I begged, doubled over on the cold black floor, silver etchings like threads under my cheek. Everything I didn’t concentrate on was gone. The moment I lapsed, I would be too.

I smelled the scent of burnt paper, and the soft murmur of Latin. “Sunt qui discessum animi a corpore putent esse mortem,” Pierce said, his hand shaking as he brushed the hair from my face. Beside him was the empty bowl. “Sunt erras.”

“This is mine!” I cried gleefully, but it wasn’t me screaming. It was the soul, who had found the knowledge that my blood could invoke demon magic and held it aloft like a jewel. I got in one clean gasp of air as it was distracted, and I opened my eyes. “Pierce …,” I whispered desperately, for his attention, then choked when the soul realized I still had some control.

“Mine! ” the soul snarled with my lips, and I backhanded Pierce across the cheek.

Oh God, I’d lost, and I felt myself pull my legs under me to crouch before the fire like an animal. I’d lost my body to a thousand-year-old soul! My lips curled back, and I grinned at Pierce’s horror, even as I tried to claw my way back into control. But even my connection to the ley line belonged to it.

“Get away from her!” I heard Al exclaim, and with the sound of smacking flesh, Pierce slid backward against the tapestry. Al.

Hissing, I spun to him, crouched and hands turned to claws. It is a demon, echoed in my thoughts, and hatred bubbled up, a thousand years of hatred demanding revenge.

I jumped at him with a howl, and Al grabbed me by the neck. I clawed at him, and he casually thunked my head into the wall. Pain reverberated between my skull and reason, and in the haze, my reactions were faster than the alien soul’s. I took control, grabbed the ley line, and threw a protection bubble about the soul within me. It was still dazed from the thunk on the head, and I had the upper hand. But for how long?

Eyes struggling to focus, I latched onto Al’s hands around my throat. God, I was never so happy to see him. “Rachel?” he asked, an understandable question at this point.

“For a little bit longer, yeah, you son of a bitch,” I panted, terrified as I felt the soul in me start to recover. “You told me it was an aura. It’s a goddamned soul! You lied to me! You lied to me, Al! And it’s … taking me over, you son of a bitch!”

His eyes narrowed as he looked across the room at Pierce. “I told you to watch her!”

“Accident,” Pierce said as he untangled his legs. “She dropped a candle. The early scratchings burned, and she put it out with the water. The soul wasn’t harnessed by invocation before escaping. I twisted the curse to get it out of her. I don’t understand why it didn’t work!”

Al let go of my neck and swung me into his arms, cradling me. “You’re not a demon, runt,” he said distantly, talking to Pierce as he peered into my eyes. “You can’t hold a soul other than your own.”

But Al thought I could? I took a breath as I stared at Al’s red eyes, then another, feeling the soul in me begin to push against the protection circle, probing, looking for a way to regain control. I jerked when a slow flame started in my mind, burning, expanding. It howled against the inside of my skull, and my hands twitched. “Get it … out!” I forced past my clenched teeth. I couldn’t fight forever.

Al’s goat-slitted eyes showed a flash of panic, and I felt him sit down before the fire, right there on the floor. “Let me in, Rachel. Into your thoughts. You’ve got Krathion in there. I can separate him from you, but you have to let me in. Let go and stop fighting so I can come in!”

He wanted me to stop fighting? “He’ll take over!” I panted, gripping his arm when a new wave of outrage spun through me. “He’ll kill me! Al, this soul is crazy!”

Al shook his head. “I won’t let you die. I’ve got too much invested in you.” The look in his eyes scared me—it wasn’t love, but it wasn’t just the fear of losing an investment either. “Let me in!” he demanded as I clenched in pain. Shit, I was drooling. He didn’t say trust me, but it was in his eyes.

Inside me, I felt the satisfaction of a steady progression of fire. I wasn’t driven enough to survive this. Maybe after being imprisoned in limbo for a thousand years, but not right now. Either let Al in or the soul won. I had to trust him. “Okay,” I breathed, and as Al’s eyes widened, I stopped fighting.

The soul screamed in victory, and my body shuddered. And then … I was nowhere. I wasn’t in the echoing blackness of the demon collective, and I wasn’t in the spinning, humming strength of a ley line. I was … nowhere, and everywhere. Centered for the first time in my life, alone and utterly understanding it all. There was no hurry, no reason, and I hung in a blissful state of no questions. Until one stirred in me. Was this where Kisten had gone?

