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 Prologue

 


Cool rain dripped from the gray sky above
London, bringing with it autumn's chill.

The old man wrapped his coat around himself
against it, wishing perhaps that he had brought an umbrella. He was
grizzled, but his shoulders were upright, his head held high. He
turned into an alleyway — a short cut perhaps, one of many in this
ancient city. The sign on the wall read "Queensborough
Passage."

The wind picked up and he tucked his head
into his collar. Indian summer was clearly over, and the seasons
were descending towards winter. He had liked winter once.

Somewhere, along the way, his body had gotten
old. And of late he had felt even older, as if something was
weighing down on him.

"Taran." A voice, a familiar female voice.
Hurrying up behind him, the click of her heels on the cobbles a
quick marker of her steps.

He knew that voice. He turned, a smile
starting to crease his face. He opened his mouth to speak her
name.

Stepped closer to her. She reached out to hug
him, as a daughter might hug a father.

There was an odd impact in his back, a sharp
thud, and then he was falling as she released him. Falling with his
last thought about how he was betrayed.

Betrayed.

Fallen.

As he lay on the cobbles, his blood pooling
around him, he saw her feet depart into the misty rain, heels still
clacking.

And then there was darkness.

And past it, where there should have been
light, only a dimness in which he floated, further and further away
from life.

Something was wrong.

Something was very wrong.


Chapter One

 


The taxi drove through winding streets under
grey skies. It was a large car, which was fortunate as it contained
four people (in addition to the driver) and enough luggage for a
quite extended stay.

Anna McKenzie leaned into the back seat,
fingering the ring on her finger and occasionally glancing forward
— the man who had put that ring on her finger was sitting up front
with the driver, conversing with him casually.

On the other side of the back seat was one of
her two closest friends — the dark form of Lyssa Tregowan.

In between them was Eric London, who looked,
as he so often did, rather nervous as they entered the city with
which he shared a name.

"I wish Tag had come," Anna said for, well,
not the first time.

"If that rumor he heard is true, it needs to
be investigated. And he's the best equipped to do it." Victor broke
off his conversation with the driver to glance back. Careful, of
course, not to give the driver any hint there was more to this
group than off duty private investigators visiting a friend.

"I know, but it..." It left them without a
spirit worker, and that could prove to be dangerous. Especially in
a city none of them really knew. Even if there was something about
this city. It should have felt alien to her, under the gray skies,
but something about the rain, even, made her want to smile. Made
her feel as if she could be at home here, if she let herself
be.

"I'll do what I can," London said, softly.
Closing his eyes for a moment.

Anna knew he was psyching himself up, caught
between his feelings of inadequacy and his desire to do God's work
— fortunately, he no longer thought that included killing her. She
looked out the window at the mess of brick houses and other
buildings. She narrowed her eyes, trying to get a sense of the
place, of the city.

It was not DC, that was for sure. Even the
townhouses that were the same size were not built in the same
style.

The city felt old. Intimidatingly so, and
yet, at the same time, hauntingly familiar. She had not been here
before in this life.

Perhaps in a previous one, though. The
thought comforted her.

The cab turned down a street lined with stone
townhouses, tall ones in a seventeenth-century style. "Here you
are, ladies and gentlemen."

Victor paid and tipped the driver.
Generously, judging by the man's face, although it might well be to
make up for the luggage.

The hotel appeared to be several townhouses
knocked together behind their facade. At first she thought it was
white stone, then she realized it was whitewashed brick. The lobby
was white, with black oversized chairs and a couple of tables.

Victor and Lyssa had booked it. Anna stayed
back with the luggage as Victor went to the front desk. She was
swaying on her feet, but they wouldn't actually get their room for
hours.

Redeyes. Not conducive to sleep or rest. It
would be worth it, though. Worth it if they could get an answer
from Taran about Erica, about the disappearance of the other
Guardians.

Erica. She had had so much potential, Anna
knew, and so much glory bound up in a past the young woman herself
may not have remembered. Not remembered clearly. Anna did not
remember her own past lives, but she was sure this was not her
first time on the rodeo. New souls did not have the power she
did.

