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One

The solid thud of Davids car door shutting echoed off the stone face of the eight-story building we had parked beside. Leaning against the gray sports car, I shaded my eyes and squinted up at its aged and architecturally beautiful columns and fluted sills. The uppermost floor was golden in the setting sun, but here at street level we were in a chill shadow. Cincinnati had a handful of such landmark buildings, most abandoned, as this one appeared to be.

Are you sure this is the place? I asked, then dragged the flat of my arms off the roof of his car. The river was close; I could smell the oil and gas mix of boats. The top floor probably had a view. Though the streets were clean, the area was clearly depressed. But with a little attentionand a lot of moneyI could see it as one of the citys newest residential hot spots.

David set his worn leather briefcase down and reached into the inner pocket of his suit coat. Pulling out a sheaf of papers, he flipped to the back, then glanced at the distant corner and the street sign. Yes, he said, his soft voice tense but not worried.

Tugging my little red leather jacket down, I hiked my bag higher on my shoulder and headed to his side of the car, heels clunking. Id like to say I was wearing my butt-kicking boots in deference to this being a run, but in reality I just liked them. They went well with the blue jeans and black T-shirt I had on; and with the matching cap, I looked and felt sassy.

David frowned at the chunkingor my choice of attire, maybesteeling his features to bland acceptance when he saw me quietly laughing at him. He was in his respectable work clothes, somehow pulling off the mix of the three-piece suit and his shoulder-length, wavy black hair held back in a subdued clip. Id seen him a couple of times in running tights that showed off his excellently maintained, mid-thirties physiqueyumand a full-length duster and cowboy hatVan Helsing, eat your heart outbut his somewhat small stature lost none of its presence when he dressed like the insurance claims adjuster he was. David was kind of complex for a Were.

I hesitated when I came even with him, and together we eyed the building. Three streets over I could hear the shush of traffic, but here, nothing moved. Its really quiet, I said, holding my elbows against the chill of the mid-May evening.

Brown eyes pinched, David ran a hand over his clean-shaven cheeks. Its the right address, Rachel, he said, peering at the top floor. I can call to check if you want.

No, this is cool. I smiled with my lips closed, hefting my shoulder bag and feeling the extra weight of my splat gun. This was Davids run, not mine, and about as benign as you could getadjusting the claim of an earth witch whose wall had cracked. I wouldnt need the sleepy-time charms I loaded my modified paint ball gun with, but I just grabbed my bag when David asked me to come with him. It was still packed from my last runstorming the back room of an illegal spammer. God, plugging him had been satisfying.

David pushed into motion, gallantly gesturing me to go first. He was older than I by about ten years, but it was hard to tell unless you looked at his eyes. Shes probably living in one of those new flats theyre making above old ware-houses, he said, heading for the ornate stoop.

I snickered, and David looked at me.

What? he said, dark eyebrows rising.

I entered the building before him, shoving the door so he could follow tight on my heels. I was thinking if you lived in one, it would still be a warehouse. Were house? Get it?

He sighed, and I frowned. Jenks, my old backup, would have laughed. Guilt hit me, and my pace faltered. Jenks was currently AWOL, hiding out in some Weres basement after Id majorly screwed up by not trusting him, but with spring here, I could step up my efforts to apologize and get him to return.

The front lobby was spacious, full of gray marble and little else. My heels sounded loud in the tall-ceilinged space. Creeped out, I stopped chunking and started walking to minimize the noise. A pair of black-edged elevators were across the lobby, and we headed for them. David pushed the up button and rocked back.

I eyed him, the corners of my lips quirking. Though he was trying to hide it, I could see he was getting excited about his run. Being a field insurance adjustor wasnt the desk job one might think it was. Most of his companys clients were Inderlanderswitches, Weres, and the occasional vampireand as such, getting the truth as to why a clients car was totaled was harder than it sounded. Was it from the teenage son backing it into the garage wall, or did the witch down the street finally get tired of hearing him beep every time he left the drive? One was covered, the other wasnt, and sometimes it took, ah, creative interviewing techniques to get the truth.

David noticed I was smiling at him, and the rims of his ears went red under his dark complexion. I appreciate you coming with me, he said, shifting forward as the elevator dinged and the doors opened. I owe you dinner, okay?

No problem. I joined him in the murky, mirrored lift, and watched my reflection in the amber light as the doors closed. Id had to move an interview for a possible client, but David had helped me in the past, and that was far more important.

The trim Were winced. The last time I adjusted the claim of an earth witch, I later found she had scammed the company. My ignorance cost them hundreds of thousands. I appreciate you giving me your opinion as to whether she caused the damage with a misuse of magic.

I tucked a loosely curling lock of red hair that had escaped my French braid behind an ear, then adjusted my leather cap. The lift was old and slow. Like I said, no problem.

David watched the numbers counting up. I think my boss is trying to get me fired, he said softly. This is the third claim this week to hit my desk that Im not familiar with. His grip on his briefcase shifted. Hes waiting for me to make a mistake. Pushing for it.

I leaned against the back mirror and smiled weakly at him. Sorry. I know how that feels. I had quit my old job at Inderland Security, the I.S., almost a year ago to go independent. Though it had been roughand still was, occasionallyit was the best decision Id ever made.

Still, he persisted, the not unpleasant scent of musk growing as he turned to me in the confined space. This isnt your job. I owe you.

David, let it go, I said, exasperated. Im happy to come out here and make sure some witch isnt scamming you. Its no big deal. I do this stuff every day. In the dark. Usually alone. And if Im lucky, it involves running, and screaming, and my foot in somebodys gut.

The Were smiled to show his flat, blocky teeth. You like your job, dont you?

I smiled right back. You bet I do.

The floor lurched, and the doors opened. David waited for me to exit first, and I looked out onto the huge, building-sized room on the top floor. The setting sun streamed in the ceiling-to-floor windows, shining on the scattered construction materials. Past the windows, the Ohio River made a gray sheen. When finished, this would be an excellent apartment. My nose tickled at the scent of two-by-fours and sanded plaster, and I sneezed.

Davids eyes went everywhere. Hello? Mrs. Bryant? he said, his deep voice echoing. Im David. David Hue from Were Insurance. I brought an assistant with me. He gave my tight jeans, T-shirt, and red leather jacket a disparaging look. Mrs. Bryant?

I followed him farther in, my nose wrinkling. I think the crack in her wall might be from removing some of those supporting members, I said softly. Like I said, no problem.

Mrs. Bryant? David called again.

My thoughts went to the empty street and how far we were from the casual observer. Behind me, the elevator doors slid shut and the lift descended. A small scuff from the far end of the room sent a stab of adrenaline through me, and I spun.