I wondered suddenly, was Kist here? My dad? Was that his aftershave I smelled?

“Rachel?” someone called, and I gathered myself, trying to focus.

“Dad?” I whispered, not believing it.

“Rachel!” The voice became louder, and I felt a sudden pain.

Coughing, I took a huge gasp of air, my hair in my mouth, my face. The world was upside down, but then I realized I was on my hands and knees, taking snatches of air between the dry heaves. The sour taste in my mouth fought with the stink of burnt amber pouring off me. My face hurt with each gut-wrenching clench, and I felt it carefully with shaky fingers. Someone had hit me. But I was here, alone in my body. The perverted soul was gone.

I looked up from Al’s floor to see a pair of elegantly embroidered slippers. Sending my gaze higher, I found an androgynous robe with a martial arts look about it, and above that, Newt’s mocking expression. The demon was bald again. Even her eyebrows were gone.

Her face wrinkled when she saw me looking at her. “Honestly, Al, you’re going to have to do better,” she said, her words long and drawn out. “You almost let her kill herself. Again.”

Al? That must be whose hand is on my back.

“Rachel?” Al said again, close and intent. I recognized it from that in-between place I’d been in. His hand fell away, and I sat back to bring my legs to my chest. Forehead on my knees, I hid from everyone. “What’s she doing here?” I muttered, meaning Newt. Cold, I shivered.

“It’s her,” he said, his relief clear as I heard him stand. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. This wasn’t free.” The soft shush of her slippers was loud, but I didn’t look. I was alive. I was alone in my mind. Al had been in there. No telling what he’d seen.

“I ought to file charges of uncommon stupidity against you for letting her try this alone,” Newt said dryly, and I took a deep breath. Not out of it yet, apparently.

“She wouldn’t have been alone if, to begin with, you’d given me a suitable soul,” Al said, and I jumped when a blanket smelling of burnt amber fell across my shoulders. “Krathion? Are you insane? He was a lunatic!”

“One man’s opinion,” Newt said smugly, and I pulled my head up. “And what a typical male response,” she added, glancing at me. “Blame everyone but yourself. You left Rachel in the middle of a highly sensitive curse. You could have brought her with you. Brought the bottle with you. But you left her alone. Face it, Al. You don’t have the smarts to raise a child.”

“You did this on purpose!” Al raged, sounding like a little kid calling foul. Newt looked smug, and Al turned away, frustrated.

Shaking, I tugged the blanket higher. They were my hands. My hands. Tears prickled when I looked at the small bottle on the table, green and swirling again. I wanted to laugh. Cry. Puke. Scream. “What’s she doing here?” I asked again, my voice stronger.

“Krathion is insane,” Al said. “It took two of us to get him back in the bottle.”

I fingered the wool blanket, worried. I had a bad feeling that Newt had tried to kill me. “You were in my mind?” I asked her, fearful now.

Newt made a small sound of regret, stepping silently across the room. “No,” she said petulantly as she stopped beside Pierce, slumped beside the empty tapestry. Even the moving figures made of weft and weave were afraid of her and had hidden. Pierce was nursing a swollen lip, and was sullen, even scared maybe. I was surprised to see him here at all.

“Al took teacher’s prerogative,” she said as she ran her fingers through his hair. Pierce stiffened, the tightening of his lips giving away his anger. “I merely put the soul back in the bottle once Al got it out of you. Gally, if you can’t demonstrate the ability to keep her alive, then I will take over her care and get you a dog instead.”

My eyes widened. Fear got me to my feet, and I wobbled until I reached for the table for balance. “It was my fault, not Al’s. I’m fine. Really. See? All better.”

Al stiffened. “I didn’t leave her alone. I left her in the care of my trusted familiar. The curse was invoked by accident. One you probably planned.”

Trusted familiar? I looked at Pierce, knowing laughter would sound hysterical.

“Excuses, excuses,” Newt drawled, clearly seeing through it. “He tried to save her life. I see it in his thoughts.” She shifted a stray hair from Pierce to set it straight. “It was his skill that failed him, not his spirit. He was here. You were not.” Smiling, she turned to Al. “Think on that before you kill him.”

“Kill him?” Al blurted out. “Why would I kill him?”

