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        Love will launch the mother of all battles.

      

        

      
        Grateful Knight is one stressed out witch. Not only has she failed to restore her caretaker, Rick, from an evil witch’s mind-control spell, but the loss he endured extends well beyond his memory. To make matters worse, compensating for his absence could cost her the job she loves and the strength she needs.

      

        

      
        When a new supernatural threat leaves Grateful for dead, a vampire ally saves her life but at a price. Her assailant’s calling card makes it clear she’s marked for death, possibly by her goddess mother. With the help of her half-sister Polina, can Grateful gain the power she needs to win Rick back and beat the goddess at her own game?
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      True wanting drains a soul. It’s a persistent squeaky wheel at the back of your brain. I’d survived twenty-two years without Rick; a temporary hiatus from him should have been simple. But it wasn’t. As I searched for him in the woods behind his cabin, following the metaphysical connection that lingered despite the loss of our emotional one, I ached with a need that bordered on obsession. He didn’t remember me—no recollection at all of our shared history. But I remembered him. And that memory was a barb under my skin, a constant reminder that an evil witch had torn our love from its mooring and left us ruined.

      Amid calls of songbirds, I broke from the trees to see the bright spring sun reflected on serene waters. Rick’s silhouette was positioned on a fallen log near shore, broad shoulders hunched over a fishing pole in his hands. His caretaker powers meant he’d surely sensed me coming, and he turned to look at me

      “I brought you something,” I said, waiting to approach as if he were a skittish dog. My gift hung from my shoulder in a bag with the store’s logo on the front. I kept it tucked under my elbow, nervous about how he’d perceive it.

      Blessedly, Rick smiled and patted the section of the fallen log next to him. “Come.” He rested his fishing pole on the ground between his feet.

      “Fishing again?” I asked, lowering myself to the log next to him. I was not surprised, actually. Since Rick lost his memory, he’d taken to living the life he had before he became the vessel for my immortal soul, my caretaker. That life consisted mostly of fishing, hunting, and gardening. Harmless enough but a distraction from my goal of reviving his lost memory.

      “Shhh.” He held a finger to his lips. “You’ll scare dinner.”

      “Wouldn’t want to do that,” I lied. In fact, I’d eaten more rabbit, venison, and freshwater fish of all kinds in the three weeks since he’d lost his memory than I had my entire life prior. The food wasn’t bad. Rick could cook. He just couldn’t enjoy it—not like I could, anyway. While Rick could eat, food wasn’t nourishing to his constitution, nor did it taste any better than cardboard. Caretakers thrived on a diet of blood, sex, and supernatural souls. Although, since he lost his memory, Rick existed solely on my blood, served up in a glass that required no physical contact whatsoever.

      “I was hoping you would come,” he said. He leaned his elbows on his knees and turned toward me on the log. “You always loved fishing.”

      “You mean Isabella always loved fishing,” I corrected. His gaze slipped from mine to a clump of moss near his feet. “If you’re asking, I like fishing. I do. I went with my dad a few times. The lake was peaceful, and then there was the excitement of reeling in the catch. It was okay.”

      Rick turned his face toward me again, his eyes narrowing as if I were a puzzle to be solved. “What do you love, Grateful?”

      The word you stuck in my throat. I rubbed my palms on my thighs. “I love taking care of people. That’s why I became a nurse. I used to have a dog when I was little, and I would wrap up his leg with bandages and pretend he’d broken it. I’d feed him his food on a spoon, one nugget at a time.”

      He laughed. “Isabella also. She was a healer by nature. My father would go to her for peppermint elixir every time his stomach would ache. Everyone in town counted on her remedies.”

      Until they burned her, I wanted to finish for him. The wistful tone of his voice made a strange feeling come over me, and I stiffened. I was jealous. Jealous of myself in a previous life. This had to be a first.

      “What did you bring?” he asked, gesturing toward the bag tucked protectively under my arm.

      I maneuvered it onto my lap and pulled out the laptop computer I’d purchased for him. It was small and light, important features if, as I hoped, he’d bring it with him on excursions like this.

      “What is it?”

      I flipped the top open and logged in. “The password is hocus-pocus.” I chuckled, but Rick stared at me blankly. “I thought it would be funny because I’m a witch.”