Erica. Anna still regretted binding her,
stripping her of her power, but she knew it had been the right, the
only thing to do. The only way to save both her and everyone else
from her.

But now they could find only one Guardian and
he was here, in London. He might know why none had been born for
years. Why they seemed to be fading out even as the threats they
were created to deal with remained. Why people like her and Lyssa
were having to desperately try to fill in the gaps.

Especially Lyssa. The witch was far better
equipped for this than Anna. Anna...well...she made sure Lyssa and
Victor could fight. Patched them up. Supported them. And when she
did have to fight, she could.

She never wanted to, though. Not ever. She
wanted people to stand behind, not because she was afraid of
getting hurt.

No, it was the opposite. She was afraid of
what she might do to others. Find Taran, talk to him. Failing that,
try to find Morgan — a name Victor had mentioned in conjunction
with how Guardians existed in the first place. Apparently, she too
was in London. Imprisoned somewhere. Fix what she had helped to
break.

No, it had already been broken.

Pulling herself out of her reverie, she
asided to Lyssa, "I don't think any of us are up to talking to
Taran today."

Lyssa nodded. "We'll do some mindless
sightseeing."

"It's best to stay up," London ventured.
"Sleep after dinner. Helps reset your body clock. Mindless
sightseeing sounds good."

They left with the hotel promising to move
their luggage to their rooms when they were ready.

Victor considered. "I could probably deal
with business, but the rest of you look dead on your feet."

Anna scowled at him. "Of course you could,
you slept on the plane. Can you sleep anywhere?"

"No, that's Tag," he responded with
amusement. "Sightseeing it is."

* * *

It gave Anna, tired as she was, a chance to
get even more of a feel for London. Their hotel was across the
street from Hyde Park. They walked down to Hyde Park Corner, the
green of the park extending away from them.

A ragged, unkempt man literally stood on a
soap box ranting about immigration. Anna could not tell, between
the volume and his accent, whether he was in favor of it or
against.

But yes.

That was an actual soap box. She wondered
where one even found one of those these days. They continued to
Buckingham Palace. The Queen, apparently, was not in residence. The
palace, though, was beautiful, and the ceremonial guards stood like
statues in their red uniforms and truly ridiculous hats. DC didn't
have anything quite like this.

They got lunch at a little counter serve
place that appeared to be the British equivalent of a Starbucks —
except with, in Anna's opinion, better food. Perhaps not as good
coffee, but it was food she wanted right now.

Settling down, London ventured, "So, what's
the plan anyway?"

"Taran lives in a townhouse near our hotel.
I'll call him this evening — I already emailed him, so he knows
we're coming." Victor added, "He should have space to put us up,
which is good, that hotel's not cheap.

Anna nodded. "And if anyone knows what's
going on with the Guardians, it's him."

"Exactly. Which makes this trip worth
it."

Given Victor was paying for most of this,
likely from semi-ill-gotten gains, Anna wasn't going to complain.
She was taking a year off from school.

If she went back, then she was not sure she
would finish the same degree. Lyssa had offered her a job which did
not need one. Or rather, Lyssa had offered her a job and Lyssa did
not care if somebody she considered a friend had the technical
paper qualifications. Maybe she didn't care as long as the person
could do the job.

"And then," Lyssa quipped over some kind of
raspberry smoothie thing, "we might as well see London."

Anna was inclined to agree. "If the
opposition lets us." She doubted they would, but she knew she
wanted to do tourist stuff. Take a few dozen pictures of Big Ben,
go to the small city zoo, explore the labyrinth of the British
museum.

"There's always that," the witch allowed,
brushing back her braids. Which were a mess from not sleeping on
the flight.

It was one of the few times Anna had ever
seen Lyssa rumpled. Apparently, it took a seven-hour redeye to do
it.

Victor shrugged. "Erica's in rehab, Celia's
gone, our personal enemies have been dealt with."

"And you," Anna teased. "Take less than five
minutes to make new ones."