Yeah, seeing as he was Al’s trusted familiar, but when Newt looked at the to-go cups spilled on the black floor, Al stiffened. His gaze flicked to Pierce, then me, and there it stayed, scaring me. Al thought I had freed him. The coffee had come from somewhere, and I couldn’t line jump.

“No more warnings, Al,” Newt said, and both Al and I jerked our attention back to her. “Your mistakes are starting to have an impact on all of us. Another error, and I take her.”

“You planned this. You gave me a bad soul. That curse couldn’t contain Krathion, even if she had done it properly.” Al seethed, but not a whisper of power edged his hands, telling me he knew better than to threaten Newt openly.

My skin prickled as the tension rose. Newt was crazy, but Al would lose. I didn’t want to belong to her. Al and I had an agreement, but Newt would see only master and slave. “I’m fine. Really!” I insisted, swaying on my feet and feeling my elbow throb. I’d hit something. Hard. Al, maybe? I didn’t remember it.

Lips curled up almost in a smile, Newt sniffed as if she smelled something rank. “I don’t understand this loyalty. He’s wasting your time, Rachel. You’ll have precious little of it if you’re not careful. You could be so much more, so much faster. Best hurry, before I remember something else and decide you’re a threat.”

With hardly a breath of air shifting the candle flames, she was gone. Al let out a huge sigh and turned to me. “You stupid bitch.”

He moved, and I darted back, slipping on the black floor and going down. His hand swung where I had been, and I skittered back until I hit the hearth.

“You freed him! For a cup of coffee!” Al raged.

“I didn’t!” I protested, tensing for the coming smack as he stood over me. Fight back? Yeah, there’s a good idea. I’d take my licks. Then I’d take them out on Pierce later.

“Algaliarept!” Pierce shouted, and Al hesitated, the sound of his summoning name being enough to give him pause. But it was the pure ting of metal hitting the marble floor that made me jump, not the back of Al’s hand, and I watched the band of charmed silver roll toward us, spinning in ever smaller circles at Al’s feet.

“I don’t need her to slip your leash, demon spawn,” Pierce said darkly, and something in his voice twisted in me. It was threatening, decisive, and utterly unafraid. I went cold at the sight of Pierce, his feet spread wide, a flicker of black vanishing from his spread fingers as he made them into fists. His eyes promised violence.

“I’ve been free since the moment you caught me,” he boasted, making it into a threat. “I’m here to keep her alive among the putrid stink of you all, not wash your dishes and twist your curses. A needed post, if you’re passing off soul-stealing curses as an aura supplement.”

God help me, I think I’m going to be sick. “I don’t need a babysitter,” I said.

Pierce looked at me, deadly serious. “I swan you do, Rachel,” he said, and my eyes narrowed.

Al harrumphed. His hand, once poised to smack me, had turned and was now offered to help me up instead. “How long have you known he could slip his charmed silver?” he asked.

“Not until he just did it,” I said truthfully as he yanked me up. He let me go, and I flicked my eyes to Pierce. “You need to stop underestimating him, Al,” I said, not wanting to be caught between them again. “You’re right. He’s going to get me killed.” My gaze went from Al to Pierce. “Through his own arrogance.”

Pierce’s eyebrows rose as he felt the sting of that, but I wouldn’t drop his gaze, still angry. Al, though, couldn’t have been happier. “Indeed,” he almost growled, clearly hearing more in my words than what I had said. “I think we’ve made enough progress for today, Rachel. Go home. Get some rest.”

My lips parted, and my fingers fell from the blanket over my shoulders. I could not seem to stop shivering. “Now? I just got here. Uh, not that I’m complaining.”

Al glanced at Pierce, looking as if he was mentally cracking his knuckles. Pierce was glaring right back, grim faced and determined. Idiot. As soon as I left, they were going to have a “demon to familiar chat.” I wasn’t going to be the one to clean up after it, though.

“Come along,” Al said, taking my elbow and letting go when I hissed in pain.

“You’re coming with me?” I questioned, and Al took my other, undamaged arm instead.

“If you’re not here when I get back,” the demon said to Pierce, “I will kill you. I may not be able to restrain you, but I can find you easily enough. Yes?”

Pierce nodded, grim new lines showing on his face.