      He nodded but didn’t laugh. I cleared my throat. “You can use the personal hotspot on your cell when you’re out here.” I helped myself to the phone in his jacket pocket and changed the settings.

      The forlorn look on his face was a red flag of warning. Even with his memory intact, Rick never loved technology. Time to pull out the big guns. I placed the computer in his lap and moved to stand behind him. With some hesitation, I leaned over his shoulder and placed my hand on his. The chemical reaction from my touch was undeniable, his sharp inhale echoing mine. Where our skin touched felt hot, the starting point of a trail of electricity that meandered straight to my core. My cheek grazed his and I thought I might come undone.

      Swallowing hard, I composed myself and helped him select the Internet icon. I clicked on the folder I’d made for this occasion and selected a video from the top of the list. My secret weapon: cat videos. The screen darkened for a moment. The clip started and a fluff ball of a kitten pawed a roll of toilet paper, unraveling it faster and faster until the cat was up to its calico ears in a mound of quilted sheets.

      Rick laughed under his breath.

      I clicked another one. This video showed a kitten lying on its back in its owner’s lap. The woman tickled its tummy and the cat curled into a ball, only to spread its paws wide when she stopped.

      This time Rick laughed harder.

      “It’s not just for funny videos,” I said softly into his ear as my chest brushed the back of his shoulder. “You can look up things on this, things about the world.” I navigated to my favorite search engine. “Type what you want to know about, and it will show you a list of results.”

      I demonstrated by typing in United States map and clicking on the first result, which was an interactive atlas meant for elementary schoolers.

      “This contraption has answers to everything?” he asked.

      “Almost everything.” I moved to click on New Hampshire.

      The whir of the fishing reel sent Rick bounding off the log to lift the rod from its holder. Luckily, I caught the laptop as it slid from his lap. The absence of his body in front of me left me shivering in the cool spring air.

      For Rick’s part, he didn’t seem to notice our disconnected bodies. He reeled in the line and pulled back on the pole, which bent and wobbled from the force of the catch. When the fish was close enough, he waded into the water and scooped two fingers under the gills, lifting it from the lake.

      “Bass,” he said, proudly holding it so I could appreciate the magnificence of his catch.

      “Way to go.” Privately, I wondered where he’d store this latest catch. The freezer in his stone cottage was overflowing with wild game he would never eat.

      “I imagine you are right. I have kept too many.” He wrestled the hook from the fish’s mouth and tossed his catch back into the water where it swam away in a flash.

      “Rick… could you hear my thoughts just now?” Since his loss of memory, we still had our connection. At least, I could pick up on his thoughts. But it was oddly a one-way street. So far, he’d seemed oblivious to mine.

      He looked at me for a second and shook his head. “Your face is a book easily read.”

      “I’m sorry. I just… I don’t want it to go to waste.” For a moment, the space between us seemed to grow even though neither of us took a step.

      “You’re right.” He secured the line to his fishing pole and without another word, headed in the direction of his home, leaving the laptop and me behind.

      Rattled, I plunged the computer back into its bag, slung it over my shoulder, and jogged to catch up with him. “Rick. You can still fish. You can put it in my freezer if you want.” I didn’t understand why he was so upset. Unless… Maybe he could hear my thoughts and just didn’t want to admit it. Was he upset about the fish or that he had experienced more evidence of our connection?

      “It’s okay to be what you are,” I called.

      He stopped abruptly. “What exactly am I?”

      “You’re my caretaker.” My voice cracked as I said it.

      The desperate look he flashed broke my heart. “What, exactly, is the purpose of a caretaker?”

      I hesitated. We’d talked about this before, but most of the time he rejected whatever I said. It was simply too much for his brain to absorb. Was he ready for more? “You take care of me.”

      “By feeding you my blood and protecting you when you’re in danger,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “In three weeks, I have not fed you my blood nor protected you from anything. If I am your caretaker, I am a failure. You seem to be doing quite well on your own.” He turned on his heel and strode toward his stone cottage.

      I picked up the pace, stomach tight. “Not as well as you might think.”

      He kept walking. Our connection was fuzzy, as if Rick was trying to block me but wasn’t very good at it. He was upset; that much was obvious. The confusing part was why. Rick had always been an alpha male. To feel comfortable in his skin, he needed to play that role. Had I treated him too much like a patient and not enough like the man I knew he was? If so, to win him over, I needed to help him help me.

