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      The world around me is muffled and indistinct, like I’ve been entombed in layers of bubble wrap or opaque wax.

      I can’t move.

      As hard as I strain my senses, I can only make out vague blobs of color, and hear indistinct rumblings of sound. But even though they’re unclear, each sight and sound is precious. I’ve been trying endlessly to figure them out and make sense of them, because without those small hints that the world around me still exists, I’d go mad.

      Maybe I’m already mad.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t scream. I can’t smell anything.

      The only thing I can do is think, and my thoughts are deafening. Overwhelming. Obsessive.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been a stone statue, but I’m certain it’s been several years. Maybe it’s been decades, or even as long as a century since the Blood Council cast their spell and sentenced me to this existence. A half-life as a statue is eternal torture, worse than anything I could have imagined.

      I wish they’d killed me instead.

      Xander, Jess, and everyone I know must be dead by now. Whatever horrors Jeqabeel inflicted, it’s long over. Did Baltimore burn, like I saw in the vision the Veritas shared with me? Did the people I love die screaming? Is there anything left on that other side of that opaque wall?

      Wait.

      I feel something.

      Pain.

      A burning sensation spreads over my limbs, and with it comes an unbearable exhaustion, as though every trace of life and energy is being drained from me.

      As horrible as the feeling is, I welcome it with such relief, I’d sob with joy if I could. Something is happening, and even a painful death would be a million times better than the endless nothingness I’ve been forced to endure.

      The pain in my lungs grows until I’m on fire, burning from the inside out. For the first time in forever, I need to breathe.

      Somehow, I manage to suck in a little air. It feels like a thousand needles are puncturing my lungs. My mouth opens, but all sound is still locked inside me.

      The vague, indistinct shapes that have taunted me all this time become more defined. I can blink, and when I do, the dark shapes swim more clearly into focus, looming next to me. Are they people?

      My heart comes slowly to life, thumping painfully. I can move my hands. What’s happening? Has it been so long since I became a statue that the council’s spell is wearing off?

      "Don't make a sound. They'll hear us," whispers a lisping voice.

      It sounds like The Veritas.

      But it can’t be. After so many years, she can’t still be alive.

      I blink again, and make out the woman next to me. No, not a woman. A girl. Windows are high above us, letting in enough moonlight that I can see her features. Incredibly, she looks just like the Veritas I used to know. She has the same white hair and wide, anxious eyes. She’s the same age, too, around thirteen, although she’s wearing jeans and a dark T-shirt while the Veritas I knew had a thing for white dresses.

      The other shapes around me are statues. Other witches turned to stone, their faces frozen into terrified expressions that send chills through me. I know exactly how they feel.

      “Are you okay, Saffy?” whispers the Veritas. “Say something.”

      “How long?” I croak. It hurts to talk and I swallow hard, trying to force moisture into my dry throat.

      “How long?” she repeats with a frown. Then she gets what I’m asking. “Oh, how long have you been a statue?” She hesitates. “It’s been three weeks. I’m sorry it took so long."

      Three weeks?

      That’s not possible. She must be lying.

      But she’s the same Veritas who made me into a statue, and she looks the same as the last time I saw her. Like she hasn’t aged at all.

      A rush of relief hits me, and I feel so dizzy I stagger. If it’s only been three weeks, then the people I love might still be alive.

      “Xander?” I demand, my voice still hoarse. “And Jess? Are they okay?” The last time I saw them, Jess had been tortured by the Unseen, and I used dark magic to save Xander who was all but dead.

      She glances behind her, as though checking there’s nobody lurking there. “They’re okay, but there’s no time to tell you everything that’s happened. We need to go quickly, before he discovers what I’ve done.”

      “Before who discovers what you’ve done? Magnus?”

      She shakes her head. "Dallas is manipulating the Blood Council, and Magnus has become a figurehead. Tomorrow they’re holding a ceremony to pass official control over to Dallas."

      All of a sudden, the last meal I ate rises from my stomach. I lean to one side and throw up. I can’t remember what the meal was, but it’s been partly digested in my stomach for three weeks. The bitter taste burns my dry throat.

      "Shhh!" The Veritas tugs my arm. "We don't have time for you to fall apart. We need to go."