I opened my mouth to protest, but Al had reached out and tapped a line. In an instant, I dissolved to a thought and was pulled into the nearest ley line, ribbons of energy that strung like threads between reality and the ever-after. Instinctively I flung up a protective circle around my thoughts, but Al had beaten me to it.

Al? I questioned, surprised that he was with me since it more than doubled the cost.

I told you to do nothing. I come back and find you possessed? I had to ask Newt for help. Do you know how embarrassing that is? How long it will take me to pay that off?

Our minds were sharing space, and though I couldn’t hear anything he didn’t wanted me to, he couldn’t hide his anger with me and his unexpected worry about Pierce. Al was getting a dose of my anger at the man, too. Maybe that was why Al was taking me home when he could just as easily have dumped me off in the church’s graveyard. He wanted a peek at my emotions.

The memory of my lungs was aching, but I felt him twist something sideways, and I stumbled as we popped back into existence, the fog that had been here when I left even thicker now. The glow from the back porch was a hazy blob of yellow, and I pulled the damp, foggy spring night deep into me. Four hours, and I was home.

“Student?” Al questioned, somewhat softer now that he’d seen my anger at Pierce, and I turned to him, thinking he looked like he belonged in the fog, wearing his elegant coat, tidy boots, and smoked glasses. “Do you have any idea the pressure I’m under?” he added. “The accusations you never hear about, the threats? Why do you think I double-checked that bottle Newt gave me? She wants you, Rachel, and you are giving her excuses to take you in any form she can!”

“I lit the candle because I was not going to sit in the dark when your familiar left and the lights went out!” I said, not about to take this meekly. “I didn’t mean to drop it. The paper caught fire, and I dumped the water on it to put it out. The soul was freed. The soul, Al, you bastard. You knew I wouldn’t do it if it was a soul.”

He dipped his head, the fog blurring his features. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“Don’t lie to me anymore,” I demanded, braver now that I was back in my own reality. “I mean it, Al. If I’m going to go bad, let me make my own grave, okay?”

I had meant it to be sarcastic, but it rang frighteningly true. Frowning, Al began to turn away, hesitated, and then … came back. “Rachel, you don’t seem to understand. Newt doesn’t care if it’s you or someone else who is able to kindle demon magic and begin a new generation of demons. She just wants to control who can. If Krathion had gained your body, she would’ve taken custody of you to protect the rest of us, because I certainly can’t control a lunatic with the ability to invoke demon magic and jump between the ever-after and reality at will.” He hesitated, his eyes meeting mine. “She doesn’t care about you, Rachel. She only cares about what your body can do, and she wants to control it. Don’t let her.”

Scared, I tugged the blanket tighter around me, my feet getting damp in the long grass. No wonder the coven of moral and ethical standards had shunned me and Trent had bashed my head into a tombstone. I wasn’t being smart about this. A simple curse like possession could negate me completely—give someone with less moral standing everything I had the potential for. And I had been ignoring that.

I exhaled, finally getting it. Standing there in my familiar graveyard, I felt a new chill of mistrust seep into me. Son-of-a-bitch demons.

Seeing it, Al grunted, seeming pleased. “Until next week,” he said, turning away.

“Al? “I called out after him, but he didn’t stop. “Thank you,” I blurted out, and he halted, his back to me. “For getting that thing out of me. And I’m sorry.” My thoughts went to Pierce and I grimaced. “I’ll be more careful.”

The door to the church squeaked open, and the sound of shrill pixy children carried out into the damp air. Al turned, his gaze going past me to Ivy’s black silhouette waiting in the threshold. I’d said thank you. And apologized. It was more than I thought I’d ever do. “You’re welcome,” he said, his expression lost in the shadows. “I’ll see what I can do about the no lying … thing.” And inclining his head, he vanished.


Two

I’ll be over there,” Ivy said like I was a three-year-old as she looked across the produce section to the meat counter and pointed.

“Oh for the love of the Turn!” I protested, exasperated. “Al let me have the day off because he wanted to beat Pierce to a pulp, not because I damaged my aura. I’m fine! Just … go pick out something for the grill, okay?”

The tall woman raised an eyebrow and cocked her hip as if she didn’t believe me. I could understand why. Al rarely let me have his night off, and I think my coming back early had interrupted her plans. Though I’d seen no evidence of it, I was sure the living vampire took my weekly twenty-four-hour absence as an opportunity to slake her “other” hunger—the one that we couldn’t find a bottle of in the grocery store.