      By the time we reached his place, the sun was already dipping on the horizon. “I need your help with something,” I said desperately. “Tonight. As soon as the sun sets. It can’t wait.”

      He opened the door for me. “What kind of help?”

      “The magic mirror that shows me my night’s work is stronger when both of us use it. My readings have been difficult since you lost your memory. Could you try tonight?”

      He straightened slightly before answering. “Tell me what to do.”

      I placed the laptop bag on the kitchen counter and gestured toward the bedroom. He joined me as I pulled the stretch of silver that I used to see the future from his closet. I laid it on the wood floor between us.

      “Sit across from me and rest your fingers on the edge, like this.” I demonstrated our regular procedure, although usually we were naked. I didn’t share that particular detail. He wasn’t ready.

      “What now?”

      “Now, we open our connection and concentrate on where we need to patrol tonight.”

      I closed my eyes and focused, not on the mirror but on that gossamer thread that tethered us to each other. Our connection was strong, and I could read Rick’s effort in the hum between us. But when I tried to draw on his power, to channel it into the mirror, all I got was a static throb in tempo with his heart. It wasn’t that he was blocking me; I was in his head. The problem was, there was something missing. I could sense his trepidation, his desire to please me, but his power—the heart of what I used to draw on for this magic—was an empty pit. I blocked this thought from him, a hard task considering I was deep inside his head, and passed my hand over the mirror in front of me.

      “Reveal.” Power or no, the silver bubbled up before me. It stretched and morphed to form a quaint cobblestone street lined with historic buildings. “Looks like Salem,” I said.

      Rick remained silent, his eyes widening at the display between us.

      “It’s okay. This is supposed to happen,” I said. The form of a human woman materialized in the alley. I memorized the landmarks as she walked the street, waiting for my target to appear, but the supernatural being I was supposed to capture and judge never came. Without warning, the woman collapsed dead in a pool of her own blood.

      “What just happened?”

      “The woman died,” Rick offered.

      “Did you see what attacked her?”

      “Nothing attacked her. She just died,” Rick said.

      I looked over the mirror at him. Was Rick messing up my reading? It had never worked like this. I could always see the supernatural bad guy I was supposed to thwart. Was Rick’s presence helping or hurting?

      I forced a smile. “That’s it. I’ve got my assignment. Thank you. You did great.”

      “Would you like me to come with you tonight?”

      I chewed my lip. “Not yet. You need to learn to shift first or it could be dangerous.”

      He didn’t say anything, but I could feel the bruise to his ego down our connection. “With how fast you’re recovering, I’m sure it will be a matter of days before you get it.”

      In fact, Rick had attempted to shift without success almost every day since I’d rescued him from Tabetha, but nothing either I or my familiar, Poe, tried brought the beast to the surface. Rick’s loss of memory seemed to run deep and include his magic. I was certain it was in there somewhere. I needed to find a way to draw it out.

      “I’d better get to work,” I said. I uncrossed my legs and began to rise from the floor, but Rick’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

      “I’m sorry I’m not what you need me to be.” His gaze met mine, and my heart melted.

      I shook my head. “Rick, you are and always will be exactly what I need. Give it time. The evil witch who did this to you meant for it to be confusing. Tabetha didn’t throw softballs. The spell she put on you was meant to break you. To break us. We just need to figure out how to put you back together.”

      He flinched at my words and I instantly regretted my bluntness.

      “And what if you can’t ‘put me back together’?” he asked, his tone as bitter as his glare.

      I looked him in the eye and opened our connection as wide as it would go. If he had any thought-reading capability at all, he would sense what I was about to say was true. From the very heart of me, I promised, “If we can’t get your memory back, then I’ll take you just as you are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Familiarity

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Power is a pain in the ass. People think they want it, they’ll kill themselves to get it, but in the end, it’s nothing but trouble. Take Tabetha’s power; I was ringing with it. As I patrolled the street in Salem I’d seen in the mirror, the geraniums in the window boxes overhead stretched their necks in my direction. Don’t get me started on the roses in my living room. I’d become the freaking Jolly Green Giant of witchdom. The summer night veritably buzzed around me as the elements of wind and wood tuned in to my presence.