David was on edge too, and together we laughed at ourselves when a slight figure rose from the couch set adjacent to a modern kitchen at the end of the long room, the cupboards still wrapped in plastic.

Mrs. Bryant? Im David Hue.

As prompt as your last yearly review claims, a masculine voice said, the soft resonances sifting through the darkening air. And very thoughtful to bring a witch with you to check your customers claim with. Tell me, do you take that off your end-of-the-year taxes, or do you claim it as a business expense?

Davids eyes were wide. Its a business expense, sir.

I looked from David to the man. Ah, David? I take it thats not Mrs. Bryant.

His grip on his briefcase shifting, David shook his head. I think its the president of the company.

Oh. I thought about that. Then thought about that some more. I was getting a bad feeling about this. David?

He put a hand on my shoulder and leaned in. I think you should leave, he said, the worry in his brown eyes running right to my core.

Recalling what hed said in the elevator about his boss gunning for him, my pulse quickened. David, if youre in trouble, Im not leaving, I said, boots thumping as he hustled me to the lift.

His face was grim. I can handle this.

I tried to twist from his grip. Then Ill stay and help you to the car when its over.

He glanced at me. I dont think so, Rachel. But thanks.

The elevator opened. Still protesting, I was ill prepared when David jerked me back. My head came up and my face went cold. Crap. The lift was full of Weres in various levels of elegance, ranging from Armani suits and sophisticated skirt and top combos to jeans and blouses. Even worse, they all had the collected, confident pride of alpha wolves. And they were smiling.

Shit. David had a big problem.

Please tell me its your birthday, I said, and this is a surprise party.

A young Were in a bright red dress was the last to step from the elevator. Tossing her thick length of black hair, she gave me a once-over. Though sure of herself, I could tell by her stance that at least, she wasnt an alpha bitch. This was getting weird. Alphas never got together. They just didnt. Especially without their respective packs behind them.

Its not his birthday, the woman said cattily. But I imagine hes surprised.

Davids grip on my arm twitched. Hello, Karen, he said caustically.

My skin crawled and my muscles tightened as the Weres ringed us. I thought of the splat gun in my bag, then felt for a ley line, but didnt tap it. David couldnt pay me to leave now. This looked like a lynching.

Hi, David, the woman in red said, satisfaction clear in both her voice and in her stance behind the alpha males. You cant imagine how overjoyed I was to find you had started a pack.

Davids boss was now there too, and with quick and confident steps he moved between us and the elevator. The tension in the room ratcheted up a notch, and Karen slinked behind him.

I hadnt known David long, but Id never seen this mix of anger, pride, and annoyance on him before. There was no fear. David was a loner, and as such, the personal power of an alpha held little sway over him. But there were eight of them, and one was his boss.

This doesnt involve her, sir, David said with a respectful anger. Let her leave.

Davids boss lifted an eyebrow. Actually, this has nothing to do with you.

My breath caught. Okay, maybe I was the one with the problem.

Thank you for coming, David. Your presence is no longer needed, the polished Were said. Turning to the others, he added, Get him out of here.

I took a heaving lungful of air. With my second sight, I reached for a ley line, latching onto the one that ran under the university. My concentration shattered when two men grabbed my arms. Hey! I shouted as one ripped my shoulder bag off and sent it spinning to land against a stack of lumber. Let go of me! I demanded, unable to twist easily from their twin grips.

David grunted in pain, and when I stomped on someones foot, they shoved me down. Plaster dust puffed up, choking me. My breath whooshed out as someone sat on me. My hands were pulled behind my back, and I went still. Ow, I complained. Blowing a red curl from my face, I gave another squirm. Crap, David was being dragged into the elevator.

He was still fighting them. Red-faced and wrathful, his fists lashed out, making ugly sounding thumps when he scored. He could have Wered to fight more viciously, but there was a five-minute downtime when he would be helpless.

Get him out of here! Davids boss shouted impatiently, and the doors shut. There was a clunk as something hit the inside of the elevator, and then the machinery started to lower the lift. I heard a shout and the sounds of a fight that slowly grew muffled.

Fear slid through me, and I gave another wiggle. Davids boss turned his gaze to me. Strap her, he said lightly.

My breath hissed in. Frantic, I reached for the ley line again, tapping it with a splinter of thought. Ever-after energy flowed through me, filling my chi and then the secondary spindle I could keep in my head. Pain struck through me when someone wrenched my right arm too far back. The cool plastic of a zip-strip was jammed over one wrist, snugged tight with a quick pull and a familiar ratcheting sound to leave the end dangling. My face went cold as every last erg of ever-after washed out of me. The bitter taste of dandelions was on my lips. Stupid, stupid witch!

Son of a bitch! I shouted, and the Weres sitting on me fell away.

I staggered to my feet and tried to wedge the flexible plastic-wrapped band off me, failing. Its core was charmed silver, like in my long-gone I.S. issue cuffs. I couldnt tap a line. I couldnt do anything. I seldom used my new ley line skills in defense, and I hadnt been thinking of how easy they could be nullified.

Utterly bereft of my magic, I stood in the last of the amber light coming in the tall windows. I was alone with a pack of alphas. My thoughts zinged to Mr. Rays pack and the wishing fish I had accidentally stolen from him, and then me making the owners of the Howlers baseball team pay for my time doing it. Ohcrap. I had to get out of there.

Davids boss shifted his weight to his other foot. The sun spilled over him to glint on the dust on his dress shoes. Ms. Morgan, isnt it? he asked companionably.

I nodded, wiping my palms off on my jeans. Plaster dust clung to me, and I only made things worse. I never took my eyes from him, knowing it was a blatant show of dominance. I had dealt a little with Weres, and none of them but David seemed to like me. I didnt know why.

Its a pleasure to meet you, he said, coming closer and pulling a pair of metal-rimmed glasses from an inner pocket of his suit coat. Im Davids boss. You can call me Mr. Finley.

Perching the glasses on his narrow nose, he took the stapled papers that Karen smugly handed him. Forgive me if Im a little slow, he said, peering at them. My secretary usually does this. He looked over the papers at me, pen clicking open. Your pack number is what?

Huh? I said intelligently, then stiffened as the ring of Weres seemed to close in. Karen snickered, and my face warmed.

Mr. Finleys slight wrinkles bunched as he frowned. Youre Davids alpha. Karen is challenging you for your place. There is paperwork. What is your pack number?

My mouth dropped open. This wasnt about the Rays or the Howlers. I was the sole member of Davids pack, yeah. But it was just a paper relationship, one designed so I could get my overly inflated insurance cheap, cheap, cheap, and David could keep his job and buck the system to continue working alone and without a partner. He didnt want a real pack, being a confirmed loner and good at it, but it was nearly impossible to fire an alpha, which was why he had asked me to start a pack with him.