“I said I’m fine,” I growled, tugging the eco-friendly sack she made me shop with higher up on my shoulder. “Will you let me breathe?”

Giving me a look, she turned on a booted heel and walked through the produce section, looking like a model in jeans and a short black-and-dark-green jacket. Spiked boots made her even taller. Her lightweight cloth coat was a step away from her usual leather, but the gold trim made it scrumptiously rich. She was growing her hair out again, and the straight black was almost down to her shoulders once more. Ivy could have been a model. Hell, Ivy could be anything she wanted. Except happy. Ivy had issues.

“Good God,” I muttered. “What a pain in the ass.”

Ivy didn’t miss a step. “I heard that.”

Alone for the first time in hours, my tension eased. Today had not been fun. I hadn’t slept well after getting back to the church. The sliver of trust I’d put in Al was seriously in doubt. Not that I ever trusted him, but I’d thought our arrangement had bestowed a measure of honesty between us. Guess not. I wasn’t happy with Pierce either. He was a teenage crush from a time when life spread long and wide, and consequences reached only to Friday, date night. I was done entertaining crushes, angry with Pierce for having risked everything to impress me. I wasn’t impressed, and he could fall into a volcano for all I cared.

It had almost been a relief to be awakened from a restless sleep at an ungodly ten in the morning by the sound of Jenks’s cat, Rex, crashing into walls while chasing pixy kids. Ivy had actually made me breakfast, then hung around in the kitchen messing with her computer while I’d whipped up a batch of sleepy-time charms. Then she made me lunch. I’d finally told her I was going grocery shopping just to have some time alone. I figured she’d stay home, but no-o-o-o. Jenks had all but laughed his wings off and said he’d watch the church. Smart man.

Apparently I’d told Ivy just enough about Al’s trickery to worry her. She knew enough about witch magic to realize that messing with auras might give me insight into how to save her soul. Maybe that was her problem. I was sure that my “progress” would make it to Rynn Cormel’s ears, her master vampire and the man we both looked to for protection from other vampires. I should be thankful, but I really detested the dead vamp.

A soft prickling of my skin came from nowhere, and I turned to find Ivy at the meat case, her back to me as she leaned on the counter flirting with the butcher. The only other person in sight was a petite woman in an uptight office dress, her head cocked as she studied the cracker labels. She looked bland enough, but something had tripped my warning flags.

Tucking my hair behind an ear, I glanced to the front of the store and into the parking lot past the big plate-glass windows. It was dusk—the time when humans started to shun mixed areas of the city and stick to their own streets as Inderlanders took over—but the sun was still up, which meant the woman wasn’t a dead vamp. It was unlikely she was a living one on her own this deep into the human side of things. She probably wasn’t a Were for the same reason. That left a human looking for some magical help—highly doubtful—or a witch looking for the same.

She couldn’t be a witch. I was shunned, and Cincy’s entire witch population knew it.

Drifting to a stand with early strawberries, I mentally went through my short list of who might have followed me this deep into traditionally human territory, then winced when I went through the even shorter list as to why.

I snuck a furtive glance at her, her sensible brown shoes, nylons, and blah brown skirt giving me the impression of sophistication coupled with an appalling lack of imagination. The woman was as thin as a mannequin, but not nearly as tall, and her blond hair was slicked back as if she thought she had to eliminate all softness to make it in a man’s world.

She looked up and I froze when we accidentally made eye contact. Damn, I thought as the woman blinked, her blue eyes wide, and smiled slowly—shocking the hell out of me. Double damn. She’d seen me come in with Ivy and was checking me out!

My face warmed. Eyes averted, I angled to put the display of strawberries between us. I was straight, but after losing three boyfriends in two years—one to illegal activity; one to the grave; and a third, not really a boyfriend but gone all the same because I’d been shunned—I wasn’t up to trying to explain things to a nice-looking woman who had misread the nonverbal communication between Ivy and myself.

Undeterred, the woman drifted closer. One hand was in the pocket of her skirt-length, white cashmere coat, the other was holding the latest gotta-have purse, one that probably wasn’t a knockoff. She must go to a tanning salon, because her soft amber glow was impossible to get during early spring in Cincinnati. Her nails were short, professionally polished,with white tips gleaming. The woman’s upscale mien was completely at odds with the instrumental eighties being piped in, the bleach-faded tile, and the occasional blaring loudspeaker.