      So much power and so much responsibility. I hadn’t asked for it, and I sure as hell didn’t want it. But here I was.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” Poe asked from my shoulder.

      “Not sure. I couldn’t tell from the mirror.”

      “What do you mean you couldn’t tell? And, more importantly, why on earth are we here if you don’t know what we are looking for?”

      “There’s an evil presence here. We saw a woman die. She fell twitching to the street. I couldn’t see the perpetrator for some reason. Maybe she was poisoned, or it’s some sort of poltergeist or invisible demon. All I know for sure is a supernatural being means to do a human harm, and it’s our job to stop them.” Again I wondered if the deficiency of vision was due to Rick’s presence. I shook my head, not wanting it to be true. For all I knew, the enchanted mirror might be on the fritz.

      “Mmm. It’s not the mirror, and I doubt it’s Rick,” Poe said, doing that intuitive thing he did that made me feel like he was in my head. “If you ask me, without Rick’s blood and, er, affections, your magic is weakening.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m more powerful than ever. I can feel every blade of grass from here to Vermont.”

      “Yes, you have more power, but a more sizable engine requires a more sizable battery. You, Witcherella, are running on empty. The mirror knows and is answering in kind.”

      “Humph.” I hadn’t considered this possibility, but Poe was probably right. It wasn’t Rick’s presence making the mirror go wonky; it was his absence. Three weeks had passed since I last enjoyed Rick’s blood and as far as physical contact, that enjoyment ended at handholding. Every time I tried to get close to him, it was the fishing pole all over again. A distraction. An evasion. “I want Rick to come around on his terms. This is all new to him. He doesn’t remember anything, especially not me. I was there, not so long ago, when I first met Rick and I didn’t remember who I was. I need to be gentle with him.”

      “Sex can be gentle. Have I mentioned you’re weakening?”

      I groaned at his lack of subtlety. “It’s not just about blood and sex,” I murmured. “He either can’t or won’t shift or do magic of any kind. The answer is to jog his memory. I bought him a laptop today and showed him some cat videos.”

      “Cat videos?” Poe forced a gag.

      I spread my hands. “I want him to learn about the modern world. LOL cats are the gateway drug. Oh, and that panda that sneezes. I love that one.”

      “Is he still hunting?”

      “And fishing. Sometimes he stares blankly out the window,” I said honestly. “Have you ever seen squirrel stew, Poe? It ain’t pretty.”

      “Sounds delicious.” Poe smacked his beak.

      “I try to be charming, but it feels forced.” I pressed a finger into my chin. “It is forced. We are two strangers, and I’m trying to force him to fall in love with me like a creeper. He probably wishes the entire thing was a bad dream. Plus, I think he might be depressed.”

      “Ya think? He falls asleep in 1698 and wakes up in 2015, having witnessed his fiancé burned at the stake and his entire community, including his parents, struck down by the cursed spellbook used to bind her. Of all the things Rick could be, depressed is the most logical.”

      “I don’t know how to help him remember. I need him, Poe. If you’re right about the mirror and my magic is waning, things are going to go downhill fast.”

      “Perhaps if you dressed a bit more comely?”

      I looked down at my black T-shirt, jeans, and boots. My outfit was enchanted to remain comfortable in any weather and to bend and stretch to the demands of my job. I loved it. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “You have a skull and crossbones on your chest.”

      “It’s fun. It says dangerous, yet fashionably casual.”

      “It says weird goth girl with emotional problems.”

      “You’d have emotional problems too if your fiancé left you at the altar and then forgot who you were. This is who I am.” I stretched my arms to the sides. “Grateful Knight. Love me or leave me.”

      Poe cleared his throat. “Only problem is, if Rick doesn’t love you and leaves you, it could mean your death. This is serious. If you can’t bring back Rick’s memories, at least try to make him want you. Tell him you need blood and sex, pronto. Love can happen at its own pace.”

      Love. I hoped it could happen at all. Sometimes Rick treated me like his captor, like he didn’t quite trust me. I still loved him, even after he left me at the altar and ended up drugged in Tabetha’s bed. Those are hard things to forgive, but I’d let them go. I loved Rick from a deep, forever place in my soul. A place that couldn’t be reached by all the nastiness Tabetha had doled out before I tore her apart.