He didn't argue with her but rather sipped
his coffee.

The caffeine did help with the brain fog.

"Let's go see Big Ben," Lyssa suggested.

"We'll have to take the tube back."

Anna glanced at London. He was silent. Very
silent. She was not sure what was going through the little priest's
mind. He hadn't been an original member of their little group —
then again, neither was Anna herself.

Their relationship had not had an auspicious
beginning. London thought God gave him the Sight to spot demons and
evil witches and hired cheap thugs to try and kill a number of
people. He had been indirectly responsible for the death of a
friend. Now, they were working together — perhaps in part because
Victor had done far worse in his past, especially his more distant
past. Which was how he ended up what he was, a man who had become a
demon and who insisted he could not be saved. Anna loved him
anyway, believed in him anyway. Believed she could save him,
somehow.

She trusted London now. Or at least she
thought she did.


Chapter Two

 


Taran's house was whitewashed and had five
stories, including the little "area" below the street. Anna decided
immediately he had to be a wealthy man. There was a little fake
balcony, simply a set of doors with a railing, above the front
door, another one at the attic level and a satellite dish on the
roof. Actually, a lot of the roofs had satellite dishes.

The cable provider here must suck, she
thought wryly. There was a red mini-van parked outside, rather
smaller than an American mini-van. No garage.

Victor strode up to the door, taking the four
steps up to it in one leap and knocked with, yes, that actually was
a lion head knocker.

There was something ineffably British about
that.

From within, silence.

Anna frowned.

Then the door opened, and a portly man in
black-framed glasses peered around the edge. "Uh..."

"Taran knows we're coming. Or should." Victor
frowned, and Anna noticed his body language tense up.

Victor reached for a gun he had not been able
to smuggle in, his hand closing on the empty pocket. That meant
this guy was not only not Taran but not anyone Victor expected or
recognized..

"You...called last night, I found the voice
mail. I'm sorry. Uh..." A pause, and he squinted slightly past
Victor to regard the other three of the rather ill-assorted group.
"Come on in, although it would be better if you talked to Ellen, I
mean, I don't know what was on his schedule." A pause. "If Ellen
was answering her phone."

"Was?" Victor's tone was acid as he entered
the house, into a hall tiled in black and white.

"Was. He...he..." The man looked between
them, his eyes resting on each one.

Suddenly, he wasn't squinting any more. "He's
dead."

Anna felt a cold chill drop down her throat
into her heart, as if she had just drunk an excessively cold
beverage.

"Dead." Victor's tone was flat. "And who the
hell are you?"

"His nephew. Mikey." The man didn't offer his
hand to Victor, perhaps intimidated by that flat, cold tone. It
would not be the first time.

Anna closed her eyes. "Victor, give him a
break, this isn't his fault." There was something about the man,
though, that was faintly irritating. Or, perhaps, she was just
still tired. She had been tired a lot lately.

"But he knows something." The tone stayed
frigid.

London abruptly shouldered past them both.
"I'll talk to him."

Anna was glad to defer that to the priest, to
watch the two vanish. There was a certain similarity to their body
language. She turned to Victor. "Any bets it wasn't natural
causes."

"Not taking that one. How many people die of
natural causes around us? Not even the ol..." He paused. "Too
soon."

"Too soon," Anna said with a glare. "Even if
she'd make the same joke herself." She would, she thought, miss
Rowan for all eternity.

Unless their souls somehow met again.

Lyssa had her eyes closed and was murmuring
in ancient Egyptian. There was no way Anna was interrupting that,
so she peered into the room on their left. It was an actual
parlor.

An actual parlor. Maybe it was a British
thing, but to her it stank of wealth. Elegant furniture, a coffee
table with a couple of decorative books on it. "What did he do to
afford a place like this?" Anna asked Victor quietly.

"Advised people. On all kinds of
matters."

That made a certain amount of sense. But it
was still...Anna felt out of place. Her family was not poor, but
there was something about this understated British elegance that
made her feel as if she'd come in off of the street in rags.
"Meaning whoever killed him could have had any kind of..."