My frown deepened when a faint whiff of redwood overtook the smell of chlorine and the tart scent of strawberries. She’s a witch? Crap, if she was a witch, then she knew damn well who I was. And if she knew who I was, she wasn’t trying to pick me up. At least, not for a date. It was a job—one that involved black magic.

Slow down, Rachel. Relax, I told myself, not even seeing the fruit as I picked up a carton of strawberries, fidgeting. Maybe she needs help and is scared to ask. Hell, I’d be. When I wasn’t playing demon student in the ever-after, I was an odd mix of bounty hunter, escort-through-troubled-waters, and a magical jack-of-all-trades—able to rescue familiars from trees and bring in the big bad uglies that no one else wanted to touch. I’d been shunned, yes, but maybe the trouble she was in was greater than her fear of being shunned for asking for my help. But she didn’t look scared; she looked confident and in control.

Setting the carton of strawberries down, I retreated, my thoughts spinning to the last time I’d been accosted by a black coven member on a recruitment drive. He’d taken offense when I’d told him to shove his dark coven somewhere even darker, and then they’d tried to kill me.

Adrenaline seeped into me, slow and sweet, making my heart pound and my senses come alive. It felt so good, it scared me. A quick look told me Ivy was gone. The butcher, too. My kick-butt boots scuffed, and I pulled out my phone as if checking the time, sending a 911 to Ivy before shoving my cell into a back pocket. Even if Ivy was checking out the meat behind the counter, she’d come.

My jaw tightened as I stood before a bank of green veggies against the wall. My back was to the woman in a show of nonchalance, but I stiffened as her sensible shoes tap-tap-tapped to a halt eight feet away. Before me was a display of carrots. Back off, babe, or I’ll kill you with this carrot.

“Excuse me,” the woman said, and damn it if I didn’t jump. “Are you Rachel Morgan?”

Her voice was high, almost too childlike to take seriously, and I turned, my fingers sliding off the damp carrots. Her height came in a few inches shorter than mine, heels and all. That hand was still in her pocket, and her smile had a touch of mockery. I didn’t want any trouble, but I’d finish it if she started some.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” I said just as sweetly, putting a bunch of carrots in my canvas bag. Not very heavy. Need more weight.

My gaze flicked past her. Damn it, Ivy, where are you? There could be anything in that pocket of hers. The woman didn’t look like much, but then I didn’t either in my jeans, boots, short red leather jacket, and scarf.

“Are you Rachel Morgan of Vampiric Charms?” the woman asked again, and I shifted to a stand of organic potatoes, trying to put distance between us. “Cincinnati’s famously shunned witch. Right?” she insisted, her hand still in her coat pocket as she followed me.

Famous and shunned didn’t go together as much as one might think, and I sighed. My first thought that she was a black witch seemed to be correct. Hefting my bag, I dropped a potato into it and felt my arm stiffen against the extra weight. “Not interested,” I said tightly, hoping she’d do the smart thing and go away.

But I was never that lucky, and she leaned over the potatoes, eyes mocking. “Black magic doesn’t scare me, and neither do you. Come with me.”

Like hell I will. Disgusted, I set another potato in my bag and opened my second sight to take a look at the more nebulous view of the situation, managing to keep my reaction to a mild “mmmm.” The woman’s aura was spotless. That didn’t mean she wasn’t a black witch. She could be sloughing her smut onto someone.

“According to the press,” I said as I dropped my second sight, “Rachel Morgan dresses in skintight leather and has orgies with demons. Do I look to you like I’m wearing skintight leather?” A third potato went in with the rest. Almost heavy enough to knock you on your ass.

Angular face smug, the woman tucked her clutch bag under her arm. Her hands were free now, and my smile vanished. “It’s the demon part I’m interested in,” she said.

Damn it, she was a black witch. All I wanted to do now was leave before I got banned from another store. “Not interested,” I said tersely. “I don’t do black magic. I don’t care what the papers print.”

“Tell me your name,” she insisted, fingers twitching in what I hoped wasn’t a ley-line charm. “Maybe I’ll go away.”