      I rolled my eyes. Poe’s concern for my well-being had as much to do with his existence being tied to mine as for my safety. I got it. I did. I couldn’t go on much longer without Rick. But I also couldn’t lose him. If I pushed him too hard, I might drive him away.

      “What was that?” I said, perking my ears.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t hear that? It was a twanging sound. Very faint. Like a guitar string being strung.”

      “Crap, Grateful. Move!” Poe took off from my shoulder, and I hit the pavement just in time. A silver arrow passed between us, where my head had been seconds ago. I leaped to my feet and drew Nightshade, searching the alley for the source of the shot. Platinum and black streaked behind an open window. I rushed toward the building, ducking inside the door.

      Large blue eyes flashed from behind a six-foot stack of beer cases. A liquor store, although closed by the looks of things. A thick layer of dust covered the shelves and bottles.

      “Come out and face your judgment.” Nightshade’s blue glow filled the room. “I’ll be merciful if you make this easy.”

      A metallic laugh echoed through the store, bouncing off the glass bottles around me. My face tightened. Only one person laughed like that. Soleil. It was a fae laugh. I cursed under my breath. Fecking fae. The creatures were infinitely diverse and harder than hell to kill.

      The twang of his bow rang through the room, and I shifted, putting a shelf of bourbon between us. The effort was futile. The arrow sliced through the metal shelf like butter and shattered a bottle of Jack Daniels beside my ducking head. Whatever kind of fae this was, he was playing for keeps.

      I went possum, flopping to the floor and rolling to my back. With a painful moan, I grabbed the fallen arrow. Silver shaft and tip. Hawk feather fletching branded with a circular symbol. Wait. I’d seen this symbol before somewhere.

      Nightshade hummed to me in warning. I tucked the arrow under my neck and closed my eyes to the narrowest of slits. I didn’t hear him coming until he was standing over me. Definitely fae.

      It was hard to concentrate on anything beyond the arrow pointed at my head, but I forced myself as he drew near. Platinum silver hair fell blade straight from a widow’s peak, framing a pale complexion that housed oversized blue eyes and full red lips. Despite the white hair, his skin was taut and wrinkle free, and he carried the vibrancy of youth. He wore a black suit with the same familiar circular symbol bronzed and pinned to his lapel. Some fae, like sprites and pixies, were smaller in stature, but he was human-sized, at least six foot, with a lanky but muscular build. I could never mistake him for human though because he approached me fluidly, like his feet never touched the floor, his bones and joints flexible things, lithe and supple. He lowered the point of his arrow toward my nose.

      With superhuman speed, I sprang up and rotated sideways, the night air lifting me. Nightshade circled, slicing through the drawn arrow. The silver arrowhead rattled to the floor. My target didn’t hesitate for a moment. The bottom of his bow flipped up, catching me under the chin and knocking my head back. Through swirling stars, I saw him draw another arrow, lightning fast, and take a step back to aim.

      I pushed through the lights dancing in my vision, ducked under his releasing arrow, and tackled him into the bourbon. The shelf toppled, liquor and glass spraying around our crashing bodies. I scrambled to get the upper hand, but I hadn’t counted on the bottles. Broken glass shredded me. Blood rushed in crimson rivulets down the outside of my arms and from a particularly large gash in my leg. The more I struggled, the more I bled. With one hand braced on a metal shelf near my ear, I fought to get my feet under me, wedging them between two of the lower projections. The fae’s gloved fist pounded into my ribcage, knocking me back into the glass and metal.

      His opposite fist hammered toward my throat. I blocked, grunting as my forearm took the force of it. I jammed my foot between us and kicked as I called on the wind to lift me out of the rubble. My magic answered me but weakly. Just enough to get me out of the mess, but not enough to get away. A fizzle instead of a boom. I scrambled to the front of the store, angling between the stack of beer cases and a big picture window.

      “Give yourself up. You’re going to the hellmouth,” I called.

      There was a slap and the beer toppled. I dodged the heavy cases, the glass and suds spraying from the impact with the floor. The fae rushed me, his face in mine in no time. I had the advantage. His bow was gone, thrown from us in the scuffle. Nightshade, on the other hand, was still in my grip. I kicked as hard as I could into his stomach to put space between us.