      I wipe my mouth on my sleeve. Even lifting my arm up that far is exhausting. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so stiff and weary. “Wait,” I croak. “The other statues. We have to free the other⁠—”

      “No time.” The Veritas grabs my hand, forcing me to move, to take a step. She barely comes up to my shoulder, but she’s strong and insistent. She pulls me along though my feet are clumsy and slow, dragging me away from the other statues, ignoring my protests. Now I know what those witches are going through, I can hardly bear to leave them in that state, but I don’t have the strength to resist the Veritas. Right now a slight, thirteen-year-old girl is a lot stronger than I am.

      She leads me down a dark corridor and opens a door. Inside are shelves filled with odd shaped rocks. It’s some kind of storage closet.

      “In here.” She tugs me inside.

      “Why? Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” The room is small and when she shuts the door behind me, we’re crammed up against each other.

      The Veritas turns on a tiny flashlight, and I realize what the objects on the shelves are. They’re pieces of statues that have been broken. My gut turns over and I clench my teeth against another wave of nausea.

      “You need to help unbind me from the council,” the Veritas says. “If I don’t break my council link right away, they’ll be able to track us."

      "You can break the link?” I ask, wrenching my mind from the chunks of stone around us.

      "Most can't. I can. But I need some of your magic to do it."

      "But—?"

      Heavy footsteps march past our door, and the Veritas puts her finger over her lips, her eyes wide. We both watch the door as the footsteps fade away.

      "We don't have time for questions,” whispers the Veritas. She props the flashlight on one of the shelves to illuminate the room, and pulls a ceremonial knife from the pocket of her jeans. I don’t see her cut herself—she’s too quick and practised—but I catch the metallic smell of blood. My dark magic wakens, drawn to the power emanating from the Veritas's wound. Fresh blood, newly spilled. The urge to reach out and take her blood overwhelms me, and I try to move backward. I can't go anywhere. The closet is too cramped.

      I take a deep gulping breath. When she reaches for my hands, I pull them away.

      "I can't touch the blood," I tell her.

      "I cut my arm, so you won't touch it.” She grabs my hands impatiently. "Open yourself up to me. To my power."

      I feel her pulling on my magic, dragging it roughly out of me. I grunt in pain, and her hands tighten around mine, like she thinks I might let go.

      I couldn't let go if I wanted to. White strands of magic are snaking from her hands, wrapping around mine, holding me tight. The strands creep up my arms, then wind themselves around my body, binding me in a suffocating web.

      Dragging in small desperate gasps of air, I concentrate on not freaking out. It feels like her strands of magic are smothering me.

      My dark magic wells up, even stronger and more demanding. The wound on the Veritas’s arm is all too tempting.

      Then she traps my gaze with hers. Her eyes are the same all-white they were when she was transforming me into a statue. It's creepy, but then, my eyes went black when I used dark magic, so I’m in no position to criticize.

      The flashlight gets dimmer while her eyes get brighter and brighter. I can’t look away from them. The whiteness grows until it completely fills my vision.

      Then a picture starts to form.

      Baltimore is burning. Buildings are in flames, and black smoke is billowing into the sky.

      It’s the vision I saw before the Veritas turned me to stone, but this time Dallas is standing next to Jeqabeel.

      Dallas is shirtless, with a huge, bloody symbol painted onto his chest. A symbol that gives me a horrible chill, and not just because the blood red markings stand out in intricate detail on Dallas’s lily white skin. It’s the symbol the Unseen carved into Xander’s chest as part of the spell to free Jeqabeel from Xander’s body.

      The demon is in its physical form, solid and real. Its body stands upright like a person, but huge and hairy, towering over Dallas. Is over-sized arms end in wickedly clawed hands. It has a jackal’s head, and its fur is clumped with blood.

      "You served me well,” the demon drawls, its tone smug. “I will reward you as I promised.”

      “Thank you, My Lord.” Dallas bows his head. “It was an honor to be your vessel."

      The image vanishes. I’m back in the broom closet holding hands with the Veritas. Her eyes are back to normal… except for her expression of naked fear. I sag against the broom closet’s shelves, using them to keep me upright.

      "Now do you see?" she whispers, still clutching my hands.

      “Dallas was the demon's vessel?” I demand. “The demon was inside him?”

      “The demon is inside him,” she corrects. “That was a vision of the future. When you reversed the Unseen’s spell and Jeqabeel fled, it found a home inside Dallas. But that will be temporary. With such a powerful host to help it, the demon can easily regain its own physical form.”