"How did you know somebody killed him?"
Mikey's voice in the door. "You don't know..." His voice became
high, almost panicked. He was scared, although whether of them or
the situation was impossible to read.

Victor smiled. "Didn't London already tell
you? We know everything."

* * *

They sat in the kitchen of the townhouse with
tea — it came in an elegant tea set, and accompanied by a selection
of cookies.

"You knew what your uncle was," Victor said
between sips.

"I know he was a very powerful mage. And I
know you're..." Mikey tilted his head. "You're a demon, she's
fae-born, and the other two are witches."

London looked offended.

"He's using witch very generally," Anna
quipped. "And it's also not an insult."

The priest still looked offended. Anna
decided to try to mollify him later. Or let the fact that the two
had, up to this point, seemed to be getting on fix it.

"You have the Sight, then," Victor said. "And
access to Taran's notes."

"The police are investigating." Mikey sounded
as if he would be satisfied with that. "I'm dealing with the will
then going home."

"Forget the police. Even Scotland Yard isn't
likely to solve this one." Victor's tone was flat. "Unless you
really think..."

"I don't think it was mundane," Mikey
admitted. "I stopped visiting him because I didn't want to be
involved in this. I still don't, but I have an obligation." Another
pause, the man reaching up to run a hand through his own graying
hair. "I want to know who did it, but I don't want to...to..." He
tailed off.

Anna reached to put a hand on his wrist.
"We'll find who killed him." And then what? They hadn't found or
heard from any other Guardians. He shied back from her, pulling
away from the touch, avoiding her eyes.

Were they really all dead? Taran would be
back...eventually...she hoped. Unless.

No, she hadn't sensed that the source of
their power was weakened or tainted. But what if something blocked
them from returning? That might explain it. And finding them,
fixing the problem, would solve things. Eventually. They would
still have to manage for 15, 16 years before another could mature.
But...but...Anna understood why Mikey wanted out. Sometimes she
did. But that didn't mean she was entirely happy about it. That
irritation rose again, with no good reason for it. She forced her
thoughts back to the problem at hand.

Who or what could do that? A pissed off god?
Lucifer? She wasn't sure what abilities the Lightbringer had.
Victor might know. Or London might.

"I know Taran said you could stay here."
Mikey frowned. "I can keep that offer, but I haven't read the will
yet..." He paused. "But...thanks for coming. I'll be in his library
and see what we can find out." He paused, looking at the group,
still avoiding Anna's gaze, as if he had sensed something when they
touched.

"I'll join him," London said after a moment.
"I think research is what I'm best at."

Anna sensed that the two might well become
friends. Which was good. London needed more friends, not being
inclined to make them easily.

"And I'll talk to the police," Victor said.
"Anna and Lyssa, scrying is your job."

Lyssa smiled, "I already peeked. But without
Tag to talk to his spirit..."

Anna had managed that before, but...not very
well or in a controlled manner. "We need somebody else who can do
that. Somebody local. Maybe Taran's secretary..."

"Or his contact book. Let's look at his
contact book."

That felt like a profound violation of
privacy. Taran had an office upstairs and, thankfully, he — or his
secretary — was old-fashioned.

He had a literal contact book. It was blue
and falling apart and held together with rubber bands.

Lyssa started to flip through it. Anna looked
around and then at the papers on the desk. Some of them were
financial stuff, which she really felt uncomfortable seeing. It
felt like she was poking around into the man's life. A man she had
never met. Knowingly.

But it showed he had plenty of money. Could
that have been the motivation? Maybe this was entirely mundane.

Maybe this was entirely ordinary and thus
their concern only in that they could not think of a good
alternative for the knowledge they needed.

"I think I found our...person." Lyssa smiled
a bit. "One worth a try, anyway."

She indicated the name.

"Rahel Chudasama." A strange name to somebody
who had never lived anywhere with a large Indian population. "I
can't tell if that's a man or a woman."

"Neither can I. Does it matter?"