      He yelped in pain and bared his teeth. Stepping back, I placed Nightshade’s glowing tip to his neck. “I sentence you—”

      Usually, the glow would wrap around my target and transport them to the hellmouth at my condemnation, but my judgment stuck in my throat as Nightshade petered out, and her blade became normal bone. “What the hellmouth?” I cursed.

      A punch landed in my side, folding me in half. Nightshade didn’t fail me this time. Enchanted or not, she sliced, skimming my side and severing the wrist of my attacker. Silver blood sprayed as the fae recoiled, a tinny scraped-metal shriek breaking his full red lips. I backed away, shaking Nightshade to try to get her to work. How was I supposed to send this baddie on if she wouldn’t enforce my judgment?

      The fae lowered his shoulder and barreled into me. My feet left the floor, and we crashed through the picture window, glass shredding what was left of my exposed skin. The force of the impact threw Nightshade from my grip, and I landed in the street, covered in silver fae blood courtesy of his spurting wrist.

      “Ow! What the f—?” Where the silver blood hit my wounds, my skin sizzled and foamed like acid. I screamed and thrashed, trying to brush the stuff off me. It stuck like tar.

      “Stupid witch.” The creature crawled off me and cuddled his bloody stump to his chest. “Goblin blood is poisonous to your kind. You’re as good as dead.”

      Goblin? I knew almost nothing about goblins. Less than nothing. That they existed was the extent of my education. At the moment, I sorely regretted my lack of edification.

      My muscles twitched and hardened. Rigid, shivering, I couldn’t swallow. Foam filled my mouth and spilled over the side of my face. I gagged and coughed reflexively. The cobblestone street was cold and uncomfortable under my head and back.

      “You did it, Tobias!” A female goblin came into view beside the one called Tobias. The two were almost identical, blue eyes twinkling as if my impending death was a huge victory. She tucked her long white hair behind a pointy ear, exposing a bronze symbol pinned to her lapel. It was the same symbol as on the arrow fletching, and it seemed to taunt me with its vague familiarity. “This is a proud day. There will be much celebration.”

      “I need the doctor,” Tobias moaned, hugging his bleeding stump.

      In cold blood, the female drew her bow and released an arrow into my shoulder, unnecessary considering I was dying anyway. Bitch. My muscles rigid, I couldn’t even flinch from the pain.

      “Come, brother.” She stepped over my body to wrap her arm around his shoulders and help him away to whatever doctor treated silver-blooded goblins.

      They left me there to die. I was the woman I’d seen dying in the street! My breath gurgled in my bloody throat. The pain was excruciating as the neurotoxin worked its way to my lungs. I could barely draw air as it was, but as the venom did its dirty work, my inhales whistled as if my throat was closing off. I tried to reach out with my magic, but I was too weak. I couldn’t even sense Nightshade in my current condition.

      My eyes burned. I’d lost my ability to blink. All the muscles of my face had frozen in place. I took one last tight breath and thought of Rick. If I did die and was reincarnated now, there would be no one to help him get his memories back. No one to help the new me find her magic. No one to manage the Monk’s Hill or Salem wards in my absence.

      I tried to release the breath I was holding but couldn’t, and I couldn’t draw another one. Spots danced in my vision, and then, despite my eyelids being locked open, the world around me turned black as night, and I slipped into oblivion.
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      As a reincarnated witch, you would think I’d be used to dying, but apparently death never loses its edge. My lungs ached, the neurotoxin rendering them unable to release the air trapped inside me. I was frozen, vulnerable, and slowly succumbing to the creeping darkness of death. I silently said goodbye to Rick, to my father, Michelle, Poe… where was Poe, anyway?

      Warm liquid washed over my arms and legs, my face, my open eyes, into my mouth. The shock of the dousing revived me, and I tried again to breathe.

      “Come on, Hecate. Don’t disappoint me by feigning ineptitude.” Julius’s smooth voice slipped through my mind—the leader of the free vampire coven in Carlton City and unexpected ally as of late.

      I swallowed the pool of liquid on my tongue and sputtered as my throat obeyed. A magic potion? Julius had found a secret magical antidote for goblin poison. And it tasted good! Like… like… “Wine?” I rasped.