      “But you said Dallas was taking over the council…” My voice trails off and I swallow against a wave of panic. This is worse than I could have imagined.

      She nods. "The demon will have full control of their power."

      "Did you manage to break your council link?”

      Looking down, she seems to realize she’s still holding my hands, and lets them go. "I did."

      “Then let’s get out of here.” I crack the door open to peek out. The hallway is dark and silent. Whoever walked past has gone.

      "Dallas has spies everywhere," she whispers behind me. "He's manipulating the other council members. Controlling them through the council link."

      "Where's Magnus?"

      "He's in Dallas's thrall. And that’s not all. Jess..." She hesitates, looking stricken.

      "What?" My heart turns over. “What did he do to Jess?”

      “Dallas forced Jess to join the Blood Council."

      I feel the blood drain from my face. "Where is she? We have to rescue her."

      "Dallas has her under tight security at the conservatory."

      "With the plant witches?"

      The Veritas nods.

      I push the door all the way open, moving into the hallway as fast as my clumsy feet will carry me. "We need to rescue her. We’ll go there now."

      “Not a good idea. We can't afford to be captured. There’s too much at stake."

      "I can't abandon Jess." The words are barely out before I stumble over my own feet and barely catch myself from slamming head-first into a wall.

      The Veritas gives me a pointed look. "You’re too weak," she whispers. “You couldn’t save a dying fly right now, let alone face a witch with the power of a demon.”

      As much as I hate to admit it, she has a point.

      “So what are we going to do?” I hiss back.

      Instead of answering, she grabs my hand to pull me down the hallway. I don’t object. Getting out of here without being caught is definitely the first order of business. I just hope she has some kind of plan for what comes after.
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      My body feels like I've just run a marathon, but it's only been a few minutes since we left the safety of the storage closet and my feet still aren’t moving very quickly. The Veritas pulls me along the mansion’s long corridors, urging me to go as fast as I can.

      She reaches a large door and pulls a key from her pocket. When she pushes the door open, moonlight hits my eyes and I drag in a lungful of fresh air.

      I follow the Veritas through the door, and down a set of stone steps. It’s the back of the building and there are no grand columns here, just practical spaces for deliveries.

      A Jeep is idling in the no parking zone. I don’t recognize the car, but a familiar set of shoulders is attached to the man in the driver's seat. My heart leaps into my throat.

      I pull open the car’s passenger door and fall into it, so overjoyed to see Xander that my throat closes and tears prickle behind my eyes.

      The Veritas climbs into the back seat. "Get us out of here, Xander. Quickly."

      Instead, Xander reaches over the center console to grab me in a tight hug. His expression is full of love and relief and his familiar scent is so good, it makes tears prick behind my eyes. I was afraid I’d never get to hug him again.

      "I missed you," he says.

      I bury my face in his shoulder, my heart aching and my throat so tight I can barely speak. “I missed you too,” I try to say back, though my voice is muffled against his T-shirt.

      “There’s no time for that now.” The Veritas jabs my arm with her finger. “We need to go.”

      Xander gently pulls away. Losing his embrace is like losing my life raft in the middle of choppy seas, but I manage to hold back my protests as he turns the ignition. I want to get out of here too.

      Instead of burning out of the driveway like I want him to, he rolls off at a sedate pace, and I wipe my eyes and nose on my sleeve.

      “Are you okay, Saff?” he demands. “I swear, if they hurt you…”

      “It didn’t hurt, exactly.” Tears threaten to overwhelm me, and I have to stop and drag in a shaky breath. “It wasn’t pleasant. But it’s over now.” There’s no sense in telling him how bad it really was. We have other things to worry about now.

      His jaw clenches. “I spent every day trying to find you, but until Rebecca turned up out of the blue and offered to bring me here, this place was hidden. A spell or something.”

      "Rebecca?"

      “My real name is Rebecca,” says the Veritas from the back seat.

      I turn in my seat and look back at her, feeling dumb. I don’t know why I’m surprised she has a real name. Her parents obviously didn’t christen her the Veritas. That would practically be child abuse.

      There’s movement on the seat beside her and my eyes go to a small animal sitting on its haunches, staring at me.

      “Is that Ratticus?” My voice rises. I can’t believe the rat is here with them.

      “I had to bring him,” says Xander. “I couldn’t find anyone to look after him. Seems nobody likes rats.”