My gaze darted to Karen, smiling like the queen of the Nile, as dark and exotic as an Egyptian whore. She wanted to challenge me for my position?

Oh, hell no! I said, and Karen snorted, thinking I was afraid. Im not fighting her! David doesnt want a real pack!

Obviously, Karen scorned. I claim ascension. Before eight packs, I claim it.

There werent eight alphas there anymore, but I thought the five that were left were more than enough to force the issue.

Mr. Finley let the hand holding the sheet of papers fall. Does anyone have a catalog? She doesnt know her pack number.

I do, sang out a woman, swinging her purse around and digging to bring out what looked like a small address book. New edition, she added, and thumbed it open.

This is nothing personal, Mr. Finley said. Your alpha has become the topic of interest at the water cooler, and this is the simplest way to get David back on track and end the disturbing rumors that have been reaching me. I have invited the principal shareholders in the company as witnesses. He smiled without warmth. This will be legally binding.

This is crap! I said nastily, and the surrounding Weres either chuckled or gasped at my temerity to swear at him. Lips pressed tight, I glanced at my bag and the splat gun halfway across the room. My hand touched the small of my back, looking for my nonexistent cuffs, long gone with my I.S. paycheck. God, I missed my cuffs.

Here it is, the woman said, her head lowered. Rachel Morgan. O-C(H) 93AF.

You registered in Cincinnati? Davids boss asked idly, writing it down. Folding the pages over, he fixed on my eyes. David isnt the first to start a pack with someone not of, ah, Were descent, he finally said. But he is the first in this company to do so with the sole intent to save his job. This is not a good trend.

Challengers choice, Karen said, reaching for the tie to her dress. I choose to Were first.

Davids boss clicked the pen shut. Then lets get started.

Someone grabbed my arms, and I froze for three heartbeats. Challengers choice, my grandmothers ass. I had five minutes to subdue her while she Wered, or I was going to lose this.

I silently twisted, going down and rolling. There were several shouts when I knocked the feet out from whoever held me. Then my breath was crushed out of my lungs as someone else fell on me. Adrenaline surged painfully. Someone pinned my legs. Another pushed my head into the plaster-dust-covered plywood.

They wont kill me, I told myself as I spit the hair out of my mouth and tried to get a decent breath. This is some asinine Were dominance thing, and they wont kill me.

Thats what I was telling myself, but it was hard to convince my trembling muscles.

A low snarl far deeper than it ought to have been rumbled thorough the empty top floor, and the three men holding me let me up.

What in hell? I thought as I scrambled to my feet, then stared. Karen had Wered. She had Wered in thirty seconds flat!

How I stammered, not believing it.

Karen made one hell of a wolf. As a person she was petite, maybe 110 pounds. But turn that same 110 pounds into snarling animal, and you get a wolf the size of a pony. Damn.

A steady growl of discontent came from her, lips curling from her muzzle in a warning older than dirt. Silky fur reminiscent of her black hair covered her except for her ears, which were rimmed in white. Beyond the circle were her clothes, discarded into a pile on the plywood floor. The faces ringing me were solemn. It wasnt a street brawl but a serious affair that would be as binding as a legal document.

Around me, the Weres were backing up, enlarging the circle. Double damn.

Mr. Finley smiled knowingly at me, and my gaze darted from him to the surrounding alphas in their nice clothes and five-hundred-dollar shoes. My heart hammered, and I figured it out. I was in deep shit. They had bound themselves into a round.

Frightened, I eased into a fighting stance. When Weres bound themselves together outside their usual packs, weird stuff happened. Id seen this once before at a Howlers game when several alphas had united to support an injured player, taking on the players pain so he could go on to win the game. Illegal, but wickedly hard to prove since picking out the alphas responsible in a huge stadium was next to impossible. The effect was temporary since Weres, especially alphas, couldnt seem to work under anyones direction for long. But they would be able to hold it together long enough for Karen to hurt me really, really bad.

I settled my feet more firmly in their boots, feeling my fists begin to sweat. This wasnt fair, damn it! They took my magic away, so the only thing I could do would be to try to beat her off, but she wasnt going to feel a thing! I was toast. I was dog chow. I was going to be really sore in the morning. But I wasnt going to go down without a fight.

Karens ears went back. It was the only warning I got.

Instinct overpowered training, and I backpedaled as she lunged. Teeth snapping where my face would have been, we went down, her paws on my chest. The floor slammed into me, and I grunted. Hot dog breath hit my face, and I kneed her, trying to knock her breath away. There was a startled yip, and dull claws raked my side as she scrambled up and back.

I stayed down, rolling to my knees so she couldnt push me over again. Not waiting, she jumped.

I cried out, stiff-arming her. Panic struck me when my fist went right square into her mouth. Her paws, the size of my hands, pushed at me as she frantically backed off, and I fell backward. I was lucky she hadnt twisted her head and taken a chunk out of my arm. As it was, I was bleeding from a nasty gash.

Karens echoing, racking coughs turned into an aggressive growl. Whats the matter, grandma, I panted, flipping my braid out of the way. Cant get Little Red Riding Hood down your throat?

Ears pinned, hackles raised, and lips curled to show her teeth, she came at me.

Okay. Maybe that wasnt the best thing to say. Karen slammed into me like a flung door, rocking me back and sending me down. Her teeth went around my neck, choking. I grabbed the foot that was pinching me, digging my nails into it. She bit down, and I gasped.

I made a fist and punched her in the ribs twice. My knee came up and I got her somewhere. There was silky hair in my mouth, and I reached up and pulled an ear. Her teeth gripped harder, cutting off my air. My sight started to go black. Panicking, I went for her eyes.

With no thought but survival, I dug my nails into her eyelids. That, she felt, and yelping, she jerked off me. I took a ragged breath, levering myself up on an elbow. My other hand went to my neck. It came away wet with blood.

This isnt fair! I shouted, mad as hell as I scrambled up. My knuckles were bleeding, my side hurt, and I was shaking from adrenaline and fear. I could see Mr. Finleys excitementsmell the rising musk. They were all getting off on the chance to see one of their own legally maul a person.

Nobody said it was supposed to be fair, the man said softly, then gestured to Karen.

But her impetus to attack hesitated at the ding of the elevator.

Despair crept over me. With three more alphas, she wasnt going to feel anything. Not even if I cut something off.

The doors slid open to show David leaning against the back of the lift. His face had a bruise that was likely going to turn his eye black, and his sport coat was torn and filthy. Slowly, he lifted his head, a murderous look in his brown eyes.

Leave! his boss said sharply.