      “I thought the fermented Pinot might have a neutralizing effect on goblin venom. The creature’s magic comes from the metal element. Its blood is effectively smothering the wind and wood in yours. Grapes are a product of wood and earth. Fermentation introduces gases to the mix. As such, it should have healing properties for you.” There was a pause, the sound of a cork popping from a bottle, and then more splashing against my skin. “Perhaps your affinity for the beverage has kept you alive tonight. Regardless, you are one lucky witch that I happened to be near when your familiar came for me. You are at death’s door. I’d venture to say a minute from the grave.”

      My eyes began to work again, and I blinked them against a sea of deep red. I was back inside the liquor store. I couldn’t move my limbs, but I could see Julius. Dressed in a blue silk shirt and trousers smudged with my blood, he hovered above me, an open bottle of wine in one hand and what looked like scotch in the other. His chocolate waves curled perfectly behind his ears. As usual, he looked almost human, aside from his too-large navy-blue eyes. Vampires had some illusive abilities, but under it all they were nocturnal creatures.

      “What’s the scotch for?” I croaked.

      He took a deep swig from the bottle in his opposite hand, then raised it as if to toast me. “The scotch is for steadying my nerves. Goblins are nothing to mess with, Grateful. You should know better.”

      As if I’d done it on purpose. “Help me,” I sputtered.

      He dumped more wine over my shivering limbs. “What do you think I’m doing? Although, I am sorry I can’t do more. I’ve neutralized the poison, but I fear the damage is done. Your internal organs are a bit overcooked even for the magic of Pinot Noir.” He tossed the bottle over his shoulder where it shattered against the fallen shelf, then retrieved another bottle from a display and popped the cork.

      “Poe?”

      “Your familiar flew in the direction of home. I presume to retrieve your caretaker, although we both know he won’t be coming.”

      “He’s fine.” I groaned in pain.

      Julius knelt by my side, his superhuman speed making it appear as if he zapped in and out of existence. “Do you know why I was close enough to help you? I’ve been following you for weeks, Grateful. He hasn’t patrolled once since his run-in with Tabetha. Can he shift? Does he even remember how to drive a car?”

      “You’ve been following me?” I closed my eyes, too weak to argue. He was right. Rick probably wouldn’t come, and I was hurt—badly. I could feel myself slipping under again, like I was drowning. My breath rattled and, as a nurse, I was well aware rattling was an ominous sign.

      “Following you, yes. I find myself drawn to you, in fact,” Julius said softly. “Despite myself. It’s an unnatural thing for a vampire to take an interest in a witch, and I am an old vampire who has seen many unnatural things.”

      “I need Rick,” I whimpered.

      “You are bleeding,” Julius murmured in a breathy, lover’s voice. His lips were close. The glass had shredded most of my exposed skin, and I could feel warm blood drip down my face, over my chin, and across my neck to pool in the recess between my clavicles. He fixated on that heavy, wet spot.

      “Don’t do it, Julius. You won’t be able to stop. You’ll kill me. I can’t lose any more blood.”

      Long, tapered fingers ran through my wine-and-blood-soaked hair. Gently. Lovingly. He lowered his face until his nose almost touched mine. “I would never hurt you, Grateful. Don’t you see how we’ve helped each other these past weeks? We are friends now, yes? Maybe more.”

      In fact, Julius’s help had been a godsend in Rick’s absence. It wasn’t the first time he’d shown up when I needed him, although this time he was a little late to the party. He’d sworn to be my ally and had kept his side of the bargain. Still, I didn’t like the way he stared at my jugular.

      His lips lowered to the base of my neck. The slurping made me cringe as he drank the pool of blood there, then licked along my shoulder to my ear. His tongue gripped like sandpaper, like a cat’s. I grimaced.

      “Please don’t,” I whispered, bracing myself for the bite.

      Although his fangs grazed my skin, and I could hear him swallow, he did not strike. I opened my eyes to find his nose almost touching mine again, his eyes wide, pupils dilated, my blood on his lips.

      “You are very near death,” he said.

      “I need Rick.” My throat was dry and raw.

      “There is another way.”

      His nocturnal blue eyes twinkled. He raised his right wrist to his mouth and bit. “Drink my blood. It will heal you.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to be a vampire.”

      “A witch cannot become a vampire, but I have read of witches drawing on a vampire’s eternal life. If the legends are true, my blood will temporarily give you qualities of a vampire. It will heal you and make you harder to kill. All you have to do is drink.”