      “Ignorant idiots,” says Ratticus into my head. I jerk back, blinking. I’d forgotten about his new ability.

      “Did you…?” I hesitate, looking at the others. Xander is concentrating on the road ahead, and the Veritas is craning her neck to stare back at the mansion. I’m pretty sure they didn’t hear Ratticus speak.

      “I think there’s something wrong with that rat,” Xander continues. “He’s too smart. Like person smart. Your magic might have messed him up.”

      “Compared to demon-dude, I’m a genius,” mutters Ratticus.

      “I like him,” says the Veritas.

      “At least one of you has some sense.” Ratticus puts his nose up, twitching his whiskers.

      The Veritas offers her hand to Ratticus, and he runs up her arm and onto her shoulder, nestling into her hair. Her expression didn’t change when Ratticus insulted Xander, which confirms my theory that I’m the only one who can hear him. Not that I want to mention his new ability to her or Xander. They’ll either think I’m crazy, or want to know what the rat is saying. And he’s not exactly in the running to win any awards for being charming.

      Instead, I watch the mansion get smaller. In all my life, I’ve never been so glad to leave a building. But near the council chambers is Rawlings Conservatory, which means we’re getting further away from Jess too.

      "We have to get Jess out," I say.

      Xander nods. "We will."

      “The sooner the better,” agrees Rebecca. “When you’ve got your strength back.”

      "First we need to get you somewhere safe, where you can rest." Xander reaches out to take my hand, and I squeeze his in return. My body still feels unbearably heavy and my head feels thick. You’d think that after three weeks standing motionless, I’d be well rested. But it’s the opposite. I feel like most of the life has been sucked out of me.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as he turns onto the expressway. “Not to my house?”

      Xander glances over, his keen eyes assessing my condition. "Rebecca thinks Dallas will look for you, and it wouldn’t be safe to go anywhere he knows. We're heading to an abandoned cottage in Bellevue Forest. It’s part of an investigation that's still in progress, so no one's allowed there."

      I blink at him. “An investigation? Does that mean you’re a detective again?”

      “Yeah, it was strange.” He shrugs. “After you disappeared, I got a call asking why I hadn’t been turning up to work. When I went in, it was like everything that happened had been wiped from everyone’s memories. Like I’d never been kicked off the force or arrested. I wasn’t a fugitive anymore.”

      “That was my spell, the one Therese performed.” The Veritas sounds proud. “I wiped all the information about Sylvia’s death, and everything that came after it.”

      “You did it?” He gives her a nod in the rear view mirror. “Well. Thanks.”

      It seems so long ago, the day that Aunt Therese and Magnus rescued me from the police cell, changing the memories of Xander’s colleagues. So much has happened since then. “What else has been going on while I was frozen?” I ask.

      “There’s not much to tell,” says Rebecca. “Dallas has been getting more powerful, and I’ve felt him trying to influence my mind using the council bond. He’s succeeded in controlling most of the other council members, but my magic’s too strong. After tomorrow’s ceremony, I was afraid that would change and he’d be able to use my own magic against me.”

      Her voice is small, and when I glance back at her, she looks young and frightened.

      “Thanks for releasing me,” I tell her. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure out a way to stop Dallas.”

      She doesn’t reply, and after a moment I turn back to the road in front of us. I’d like to comfort her, but I’m too exhausted to be able to think of what to say. It would probably help if the odds against us didn’t seem so overwhelming.

      Silence fills the car for a while, until Xander reaches over and turns on the radio. It's a classics station, and when the soothing tones of Frank Sinatra murmur through the speakers, he grins. "I didn't do that on purpose, I promise."

      It’s a sign of how tired I am that I don’t so much as roll my eyes at him. Instead, I give him a small smile. The soft crooning drains away what’s left of my strength, and my eyelids slowly close.

      “Wake up, Saffy.” A hand on my arm drags me back into consciousness, and I blink blearily at Xander, who’s still driving.

      “How long have I been asleep?” I ask, rubbing my eyes. The road we’re driving on is narrow and dark, with large trees looming on either side. My neck has a painful crick in it, and my body is aching. I shift uncomfortably, trying to stretch my back.

      “A couple of hours.” Xander's navigating the twisting road with intense concentration. The headlights are on low and not giving us much visibility, and it feels like we’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s like that moment in a horror movie where you just know something scary is going to leap out in front of the car.