I forgot my briefcase, he said, limping forward. He took in the situation in a glance, still breathing heavily from escaping the three Weres who had dragged him off. You challenge my alpha, Im damn well going to be here to make sure its a fair fight. Shambling to his briefcase, he picked it up, dusted it off, and turned to me. Rachel, you doing okay?

I felt a flush of gratitude. He wasnt coming to my rescue, he wanted to make sure they were playing fair. Im doing okay, I said, voice cracking. But that bitch isnt feeling any pain, and they took away my magic. I was going to lose this. I was going to lose this so bad. Sorry, David.

The surrounding Weres glanced uneasily at each other now that they had a witness, and Mr. Finleys complexion darkened. Finish it, he said roughly, and Karen came at me.

Her nails scraped on the plywood floor as they scrambled for purchase. Gasping, I fell to my back before she could push me down. Pulling my knees to my chest, I planted my feet against her as she landed on me and flung her over my head.

I heard a startled yip and thump and David shouting something. There were two fights going on.

I spun on my butt to face her. My eyes widened and I flung up an arm.

Karen smashed into me, pinning me to the floor. She covered me, and fear stabbed deep. I had to keep her from getting a grip on my throat again, and I cried out when she bit my arm.

Id had enough.

Making a fist, I smashed it into her head. She jerked her muzzle up, raking my arm and sending a pulse of pain through me. Immediately she was back, snarling and more savage. But a ribbon of hope rose in me and I gritted my teeth. She had felt that.

I could hear thumps and cries in the background. David was interfering, breaking their concentration. The round was falling apart. I couldnt best Karen, but sure as hell she was going to walk away remembering me.

The anger and excessive adrenaline wouldnt be denied. You stupid dog! I shouted, slamming my fist into her ear again to make her yelp. Youre a foul-breathed, dung flop of a city-bred poodle! How do you like this? Huh! I hit her again, unable to see from the tears blurring my vision. Want some more? How about this?

She latched onto my shoulder and picked me up, intending to shake me. A silky ear landed in my mouth, and after failing to spit it out, I bit down, hard.

Karen barked and was gone. Taking a clean breath, I rolled over onto all fours to see her.

Rachel! David cried, and my splat ball gun slid to within my grasp.

I picked the cherry-red gun up, and on my knees, aimed it at Karen. She sat back, her forelegs scrambling to halt her forward motion. Arms shaking, I spit out a tuft of white fur. Game over, bitch, I said, then plugged her.

The puff of air from my gun was almost lost in someones cry of frustration.

It hit her square in the nose, covering her face with a sleepy-time potion, the most aggressive thing a white witch would use. Karen went down as if strings were cut, sliding to land three feet from me.

I rose, shaking and so full of adrenaline I could hardly stand. Arms stiff, I aimed my gun at Mr. Finley. The sun had gone behind the surrounding hills across the river, and his face was shadowed. His posture was easy enough to read. I win, I said, then smacked David when he put a hand on my shoulder.

Easy, Rachel, David soothed.

Im fine! I shouted, pulling my aim back to his boss before the man could move. If you want to challenge my title, okay! But I do it as a witch, not with my strength washed out of me! This wasnt fair, and you know it!

Come on, Rachel. Lets go.

I was still aiming at his boss. I really, really wanted to plug him. But in what I thought was a huge show of class, I lowered the gun, snatching my bag from David as he handed it to me. Around me, I felt an easing of tension from the watching alphas.

Briefcase in hand, David escorted me to the elevator. I was still shaking, but I turned my back on them, knowing it would say more clearly than words that I wasnt afraid.

I was scared, though. If Karen had been trying to kill me, not just cow me into submission, it would have been over in the first thirty seconds.

David hit the down button, and together we turned. This was not a fair contest, he said, then wiped his mouth to make his hand come away red with blood. I had a right to be here.

Mr. Finley shook his head. Either the females alpha shall be present, or in the case of his absence, six alphas may serve as witness to prevent any He smiled. foul play.

There werent six alphas here at the time of the contest, David said. I expect to see this recorded as a win for Rachel. That woman is not my alpha.

I followed his gaze to Karen lying forgotten on the floor, and I wondered if someone was going to douse her in saltwater to break the charm or just dump her on her packs doorstep unconscious. I didnt care, and I wasnt going to ask.

Wrong or not, its the law, Mr. Finley said, the alphas moving to back him. And its there to allow a gentle correction when an alpha goes astray. He took a deep breath, clearly thinking. This will be recorded as a win for your alpha, he said as if he didnt care, provided you dont file a complaint. But David, she isnt a Were. If she cant best another with her physical skills, she doesnt deserve an alpha title and will be taken down.

I felt a stab of fear at the memory of Karen on top of me.

A person cant stand against a wolf, Mr. Finley said. She would have to Were to have even a chance, and witches cant Were.

The mans eyes went to mine, and though I didnt look away, the fear slid to my belly. The elevator dinged, and I backed up into it, not caring if they knew I was afraid. David joined me, and I gripped my bag and my gun as if Id fall apart without them.

Davids boss stepped forward, his presence threatening and his face utterly shadowed in the new night. You are an alpha, he said as if correcting a child. Stop playing with witches and start paying your dues.

The doors slid shut, and I slumped against the mirror. Paying his dues? What was that supposed to mean?

Slowly, the lift descended, my tension easing with every floor between us. It smelled like angry Were in there, and I glanced at David. One of the mirrors was cracked, and my reflection looked awful: braid falling apart and caked with plaster dust, a bite mark on my neck where Karens teeth had bruised and broken my skin, my knuckles scraped from being in her mouth. My back hurt, my foot was sore, and damn it, I was missing an earring. My favorite hoops, too.

I remembered the soft feel of Karens ear in my mouth and the sudden give as I bit down. It had been awful, hurting someone that intimately. But I was okay. I wasnt dead. Nothing had changed. Id never tried to use my ley line skills in a pitched fight like that, and now I knew to watch out for wristbands. Caught like a teenager shoplifting, God help me.

I licked my thumb and wiped a smear of plaster dust off my forehead. The wristband was ugly, but Id need Ivys bolt cutters to get it off. Removing my remaining earring, I dropped it in my bag. David was leaning into the corner and holding his ribs, but he didnt look like he was worried about running into the three Weres he had downed, so I put my gun away. Lone wolves were like alphas that didnt need the support of a pack to feel confident. Rather dangerous when one stopped to think about it.

David chuckled. Looking at him, I made a face, and he started to laugh, cutting it short as he winced in pain. His lightly wrinkled face still showing his amusement, he glanced at the numbers counting down, then pulled himself upright, trying to arrange his torn coat. How about that dinner? he asked, and I snorted.

Im getting the lobster, I said, then added, Weres never work together outside their packs. I must have really pissed them off. God! What is their problem?