      A bubble of thick blood formed on his wrist. My head was foggy, and the room wavered like a boat at sea. I didn’t completely trust Julius, but I was dying. What would happen to Rick and our territory if I did? Did I have a choice but to try Julius’s way?

      I parted my lips. His blood was thicker than human blood, and the first drop came concentrated and syrupy. I closed my eyes and waited for it to hit my tongue.

      “Don’t drink that,” Polina’s voice said. I opened my eyes to see my half-sister, the redheaded witch from Smuggler’s Notch. I hadn’t seen her since the night we rescued her from her underground prison, buried under Tabetha’s magical landscaping. She’d helped me kill the evil wood witch and had earned my trust. Now, her hand hovered between my mouth and Julius’s wrist. His fangs were out, and a deep growl rumbled from his chest.

      “Grateful, tell your vampire to back off,” Polina said.

      “Julius, please. Leave her alone.”

      The vampire retreated from us in a graceful bending of crouched limbs. Polina wiped his blood on my wine-soaked jeans. “Thank the goddess I made it here on time. And thank your familiar. He risked his life for you.”

      Poe landed on my other side and laid his head on my chest. He looked like I felt. Large patches of feathers had molted from his back and wings. As my familiar, if I was dying, he was dying too.

      “Don’t you remember my warning about letting a vampire drink your blood?” Polina admonished.

      “Vaguely.”

      “Julius has had your blood three times. He’s bound himself to you.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means he is yours to control as you please.”

      I scrunched my brow slightly, a movement that made my face hurt. “Why would he do that?”

      “Judging by this”—she held up her bloody palm—“it appears he was planning for you to bind yourself to him too.”

      “He said it would heal me.”

      Polina frowned. “It would. Unfortunately, it would also make you his as he is yours. You’d be metaphysically bound. I don’t think you want that, do you?”

      I shot an accusing look at Julius. “No.”

      Julius inhaled sharply as if we’d insulted him. “I did no such thing. I am not bound to the witch, nor trying to bind her. Only to save her.”

      “Ignorance of magical law does not negate magical law.” Polina shrugged. “You drank her blood three times. That binds you. If she drinks your blood, she is bound to you.” She turned back to me and whispered. “I think you’ve broken his heart.”

      Julius grunted, looking disgusted. “Is this true?” he asked me.

      “You’re asking the wrong witch,” I mumbled.

      “Can it be undone?” Julius demanded.

      Polina’s lips pursed with disapproval. “What is done cannot be undone. The bond must run its course.”

      “How long will that take?” Julius demanded.

      With a roll of her eyes, Polina responded, “Likely the length of her natural life.”

      Julius scowled.

      “I need Rick,” I said to both of them. “Or he won’t be bound to me for long.”

      She flipped her long red braid behind her back. “I’m here to help. Poe was smart to send Hildegard to find me, although I fear your raven is in as dire straits as you.” She gently pressed the flesh around the arrow protruding from my shoulder, and I moaned in pain.

      “Don’t pull it out. I’ll bleed to death if you do,” I said, drawing on my experience as an ER nurse.

      “Agreed. I apologize in advance. I’m going to get you to Rick fast, but this may hurt a little. The way a metal witch travels isn’t as glamorous as some, but I’ll get you where you need to go.”

      “How does a metal witch travel?”

      Polina gathered me into her lap and reached into the heavy bag at her hip. “Take her blade and meet us at Rick’s cottage,” she said to Julius.

      He didn’t move.

      “Tell him,” she said to me.

      “Why can’t I take it with me?” I asked her.

      “Your blade is made of bone, and you alone can wield it. But as your servant, Julius can transport it for you. I can’t.”

      Through cracked lips, I said, “Julius, please take my blade to Rick’s.” In a flash, he was gone and so was Nightshade.

      Polina pulled a fistful of glittering gold dust from her leather satchel and held it over our heads. Poe’s heart pounded ominously against mine, and I tried to comfort him by cradling his body to my chest.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Gold dust.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “How does a metal witch travel, Polina?”

      She sighed. “By metal.” She opened her fist.

      Instinctively, I took a deep breath and held it. It was an excellent strategy. We came apart in a swirl of metallic pieces, and I found out the hard way exactly how a metal witch travels.
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