      “Are we lost?” I ask. The road isn’t well sealed, and I understand now why we’re in a Jeep.

      Xander shakes his head. “Nope. In fact we’ve arrived. It’s just ahead.”

      “About time,” grumbles Ratticus. “I’m hungry.”

      Sure enough, around the next corner Xander slows down, then turns onto a narrow gravel track that’s almost invisible. He bumps down the uneven track for a while, until I see a small cabin.

      As we get close, the car’s headlights pick up a tumbledown porch and crime scene tape across the front door. In front of the cabin is an expanse of overgrown grass. Trees hang low over the roof, adding to the forbidding feeling of darkness and neglect. The place looks like it's been abandoned and forgotten.

      Xander draws the Jeep to a slow halt in front of the porch. Grabbing a flashlight, he gets out to pop the trunk. As I prise my stiff body out of the Jeep, Xander pulls out a duffel bag. The Veritas still has Ratticus on her shoulder, and she and I follow Xander up the rickety steps to the cottage’s porch. He pulls away the yellow crime tape from across the door, sending spiders scuttling out of the way. Then he hands me the flashlight, pulls out some long thin tools, and uses them to pick the lock. I'm immediately interested, and lean over his arm to see what he's doing.

      "I didn't know you could do that," I tell him.

      As the lock clicks open, he glances over his shoulder at me. "I have many talents."

      "I'm impressed."

      He gives me a ghost of a smile, pushing the door open. "You're an easy date."

      Immediately the smell hits me. Musty, old, and rotting.

      But also, underneath it all... blood.

      Lots and lots of blood.

      My heartbeat kicks up a notch, and my dark magic surges. The blood isn’t fresh, but it was spilled with pain and suffering, which makes it powerful.

      All I need is to touch that blood, and my dark magic will wipe away my oppressive exhaustion as though it never existed. The dark magic will give me strength and power. It’ll make me feel better than I ever have before.

      Xander hits a switch and a central ceiling light flickers and comes on. It’s a dim, weak light, but it reveals old couches arranged around a fireplace, with a kitchen against the far wall and a doorway at the far end that leads into a dark hallway.

      “The cabin has solar power, and there should be a full charge in the battery. If it runs out, there’s a generator.”

      "Someone died in here?" I try to sound casual, but I feel anything but.

      Xander puts down the duffel bag he carried in with him, and crouches next to the fireplace to examine the kindling that’s in the hearth. Presumably checking whether it’s dry.

      "It's an ongoing murder case,” he says. “A difficult one. This place'll be held in limbo by the department for a long while yet."

      Murder?

      My dark magic thrums in response and I grit my teeth against a stab of longing. "Not an easy death, then?"

      Xander glances back at me, and something he sees makes him put down the kindling he’s holding. "Are you okay? Is the murder going to be a problem for you?"

      I shake my head, dragging in a deep breath. The blood is tugging at my senses, enticing me closer. I know exactly where the victim died, near the kitchen.

      “It’s not a problem,” I force myself to take a step away from the blood, all too aware that the Veritas is staring at me, her expression wary. Ratticus is snuggled into her hair, but his whiskers are twitching and I swear he’s staring at me too.

      "The good thing about this place is that the owner ran his illegal operation from here, so he was paranoid about security," says Xander. "He's got a perimeter of cameras and motion sensor detectors set up so nobody can sneak up on the house. An alarm will go off if anyone gets close, and there’s an escape route out the back."

      "You think we’ll need it?” I ask. “Surely Dallas can't find us here.”

      “Given time, he can use his air magic to find us,” says Rebecca, her voice flat.

      My feeling of safety disappears. "How long have we got?"

      She shakes her head. “Not long. Without my power, the council is weakened. Dallas will want me back.”

      “We could give her to him,” suggests Ratticus. “Make it easy on all of us.”

      “Watch what you’re saying,” I mutter in an undertone, glaring at the rat. Ratticus’s nose twitches and I know he heard me.

      Rebecca frowns at me, obviously confused. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Sorry.” It’s too hard to explain that I wasn’t speaking to her, so I wave an apologetic hand and move away from Rebecca and the cowardly rat. But without meaning to, I’ve stepped closer to where I can feel the blood staining the floor. It's distant and faded, like it's been washed clean a dozen times, but the blood has sunk deep into the wood, dripping through the boards and underneath the floor of the cottage.