She wanted a positive ID. Crap, was there a warrant out on me again? Maybe she wasn’t from a black coven at all, but from the I.S., fishing for an excuse to bring me in. I took a quick breath, a new worry filling me. I didn’t want to be tagged with resisting arrest. “Okay, that’s me,” I admitted. “Who are you? Inderland Security? Where’s your ID? If you have a warrant, let me see it. Otherwise, we don’t have anything to talk about.”

“I.S.?” she said, the skin around her eyes tightening. “You should be so lucky.”

Damn it, Ivy, get your ass out here! I backed up, and she moved with me. “I wouldn’t,” I threatened, stumbling to a halt when my butt hit the produce shelf. “I really wouldn’t.”

But she reached into her pocket, her free hand up in a laughable display of asking for trust, and came out with a zip strip. “Put this on and come with me. Everything will be fine.”

Oh yeah. Like I believed that. I didn’t even know who she was. Head hurting, I eyed the thin band of plastic-coated charmed silver, then flicked my attention to Ivy, who finally breezed back into the produce area, coming to a wide-footed stop beside the strawberries to take in the situation. The zip strip was basically a cheap but effective version of Pierce’s leash that would prevent me from doing any ley-line magic.

My heart pounded. “Everyone see this?” I shouted, and the whispers at the front grew louder. “I don’t want to go with this woman, and she’s forcing me to!” It was a thin attempt at CYA for the crap that was about to hit the fan, but I had to try.

Sure enough, she smiled—and then she reached for me.

I jerked back, but her fingers brushed mine. A twinge of ley-line energy threatened to equalize between us, strong and tingly. Hand pressed to my chest, I stared, shocked. She had a whopping big chunk of ever-after energy in her chi. Tons more than the average person could hold. Who in hell is this woman?

“Ivy?” I called out. “She’s hot! Watch it!”

Taking that as fear, the woman reached for me again. Bad idea. My breath came in smoothly. I jumped backward and up—which is a lot harder than it sounds—my heels landing on the low produce shelf. Lettuce squished under my boots.

Ivy grabbed the woman by the shoulder and spun her around.

“You first, vamp,” the small woman snarled, her blue eyes squinting in threat.

Grunting, I swung my potato-heavy bag, aiming at the back of the woman’s head. Shock reverberated up my arms when it hit and she stumbled, one hand reaching for the floor before she went down. Ivy danced back when the woman rolled, finding her feet and looking pissed as she brushed at the grime on her nice white coat. From the front a frantic high-pitched masculine voice called for security.

Damn it, I’m running out of places to shop, I thought as I dropped the bag and jumped to the floor. The woman had fallen into a defensive stance. Breathing fast, I looked at Ivy. “Mind if I finish this?” I asked.

Ivy shrugged. “Go for it.”

I was sure I was already banned, so, smiling, I went for it. The woman’s eyes widened, and she retreated. Crescent kick, side, side, side … I backed her up to the broccoli without ever touching her. I could use magic, sure, but this way when the I.S. showed up—and they would—I could stand under a truth amulet and say I hadn’t used magic. Which was exactly why my splat gun was safely at home in my nested bowls. Prudence sucked dishwater.

Expression hard, the small woman fell back into a produce shelf, and I landed a side kick square in her middle to push the air from her and maybe bruise a rib. “I said I wasn’t interested!” I shouted as she wheezed, and I grabbed her coat and hauled her up. “You shoulda just walked.” I thumped her head gently into the broccoli, then let go, leaving her dazed but not incapacitated. I didn’t want a lawsuit, just for her to go away.

Still muddled, the woman darted her hand out and gripped my wrist. Fearing an influx of raw power I yanked back, but the sound of plastic ratcheting closed accompanied the sudden wash of ever-after spilling out of me. Like squeezing a tube of toothpaste, I felt my untapped strength vanish as I fell back, dizzy with the sudden absence in my chi. Dazed, I looked to see a zip strip around my wrist. She’d let me hammer at her just so she could get it on me? Ah, shit. Jenks is going to laugh his wings off.

I stared at the woman as she reclined against the display, smiling grimly at me, though her chest had to hurt. “Got you, Morgan,” she said breathily as she held her middle, bits of lettuce in her hair. “You’re not such a badass. We got you.”

And who is we? “I don’t work for black-arts witches,” I said, not liking the tight feel of the strip against my skin. “I don’t care what you heard.”