Its not you, its me, he said, discomfited. They dont like that I started a pack with you. No, thats not true. They dont like that Im not contributing to the Were population.

The adrenaline was fading, making me hurt all over. I had a pain amulet in my bag, but I wasnt going to use it when David had nothing. And when in hell had Karen scored on my face? Tilting my head, I examined the red claw mark running close to my ear in the dim light, then turned to David when his last words penetrated. Excuse me? I asked, confused. What do you mean, not contributing to the Were population?

David dropped his gaze. I started a pack with you.

I tried to straighten, but it hurt. Yeah, I got the no-kids part there. Why do they care?

Because I dont have any, ah, informal relations with any other Were woman, either.

Because if he did, they would expect to be in his pack, eventually. And I prompted.

He shifted from foot to foot. The only way to get more Weres is by birth. Not like vampires who can turn humans if they work at it. With numbers come strength and power His voice trailed off, and I got it.

Oh, for crying out loud, I complained, holding my shoulder. This was political?

The elevator chimed and the doors opened.  Fraid so, he said. They let subordinate Weres do what they will, but as a loner, what I do matters.

I trooped out before him, looking for trouble, but it was quiet in the abandoned lobby, apart from the three Weres slumped in the corner. David had sounded bitter, and when he opened the main door for me, I touched his arm in a show of support. Clearly surprised, he glanced at me. Uh, about dinner, he said, looking at his clothes. You want to reschedule?

My feet hit the pavement, the cadence of my boots telling me I was limping. It was quiet, but the stillness seemed to hold a new threat. Mr. Finley was right about one thing. This was going to happen again unless I asserted my claim in a way they would respect.

Breathing deeply of the chill air, I headed for Davids car. No way, man. You owe me dinner. How about some Skyline chili? I said, and he hesitated in confusion. Go through the drive-through. I have to do some research tonight.

Rachel, he protested as his car gave a cheerful chirp and unlocked. I think you deserve at least one night off. His eyes narrowed and he looked at me over the roof of his car. I am really sorry about this. Maybewe should get the pack contract annulled.

I looked up from opening my door. Dont you dare! I said loudly in case someone was listening from a top floor. Then my expression went sheepish. I cant afford the rider everyone else makes me take out on my health insurance.

David chuckled, but I could tell he wasnt satisfied. We slipped into his car, both of us moving slowly when we found new pains and tried to find a comfortable way to sit. Oh God, I hurt all over.

I mean it, Rachel, he said, his low voice filling the small car after our doors shut. Its not fair to ask you to put up with this crap.

Smiling, I looked across the car at him. Dont worry about it, David. I like being your alpha. All I have to do is find the right charm to Were with.

He sighed, his small frame moving in his exhalation, then he snorted.

What? I asked, buckling myself in as he started the car.

The right charm to Were? he said, putting the car into gear and pulling from the curb. Get it? You want to be my alpha, but have nothing to Were?

Putting a hand to my head, I leaned my elbow into the door for support. Thats not funny, I said, but he just laughed, even though it hurt him.






Two

Dappled patterns of afternoon light sifted over my gloved hands as I knelt on a green foam pad and strained to reach the back of the flower bed where grass had taken root despite the shade of the mature oak above it. From the street came the soft sound of cars. A blue jay called and was answered. Saturday in the Hollows was the pinnacle of casual.

Straightening, I stretched to crack my back, then slumped, wincing when my amulet lost contact with my skin and I felt a jolt of pain. I knew I shouldnt be working out there under the influence of a pain amulet, lest I hurt myself without realizing it, but after yesterday I needed some dirt time to reassure my subconscious that I was alive. And the garden needed attention. It was a mess without Jenks and his family keeping it up.

The smell of brewing coffee slipped out the kitchen window and into the peace of the cool spring afternoon, and I knew that Ivy was up. Standing, I gazed from the yellow clapboard add-on behind the rented church to the walled graveyard past the witchs garden. The entire grounds took up four city lots and stretched from one street to the other behind it. Though no one had been buried here for almost thirty years, the grass was mown by yours truly. I felt a tidy graveyard made a happy graveyard.

Wondering if Ivy would bring me coffee if I shouted, I nudged my knee pad into the sun near a patch of soft-stemmed black violets. Jenks had seeded the plot last fall, and I wanted to thin them before they got spindly from competition. I knelt before the small plants, moving my way around the bed, circling the rosebush and pulling a third of them.

I had been out there long enough to get warm from exertion, worry waking me before noon. Sleep hadnt come easily either. Id sat up past sunrise in the kitchen with my spell books in search of a charm to Were into a wolf. It was a task whose success was slim at best; there were no spells to change into sentient beingsat least no legal ones. And it would have to be an earth charm since ley line magic was mostly illusion or physical bursts of energy. I had a small but unique library, yet for all my spells and charms, I had nothing that told me how to Were.

Inching my pad down the flower bed, I felt a band of worry tighten in me. As David had said, the only way you could be a Were was to be born that way. The bandage-covered tooth gashes on my knuckles and neck from Karen would soon be gone with no lingering effects but for what remained in my memory. There might be a charm in the black arts section of the library, but black earth magic used nasty ingredientslike indispensable people partsand I wasnt going to go there.

The one time I had considered using black earth magic, I came away with a demon mark, then got another, then managed to find myself said demons familiar. Lucky for me, I had kept my soul and the bargain was declared unenforceable. I was free and clear but for Big Als original demon mark, which Id wear along with Newts mark until I found a way to pay both of them back. But at least with the familiar bond broken, Al wasnt showing up every time I tapped a ley line.

Eyes pinched from the sun, I smeared dirt over my wrist and Als demon mark. The earth was cool, and it hid the upraised circle-and-line scar more reliably than any charm. It covered the red welt from the band the Weres had put on me, too. God, I had been stupid.

The breeze shifted a red curl to tickle my face, and I tucked it away, glancing past the rosebush to the back of the flower bed. My lips parted in dismay. It had been trampled.

An entire section of plants had been snapped at their bases and were now sprawled and wilting. Tiny footprints gave evidence of who had done it. Outraged, I gathered a handful of broken stems, feeling in the soft pliancy their unstoppable death. Damn garden fairies.

Hey! I shouted, lurching up to stare into the canopy of the nearby ash tree. Face warm, I stomped over and stood under it, the plants in my hand like an accusation. Id been fighting them since theyd migrated up from Mexico last week, but it was a losing battle. Fairies ate insects, not nectar, like pixies did, and they didnt care if they killed a garden in their search for food. They were like humans that way, destroying what kept them alive in the long term in their search for short-term resources. There were only six of them, but they had no respect for anything.

I said hey! I called louder, craning my neck to the wad of leaves that looked like a squirrels nest midway up the tree. I told you to stay out of my garden if you couldnt keep from wrecking it! What are you going to do about this!