      Murder, pain, and a long, slow death. The old blood is rich with suffering.

      Would it really be so bad if I used it to get my strength back?
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      I shove my clenched fists into the pocket of my jeans and drag in a deep breath. I won’t give in to my dark magic. I have to resist it.

      "At least we’ll be warned if anyone comes close during the night,” says Xander, opening his duffel bag.

      “In the morning, we‘ll go back for Jess,” agrees Rebecca. “We can't let her be part of tomorrow’s ceremony. Her magic will make Dallas too strong."

      “I brought food,” says Xander, pulling out some cans.

      “Finally,” Ratticus sounds annoyed. “What took him so long?”

      Xander puts the cans on the ground. “I also picked up some clothes and personal stuff from your place. Here, Saff.” He holds out a toiletry bag, a pair of jeans, one of my favorite black Metallica hoodies, and a selection of underwear, like he didn’t know which ones to choose. “I’ll start a fire, then heat up some soup while you wash and change.”

      “Thanks,” I say gratefully. I turn on the dim light that illuminates the short hallway, and find two bedrooms coming off it, as well as a bathroom. After a short, luke-warm shower in semi-darkness, my exhaustion lifts a little. When I come out in clean clothes, with my hair brushed and my teeth minty fresh, a fire is burning in the fireplace, and steaming bowls of food are waiting on the table.

      Ratticus is on the hearth in front of the fire, devouring a pile of rat pellets. Xander even filled a little bowl with water for him. Looks like he thought of everything.

      My stomach rumbles, and I join the others at the table to eat.  The soup Xander heated up is perfect. Warm, tasty, and just what I needed to settle my stomach. But as soon as I’ve eaten, my exhaustion comes back, settling into my bones. I have to struggle to keep my eyes open, and Rebecca looks just as tired. I guess she would be, seeing as she’s only thirteen and it’s the middle of the night.

      “You both look dead on your feet.” Xander pushes his empty bowl away, obviously thinking the same thing I am.

      Rebecca yawns, her eyes sunken and dark. “Releasing the spell that bound Saffy into stone, and then breaking my council link took all my strength. And I can’t stop thinking about that vision. It was the most vivid I’ve had.”

      “Vision?” asks Xander. “What vision?”

      “Dallas is the demon’s vessel,” I tell him. “Just like you were, only Dallas has embraced it. He’s Team Demon now, pom-poms and all.”

      Xander shakes his head. “I never liked that guy.”

      "I’m glad the demon’s not in you anymore,” I tell him. “But I can’t believe it managed to escape into a powerful witch who's about to become head of the Blood Council."

      Rebecca leans forward, her pale face serious. “We can’t let the ceremony take place. If we rescue Jess and release her bond, Dallas won’t be able to use her power. It might slow him down.”

      “So we break into the conservatory and get her,” agrees Xander.

      He says it like it will be the easiest thing in the world, but he doesn’t realize how  smart the plant witches are. Some people would say cunning and Machiavellian. If they were going to be rude.

      “It won’t be that simple.” Rebecca frowns. “I’m not sure how many witches are under Dallas’ thrall.”

      “Dallas might guess that we’ll try and save Jess,” I say.

      Rebecca shakes her head. “Hopefully he’ll assume we won’t be that foolish.”

      “We should be prepared for a trap,” says Xander. “Just in case.”

      I blink at him. Xander hasn’t got so much as a scrap of magic, yet he’s willing to walk into a trap set by a powerful witch? “I think I should go in alone to get Jess,” I say. “You two can watch the outside of the place and make sure⁠—”

      “No way.” Xander reaches over to take my hand. “I’m going in with you.”

      “But you’re a mundane. What are you going to do when they use magic on you? Ask them really nicely not to?”

      “It’s good that he’s a mundane,” says Rebecca in her small, lisping voice. “We can’t trust any other witches, in case the demon has been able to take control of their minds.”

      “I agree with Saffy that you shouldn’t come along tomorrow,” Xander tells Rebecca. “I know you’re brave, but you’re young, and it’s too dangerous⁠—”

      He falls silent as her eyes focus on his. The power in her stare makes the hairs rise on the back of my neck, and it’s not even aimed at me.

      Xander swallows. “Ah. Okay. We’ll all go in then.”

      “I’ll wait in the car,” says Ratticus in my head. “Leave the food with me. And leave a window open, in case you all die. I’ll need to be able to get out and find a new place to live.”