"No." It really didn't. Next to it was a
glyph Lyssa, no doubt, recognized. Or at least that said something
to her about this person's talents. About who they were.

"Shall we?"

"It's quite a trek. Let's go."


Chapter Three

 


Victor decided not to rent a car until
absolutely necessary because, he claimed, "There's nowhere to park
anyway. Worse than Manhattan."

Anna was not sure it was worse, but it meant
they were reliant on the Tube. Which was so different from the
Metro that it was both confusing and more than a little
claustrophobic. The trains were no more than half the size of Metro
trains, with curved roofs that seemed to close in. Fortunately, the
address was a straight run out on the Bakerloo line. The station
was above ground, the tiny trains with their curved roofs seeming
even more like toys on the open platforms. She rather thought that
a couple of days of this would cause Victor to change his mind
about the car.

"Harrow and Wealdstone," Lyssa said, glancing
at the map. "We want Wembley Central."

About twenty minutes. Probably faster than
driving. Anna felt as if she stood out, albeit for no good reason.
Well, when she opened her mouth she did — her Midwest accent quite
different from the tones of the locals. Lyssa's DC accent was
different again, although there were enough black people that she
gained no stares outside of Anna's imagination.

The train rattled along the rails. "So,
theory?" Anna asked.

Leaning against the window, Lyssa frowned.
She had redone her hair and once more managed to look perfect. "I'm
actually leaning towards something mundane and unconnected.
Somebody wanted him and his advice out of the picture."

"Something we should leave to Scotland Yard?"
Anna asked, softly.

Lyssa nodded. "Perhaps. But I can't leave it
alone, Victor doesn't trust the police and that Johnson kid..."

"He's older than me," Anna protested,
although she was not sure why. "Heck, he's older than you."

"And less mature." Lyssa gave her a wry look.
Of course, that was a compliment.

Anna considered that. "No, I think he's just
a bit of a bumbler like London. Should we have left them together?"
She was having some second thoughts on the matter.

Lyssa laughed loud enough to startle some of
the other people on the car, who had previously been ignoring them.
"Perhaps not, but I was so shocked to see London actually hit it
off with somebody..."

"And none of this gets us closer to the
actual problem." Anna shook her head.

"Hence the shaman. Sadly, she wasn't marked
as a channeler. He didn't seem to have one of those on speed
dial."

"Odd for somebody in his position." It was
odd, Anna thought, but maybe there was a reason for it.

"Or not. They're rarer than people think and
I've never met one that wasn't kooky."

Anna shrugged. "But..."

"I know. Maybe there was a page missing from
the book."

"Or magically erased to keep anyone from
finding the useful person." Anna knew she sounded paranoid, but as
it did seem like Taran had been murdered...she could not help but
suspect there was magic involved. There usually was.

"I'd love to talk to that secretary."

Anna's lips twisted. "So would I. But
apparently she's chasing down missing relatives or something."

Or something. But most murders were committed
by somebody close to the victim.

For some reason, Anna fingered her engagement
ring again. No, she knew the reason. Lovers. Lovers were the most
common culprits. Taran, though, had been single as far as they
knew.

* * *

The station was dark, faint gray sunlight
drifting into it where it was neatly tucked under a road, not quite
underground, not quite above it. As they left it, Anna looked
around. They came out onto a high street and then turned right past
a blue building labeled "Coral."

With shock, Anna realized it was an off-track
betting shop. Was it true British people would gamble on anything
from whether it would snow on Christmas day to the casting of
popular TV shows? Thinking about it, had she passed two more?

Probably.

She had felt as if she stood out a little in
central London. Now she felt as if she stood out a lot.

This was not a rich place — she had also
passed pawnbrokers and a discount store. And she saw more people on
the street who weren't white than were, most of them varying shades
of brown. Darker than her, lighter than Lyssa. There were few
people lighter than her on the planet, so that was not hard, but
they were definitely not white.

Way to stand out. The street they turned down
was lined with two floor terraced houses with larger yards, but
most of the front yards had been paved over to use as parking
spaces. None of the houses had garages.