As I fumed on the ground, there was a rustling, and a dead leaf fluttered down. A pale fairy poked his head out, the leader of the small bachelor clan orienting on me immediately. Its not your garden, he said loudly. Its my garden, and you can take a long walk in a short ley line for all I care.

My mouth dropped open. From behind me came the thump of a window closing; Ivy didnt want anything to do with what was to follow. I didnt blame her, but it was Jenkss garden, and if I didnt drive them out, it would be trashed by the time I convinced him to come back. I was a runner, damn it. If I couldnt keep Jenkss garden intact, I didnt deserve the title. But it was getting harder each time, and they only returned the moment I went inside.

Dont ignore me! I shouted as the fairy disappeared inside the communal nest. You nasty little twit! A cry of outrage slipped from me when a tiny bare ass took the place of the pale face and shook at me from the wad of leaves. They thought they were safe up there, out of my reach.

Disgusted, I dropped the broken stems and stalked to the shed. They wouldnt come to me, so I would go to them. I had a ladder.

The blue jays in the graveyard called, enjoying something new to gossip about while I struggled with the twelve-foot length of metal. It smacked into the lower branches as I maneuvered it against the trunk, and with a shrill protest, the nest emptied in an explosion of blue and orange butterfly wings. I put a foot on the first rail, puffing a red curl out of my eyes. I hated to do this, but if they ruined the garden, Jenkss kids would starve.

Now! came a loud demand, and I cried out when sharp pings pinched my back.

Cowering, I ducked my head and spun. The ladder slipped, crashing down into the very flower bed they had destroyed. Ticked, I looked up. They were lobbing last years acorns at me, the sharp ends hard enough to hurt. You little boogers! I cried, glad I had on a pain amulet.

Again! the leader shouted.

My eyes widened at the handful of acorns coming at me. Rhombus, I said, the trigger word instigating a hard-learned series of mental exercises into an almost instinctive action. Quicker than thought, my awareness touched the small ley line in the graveyard. Energy filled me, the balance equalizing in the time between memory and action. I spun around, toe pointing, sketching a rough circle, and ley line force filled it, closing it. I could have done this last night and avoided a trouncing, but for the charmed silver they had put on me.

A shimmering band of ever-after flashed into existence, the molecule-thin sheet of alternate reality arching to a close over my head and six feet under my feet, making an oblong bubble that prevented anything more obnoxious than air to pass through. It was sloppy and wouldnt hold a demon, but the acorns pinged off it. It worked against bullets too.

Knock it off! I exclaimed, flustered. The usual red sheen of energy shifted to gold as it took on the main color of my aura.

Seeing me safe but trapped in my bubble, the largest fairy fluttered down on his mothlike wings, his hands on his narrow hips and his gossamer, spiderweb-draped hair making him look like a six-inch negative of the grim reaper. His lips were a stark red against his pale face, and his thin features were tight in determination. His harsh beauty made him look incredibly fragile, but he was tougher than sinew. He was a garden fairy, not one of the assassins that had almost killed me last spring, but he was still accustomed to fighting for his right to live. Go inside and we wont hurt you, he said, leering.

I snickered. What were they going to do? Butterfly kiss me to death?

An excited whisper pulled my attention to the row of neighborhood kids watching from over the tall wall surrounding the graveyard. Their eyes were wide while I tried to best tiny little flying things, something every Inderlander knew was impossible. Crap, I was acting like an ignorant human. But it was Jenkss garden, and Id hold them off as long as I could.

Resolute, I pushed out of my circle. I jerked as the energy of the circle raced back into me, overflowed my chi and returned to the ley line. A shrill cry came to ready the darts.

Darts? Oh swell. Pulse quickening, I ran to the far side of the kitchen for the hose.

I tried to be nice. I tried to be reasonable, I muttered while I opened the valve and water started dripping from the spray nozzle. The blue jays in the graveyard called, and I struggled with the hose, jerking to a halt when it caught on the corner of the kitchen. Taking off my gloves, I snapped the hose into a sine wave. It came free, and I stumbled backward. From the ash tree came the high-pitched sounds of organization. Id never hosed them off before. Maybe this would do it. Fairy wings didnt do well when wet.

Get her! came a shout, and I jerked my head up. The thorns they held looked as large as swords as they headed right for me.

Gasping, I aimed the hose and squeezed. They darted up and I followed them, my lips parting when the water turned into a pathetic trickle to arch to the ground and die. What in hell? I spun at the sound of gushing water. They had cut the hose!

I spent twenty bucks on that hose! I cried, then felt myself pale as the entire clan fronted me, tiny spears probably tipped with poison ivy. Er, can we talk about this? I stammered.

I dropped the hose, and the orange-winged fairy grinned like a vampire stripper at a bachelorette party. My heart pounded and I wondered if I should flee inside the church, and subject myself to Ivys laughter, or tough it out and get a bad case of poison ivy.

The sound of pixy wings brought my heart into my throat. Jenks! I exclaimed, turning to follow the head fairys worried gaze, fixed beyond my shoulder. But it wasnt Jenks, it was his wife, Matalina, and eldest daughter, Jih.

Back off, Matalina threatened, hovering beside me at head height. The harsh clatter of her more maneuverable dragonfly-like wings set the stray strands of my damp hair to tickle my face. She looked thinner than last winter, her childlike features severe. Determination showed in her eyes, and she held a drawn bow with an arrow at the string. Her daughter looked even more ominous, with a wood-handled sword of silver in her grip. She had possession of a small garden across the street and needed silver to protect it and herself since she had yet to take a husband.

Its mine! the fairy screamed in frustration. Two women cant hold a garden!

I need only hold the ground I fly over, Matalina said resolutely. Get out. Now.

He hesitated, and Matalina pulled the bow back farther, making a tiny creak.

Well only take it when you leave! he cried, motioning for his clan to retreat.

Then take it, she said. But while I am here, you wont be.

I watched, awed, while a four-inch pixy stood down an entire clan of fairies. Such was Jenkss reputation, and such was the capabilities of pixies. They could rule the world by assassinations and blackmail if they wanted. But all they desired was a small plot of ground and the peace to tend it. Thanks, Matalina, I whispered.

She didnt take her steely gaze off them as they retreated to the knee-high wall that divided the garden from the graveyard. Thank me when Ive watered seedlings with their blood, she muttered, shocking me. The pretty, silk-clad pixy looked all of eighteen, her usual tan pale from living with Jenks and her children in that Weres basement all winter. Her billowy green, lightweight dress swirled in the draft from her wings. They were a harsh red with anger, as were her daughters.