“Black witch?” she panted, shoving me back so she could get up. “That’s a laugh. Let’s go.”

“You just don’t get it,” I said, disbelieving. “Zip strip or not, I’m not going!”

The woman’s eyes darted behind me at Ivy’s soft scuff. Fingers dipping into her pocket, she flung out her hand and threw what was probably a splat ball.

“Ivy, no!” I shouted, spinning, but I was too late. True to form, Ivy had caught it, breaking the thin skin and soaking her hand. For an instant I thought it might be okay, but then Ivy gasped. Fear slid through me on seeing her fist covered in a black goo that crawled up her arm, growing as it went. What in hell?

“Dunk it!” I shouted, pointing to the lobster tank. “Ivy, douse it in saltwater!”

The watching employees shouted their approval as the living vampire ran to the meat department. Ripping the top off the tank, she shoved her arm in up to her elbow. Water sloshed out, and the fear etched on her face eased. Turning, she looked at the small woman—and smiled to show her pointed teeth. It was about to get nasty.

Skirt swaying and hair mussed, the woman backed up, but the eager look on her face as she mumbled Latin told me she wasn’t afraid. Her hands were moving in ancient ley-line gestures. I had seconds to keep her spell from completion.

“That was a mistake, bitch,” I said softly. Scooping up a melon, I threw it at her, trying to break her charm before it was set. She ducked, flinging a glowing ball of reddish ever-after as she fumbled for her footing. I dove to escape her charm, spinning to see it hit the tile with a hissing sound. My eyes widened at the sight of a putrid-looking mass of seething bubbles growing larger by the second, bubbling evilly. What is she throwing? That can’t be legal! But by the look of savage eagerness on her face, I didn’t think she cared.

“Who the hell are you!” I shouted.

“Dilatare!” she shouted, invoking her next curse right before she slipped on the squished lettuce and went down with a pained-sounding grunt. Her magic, though, had been loosed.

“Fire in the hold, Ivy!” I shouted when the woman frantically scrabbled away from the glowing ball of unfocused magic, diving behind an apple display. Her magic drifted like a ball of lightning until it rolled under the strawberries, where it exploded.

Employees screamed. Red stuff went everywhere. I ducked as sodden splats and thumps of containers rained down.

“What is wrong with you!” I shouted as I got to my feet and flicked away the sticky goo. Not only was this woman better than me at magic, she didn’t mind getting dirty. Though bruised and covered in grime and strawberries, she was still smiling. She had the look of someone who didn’t care, someone who knew no one would make her accountable for what she did. The bitch was above the law, or thought she was.

I glanced at Ivy, standing nearby and casually going through the woman’s bag. Finding her ID, she held it up between two fingers and nodded. Taking that as a good sign, I ran for the woman. Shunned or not, we were going to settle this now. Just because I couldn’t do magic didn’t mean I was helpless.

White coat furling, she ducked out of my swing and I shifted away from her kick. It was sloppy. You know just enough to get yourself in trouble, I thought, then whipped my scarf off, tangling her wrist as she punched again. She pulled away, and I yanked her forward and down into my raised knee. Her breath came out in a whoosh and she bent double.

I let go of the scarf and shifted behind her, jabbing my heel at the back of her knee. Her leg collapsed, and she went down, still trying to breathe. “Oooooh, sorry,” I said, then untangled my scarf, wincing at the sticky strawberry mess it now was.

Energized, I gave the woman the once-over to see if she’d had enough. Her tailored coat was a mess, and her hair had lost its perfect symmetry, lying in lank blond strands where there had once been perfection. Seeing her stare up at me, finally able to take a breath, I fell into a ready stance with my hands in fists. “Still think you’re tougher than me, Strawberry Shortcake?” I said, not moving as Ivy settled in beside me. Hands on her hips, she breathed deep—and smiled. I knew Ivy had too much control and class to go for her, but it was unnerving as she somehow grew sleeker and sexier, eyes dilating to a full, hungry black.

From nowhere, a quiver rose through me at the memory of her teeth sliding into my neck, and the exquisite feeling of rising pleasure mixed with the blood-boiling sensation of coming ecstasy. Closing my eyes briefly, I pushed the feeling away. Beside me, I felt Ivy quiver, scenting my reaction. No, Rachel. Everlastingly no.

The kneeling
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