      I manage to ignore the rat. Just. “Once we rescue Jess, what then?” I ask.

      “How about we kill Dallas?” suggests Xander.

      “That won’t solve our demon problem,” I tell him.

      “But it would make me feel better.” Xander gives me a twisted smile. “Did I mention I don’t like that guy? And he tried to kill me, so it’s only fair we return the favor.”

      Ratticus makes a snorting sound in my head. “Demon dude thinks he’s strong enough to kill a witch. That’s cute.”

      The Veritas stands up. “Let’s talk about it after we’ve slept. Saffy and I are both drained and we’ll need all our strength back for tomorrow.”

      She dumps her soup bowl in the sink, then heads to one of the bedrooms and shuts the door behind her.

      Xander raises his eyebrows at me. “She looks young, but she sure doesn’t act it. Not many kids her age talk like that."

      I can’t hold in a yawn. "She's never been a kid her age. Being a Veritas has seen to that."

      "What does that mean, exactly? Being a Veritas?"

      "Truth. Justice. They're supposed to be able to see into a person's soul and understand their nature." I don’t mention that she’s the one who turned me into a statue. I’m pretty sure Xander wouldn’t be nearly as sympathetic toward her if he knew. Besides, she was the only council member who argued against Magnus’s ruling. She was overruled and had to go along with his punishment, but I could tell she didn’t want to do it. I’m not holding it against her.

      "Are they always so young?" he asks.

      "No. But their magic is rare. We don't have another Veritas in the state, and I think there are only about three or four of them across the whole country."

      "Is that why she's so valuable to Dallas?"

      I nod, trying to stifle another yawn, and Xander gets up from the table. “You look like you’re about to keel over. Let’s find somewhere to sleep.”

      I stand up too. “’Night, Ratticus.”

      The rat lets out a sound like a long, disappointed sigh. “Hope you’re not expecting me to keep watch.”

      Xander takes my hand and leads me down the hall into a bedroom where a large, musty-smelling bed beckons. I find a linen cupboard in the hallway, and some not-completely-disgusting sheets and blankets. After re-making the bed with the fresh linen, we both pull off our shoes and jeans, but leave T-shirts and underwear on.

      The moment I lie down, another wave of exhaustion hits me. I want to stay awake, to tell Xander how much I missed him, but I don’t know how long I can keep my eyes open.

      Xander pulls me close to him, and I nestle against his chest, my leg tucked between his, fighting against the insistent pull of sleep.

      "It feels good to be able to touch you again," he murmurs in my ear, his warm breath sending shivers along my skin.

      “I wasn't sure we'd ever be together again," I mumble. “Thank you for coming to get me.”

      “I’m sorry it took so long.” His hand strokes down my back and I love the way his fingers feel as they steal under my T-shirt to caress my bare skin. “I searched for you every day, scouring every inch of the park. I swear that damn mansion wasn’t there. Not until Rebecca finally turned up, asking me to be the driver for her rescue mission. Then she led me straight to it.” He pushes my T-shirt up a little further, his fingers making gentle circles. “Waiting in the car while she went in alone, that was the hardest part. She wouldn’t have it any other way, but it was the longest hour of my life.”

      The memory of being a statue rises sharply in my mind. Time was my torturer, stretching endlessly until I’d convinced myself Xander was dead.

      I give an uncontrollable shiver, and he stills.

      “What’s wrong?” he demands.

      “Nothing. I’m okay.”

      “Saffy, talk to me.”

      I’m too tired to explain, so I kiss him instead. His lips open against mine, and he kisses me back with such passion that the weight of exhaustion lifts a little. His mouth is both soft and fiercely demanding. His cheeks are rough and his hands cup my butt, pulling me tighter against him. I can feel his need for me.

      I groan, wanting him just as much, but all too aware that I don’t have the energy to see it through. My limbs are too heavy, and my head is stuffed with wool. I feel like sleep is a mugger sneaking up behind me, ready to knock me out.

      Xander seems to sense how I’m feeling without me having to tell him. He pulls back a little. “This can wait,” he whispers, his kisses turning gentle. “You need to sleep.”

      “You’re a good person.” I sigh. "You're a better person than anyone I've ever met."

      He's strong and brave, and I feel safe in his arms. He’s dedicated his life to protecting others. I
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