The faire of garden fairies fled to a corner of the graveyard, hovering and dancing in a belligerent display over the dandelions almost a street away. Matalina pulled her bow, loosing an arrow on an exhale. A bright spot of orange jerked up and then down.

Did you get him? her daughter asked, her ethereal voice frightening in its vehemence.

Matalina lowered her bow. I pinned his wing to a stone. He tore it when he jerked away. Something to remember me by.

I swallowed and nervously wiped my hands on my jeans. The shot was clear across the property. Steadying myself, I went to the faucet and turned off the spraying water. Matalina, I said as I straightened, bobbing my head at her daughter in greeting. Thanks. They almost filled me with poison ivy. How are you? Hows Jenks? Will he talk to me? I blurted, but my brow furrowed and my hope fell when she dropped her eyes.

Im sorry, Rachel. She settled upon my offered hand, her wings shifting into motion, then stilling as they turned a dismal blue. HeIThats why Im here.

Oh God, is he all right? I said, suddenly afraid when the pretty woman looked ready to burst into tears. Her ferocity had been washed away in misery, and I glanced at the distant fairies while Matalina struggled for her composure. He was dead. Jenks was dead.

Rachel she warbled, looking all the more like an angel when she wiped a hand under her eye. He needs me, and he forbade the children to return. Especially now.

My first wash of relief that he was alive spilled right back to worry, and I glanced at the butterfly wings. They were getting closer. Lets go inside, I said. Ill make you up some sugar water.

Matalina shook her head, bow hanging from her grip. Beside her, her daughter watched the graveyard. Thank you, she said. Ill make sure Jihs garden is safe, then Ill be back.

I looked to the front of the church as if I could see her garden on the opposite side of the street. Jih looked eight, but in pixy years she was old enough to be on her own and was actively searching for a husband, finding herself in the unique situation of being able to take her time as she developed her own garden, holding it with silver given to her by her father. And seeing that they had just evicted a clan of fairies, making sure there was no one waiting to jump Jih when she returned home sounded like a good idea.

Okay, I said, and Matalina and Jih rose a few inches, sending the scent of green things to me. Ill wait inside. Just come on in. Ill be in the kitchen.

In a soft clatter, they flitted up and over the tall steeple, and I watched, concerned. Things were probably tough for them while Jenkss pride kept them out of their garden and they struggled to make ends meet. What was it with small men and oversized pride?

Checking to see that my bandages hadnt come off my knuckles, I stomped up the wooden steps and wedged my gardening sneakers off. Leaving them there, I went in the back door and into the living room. The smell of coffee was almost a slap. A set of masculine boots clattered on the linoleum in the kitchen across the hall, and I hesitated. That wasnt Ivy. Kisten?

Curious, I padded to the kitchen. Hesitating in the open archway, I scanned the apparently empty room.

I liked my kitchen. No, let me rephrase. I loved my kitchen with the loyalty of a bulldog to his favorite bone. It took up more space than the living room and had two stovesso I never had to stir spells and cook on the same flame. There were bright fluorescent lights, expansive counter and cupboard space, and sundry ceramic spelling utensils hanging over the center island counter. An oversized brandy snifter with my beta, Mr. Fish, rested on the sill of the single blue-curtained window over the sink. A shallow circle was etched in the linoleum for when I needed the extra protection for a sensitive spell, and herbs hung from a sweater rack in the corner.

A heavy, antique farm table took up the interior wall, my end holding a stack of books that hadnt been there earlier. The rest held Ivys precisely arranged computer, printer, maps, colored markers, and whatever else she needed to plan her runs into boredom. My eyebrows rose at the pile of books, but I smiled because of the jeans-clad backside poking out from the open stainless-steel fridge door.

Kist, I said, the pleased sound of my voice bringing the living vamps head up. I thought you were Ivy.

Hi, love, he said, the British accent he usually faked almost nonexistent as he casually shut the door with a foot. Hope you dont mind I let myself in. I didnt want to ring the bell and wake the dead.

I smiled, and he set the cream cheese on the counter and moved to me. Ivy wasnt dead yet, but she was as nasty as a homeless bridge troll if you woke her before she thought she should be up. Mmmm, you can let yourself in anytime so long as you make me coffee, I said, curving my arms around his tapering waist as he gave me a hug hello.

His close-cut fingernails traced an inch above the new bruises and tooth marks on my neck. Are you okay? he breathed.

My eyes slid shut at the concern in his voice. He had wanted to come over last night, and I appreciated that he hadnt when I asked him not to. Im fine, I said, toying with the idea of telling him that they hadnt played fair, five alphas binding into a round to give their bitch the advantage in an already unfair fight. But it was so unusual an occurrence that I was afraid he would say I was making it upand it sounded too much like whining to me.

Instead, I leaned my head against him and took in his scent: a mix of dark leather and silk. He was wearing a black cotton tee that pulled tight across his shoulders, but the aroma of silk and leather remained. With it was the dusky hint of incense that lingered around vampires. I hadnt identified that particular scent with vamps until I started living with Ivy, but now I could probably tell with my eyes closed whether it was Ivy or Kisten in the room.

Either scent was delicious, and I breathed deeply, willingly taking in the vampire pheromones he was unconsciously giving off to soothe and relax me. It was an adaptation to make finding a willing source of blood easier. Not that Kisten and I were sharing blood. Not me. Not this little witch. No how or ever. The risk of becoming a playthingmy will given to a vampirewas too real. But that didnt mean I couldnt enjoy the mild buzz.

I could hear his heartbeat, and I lingered while his fingers traced a yummy path to the small of my back. My forehead came to his shoulder, lower than usual, since he was in boots and I was in socks. His exhaled breath stirred my hair. The sensation brought my head up, and I met his blue eyes squarely from under his long bangs, reading in the normalsized pupils that he had slaked his blood lust before coming over. He usually did.

I like it when you smell like dirt, he said, his eyes half-lidded and sly.

Smiling, I ran a fingernail down his rough cheek. He had a small nose and chin, and he usually kept a days worth of stubble to give himself a more rugged cast. His hair was dyed blond to match his almost-beard, though I had yet to catch him with darker roots or a charm to color it. Whats the real color of your hair? I asked impulsively as I played with the wispy strands at the nape of his neck.

He pulled away, blinking in surprise. Two slices of toast popped up, and he shifted to the counter, bringing out a plate and setting the bread on it. Ah, its blond.

My eyes roved over his very nice backside, and I slumped against the counter, enjoying the view. The rims of his ears were a faint red, and I pushed into motion, leaning to run a finger along his torn ear where someone had ripped out one of the twin diamond studs. His right ear still held both studs, and I wondered who had the missing earring. I would have asked, but was afraid hed tell me Ivy had it. You dye your hair, I insisted. What color is it, really?

He wouldnt look at me while he opened the cream cheese and spread a thick layer on the toast. Its sort of brown. Why? Is that a problem?

Dropping my hands to his waist, I turned him around. Pinning him to the counter, I leaned until our hips touched. God, no. I just wondered.

Oh. His hands went about my waist, and clearly relieved, he inhaled slowly, seeming to take my very soul in with him. A spark of desire jumped from him to me, going right to my core to catch my breath. I knew he was scenting me, reading in the slight tension of my body pressing into him my willingness to turn our embrace into something more. I knew our natural scents mixing was a potent blood aphrodisiac. I also knew Ivy would kill him if he broke my skin even by accident. But this was all old news, and Id be a fool if I didnt admit that part of Kistens allure was the mix of deep intimacy he offered along with the potential danger of him losing control and biting me. Yeah, I was a stupid, trusting girl, but it made for great sex.

And Kisten is very careful, I thought, pulling coyly away at the low growl rumbling up through him. He wouldnt have come over if he wasnt sure of his control, and I knew he teased himself with my off-limits blood as much as I tested my will against the supposedly better-than-sex carnal ecstasy that a vampire bite could bring.

I see youre making friends with your neighbors, he said, and I eased from him to reopen the window and wash my hands. If I didnt stop, Ivy would sense it and be out here glowering like a shunned lover. We were roommates and business partnersthat was allbut she made no attempt to hide that she wanted more. She had asked me once to be her scion, which was sort of a number-one helper and wielder of vampire power when the vamp in question was limited by sunlight. She wasnt dead yet and didnt need a scion, but Ivy was a planner.

The position was an honor, but I didnt want it, even though, as a witch, I couldnt be turned vampire. It involved an exchange of blood to cement ties, which was why I had flatly refused her the first time shed asked, but after meeting her old high school roommate, I thought she was after more than that. Kisten could separate the drive for blood from the desire for sex, but Ivy couldnt, and the sensations a blood-lusting vamp pulled from me were too much like sexual hunger for me to think otherwise. Ivys offer that I become her scion was also an offer to be her lover, and as much as I cared for her, I wasnt wired that way.

I turned off the tap and dried my hands on the dish towel, frowning at the butterfly wings drifting closer to the garden. You could have helped me out there, I said sourly.

Me? Blue eyes glinting in amusement, he set the orange juice on the counter and shut the fridge. Rachel, honey, I love you and all, but what do you think I could have done?

Tossing the dish towel to the counter, I turned my back on him, crossing my arms while I gazed out at the cautiously approaching wings. He was right, but that didnt mean I had to like it. I was lucky Matalina had shown up, and I wondered again what she wanted.

A warm breath touched my shoulder and I jerked, realizing Kisten had snuck up on me, unheard with his vamp-soft steps. I would have come out if you needed it, he said, his rumbly voice going right into me. But they were only garden fairies.

Yeah, I said with a sigh. I suppose. Turning, my eyes went over his shoulder to the three books on the table. Are those for me? I asked, wanting to change the subject.

Kisten reached past me to pluck an early daisy from the vase beside Mr. Fish. Piscary had them behind glass. They look like spell books to me. I thought you might find something to Were in them. Theyre yours if you want them. Im not going to tell him where they went.

His eyes were eager for the chance to help me, but I didnt move, standing beside the sink with my arms crossed, eyeing them. If the master vampire had them under glass, then they were probably older than the sun. Even worse, they had the look of demon magic, making them useless since only demons could work it. Generally.

Uncrossing my arms, I considered them again. Maybe there was something I could use. Thanks, I said, moving to touch the top book and stifling a shudder when I felt a slight sponginess, as if my aura had gone from liquid to syrup. My torn skin tingled, and I wiped my hand on my jeans. You wont get in trouble?

The faint tightening of his jaw was the only sign of his nervousness. You mean in more trouble than trying to kill him? he said, flicking his long bangs from his eyes.

I gave him a sick smile. I see your point. I went to get myself a cup of coffee while Kisten poured a small glass of orange juice and set it on a tray he pulled from behind the microwave. The plate of toast went on it, shortly followed by the daisy hed taken from the windowsill. I watched, my curiosity growing when he gave me a sideways smile to show his sharp canines and hustled into the hallway with it all. Okay, so it wasnt for me.

Leaning against the counter, I sipped my coffee and listened to a door creak open. Kistens voice called out cheerfully, Good afternoon, Ivy. Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!

Shove it, Kist, came Ivys slurred mumble. Hey! she cried louder. Dont open those! What the hell are you doing?

A smile curved over my face and I snickered, taking my coffee and sitting at the table.

Theres my girl, Kisten coaxed. Sit up. Take the damn tray before I spill the coffee.

Its Saturday, she snarled. What are you doing here so early?

As I listened to Kistens soothing voice rise and fall in an unrecognizable patter, I wondered what was going on. From families of wealth, Kisten and Ivy had grown up together, tried the cohabitation thing, and parted as friends. Rumor had it Piscary planned for them to get together and have a passel of children to carry on his living-vamp line before one of them died. I was no expert in relationships, but even I could tell that wasnt going to happen. Kisten cared deeply for Ivy, and she for him, but seeing them together always gave me the feeling of a close brother/sister relationship. Even so, this breakfast in bed thing was unusual.

Watch the coffee! Kisten exclaimed, shortly followed by Ivys yelp.

You arent helping. Get out of my room! she snarled, her gray-silk voice harsh.

Shall I lay out your clothes, love? Kisten said, his fake British accent on full and laughter in his voice. I adore that pink skirt you wore all last fall. Why dont you wear that anymore?

Get out! she exclaimed, and I heard something hit the wall.

Pancakes tomorrow?

Get the hell out of my room!

The door clicked shut, and I met Kistens grin with my own when he came in and went to the coffeemaker. Lose a bet? I guessed, and he nodded, his thin eyebrows high. I pushed out a chair kitty-corner from me with my foot and he settled in with his mug, his long legs going out to encircle mine under the corner of the table.

I said you could go on a run with David and come home without turning it into a slugfest. She said you couldnt. He reached for the sugar bowl and dumped two spoonfuls in.

Thanks, I said, glad he had bet against her.

I lost on purpose, he said, crushing my vindication before it had taken its first breath.

Thanks a lot, I amended, pulling my feet from between his.

Setting his mug down, he leaned forward and took my hands in his. Stop it, Rachel. How else could I find an excuse to come over here every morning for a week?

I couldnt be mad at him now, so I smiled, dropping my gaze to our twined hands, mine thin and pale beside his tan, masculine fingers. It was nice seeing them there together like that. The past four months he had not lavished attention on me, but rather was there and available whenever the mood struck either of us.

He was incredibly busy
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