Lyssa stopped outside a dark green house.
"This is the address."

"And they aren't expecting us." Anna kept her
tone flat, almost as flat as Victor.

"No. They might not even be here." Lyssa
narrowed her eyes. "Nice wards, though."

Anna didn't bother checking herself, trusting
Lyssa's judgment. "Nice taste in stucco."

Lyssa laughed, then walked up to the door and
knocked on it. She had to step around trash and recycling bins to
do so.

Oh, and the front of the house had a
satellite dish. Cable had to suck everywhere in London. Or maybe
the satellite service was just that good.

An older man opened the door. "Yes?"

"I'm looking for Rahel Chudasama."

The door closed in Lyssa's face. Blinking,
she glanced at Anna. Then she knocked again.

It opened again. "She's not here and I've
told her whatever she wants to do is fine, just not to bring people
here without asking." The man had the kind of face that made you
want to be a long way away from him. A bright red e-cig was tucked
into his left hand, a bit of smoke trailing away from it. It
smelled of fruit as well as tobacco.

Lyssa sighed. "Do you know where she might
be?"

"At this hour, she's at work." And then he
closed the door again.

Anna and Lyssa glanced at each other. "I
think we just got told to buzz off by her dad."

"I think her dad thinks I'm her new
girlfriend."

"Lyssa!"

Amusement. "He didn't say where she
worked."

"Then..."

"Let's find a nice quiet corner." Lyssa
would, Anna knew, normally be against disturbing somebody at work,
but this was hardly a normal situation.

And some of the people who had walked into
the Dancing Cat, even in the short period of time Anna had known
her...well, sometimes Lyssa got disturbed at work. It was a hazard
of what they were.

"Of course," Lyssa grumbled, "If she's the
one who put those wards up, she might be scry blocked too."

It wasn't like scry blocking was that
hard.

Anna frowned. "Well, I'm not trying her dad
again."

"I think her dad assumed we know where she
works, and if we admit we don't then we go from weird friends or
something to people to call the cops on," Lyssa said, with a sigh.
"Of course, she might...but if it had been her..."

"...we could have dropped Taran's name and
probably got past her guard." Anna frowned. "She's definitely a
witch."

"Of some sort. Hindus don't generally like
magic much." Lyssa considered. "Although she might have
rationalized it the way London has, as a divine gift."

"How do you know she's Hindu?"

"There was a statue of Parvati on the hall
table. You must not have been able to see it from your angle."

"That would do it." What was Parvati goddess
of? Prosperity or something, Anna thought, wishing she knew more
about Hindu deities. And different Hindu sects. Wasn't Parvati
particularly important to one group?

Of course, they were likely all part of the
same thing anyway. Gods. And those who fell away from that...

Demons. And fae...although fae were neither
good nor evil, not truly. In some ways they had the same choices as
mortals, in other ways...

* * *

"Okay, I found a scry block." Lyssa grinned.
"She's not experienced enough to block without making it obvious
she's blocking, at least to somebody like me. Assuming it's her,
she's that way." She pointed back towards High Street.

Anna's feet were a little tired, but they
wandered back into the shopping district. It still felt like a very
working class, low income place. The betting shops were probably
their cheap entertainment, along with whatever pubs were around
here. Lyssa crossed High Street and stopped outside a jewelry store
with a name in some south Asian language, printed in both English
and Asian script.

It probably meant pretty or something. Glass
cases were full of jewelry. It was not designed in a way any woman
she knew would wear, but it was gorgeous in its own way. Lyssa
stepped inside.

A bell chimed, old fashioned and pretty, and
somehow fitting with the merchandise. Anna followed her to stand in
a cramped space full of intricate work in silver. Behind the
counter was a woman in her late twenties.

Old to still be living with her dad. Anna
heard Lyssa's intake of breath, and she could see why. The woman
was, well...

Stunning. Silver glinted in her ears and at
her throat. She wore a patterned red shirt and jeans, but Anna
suspected she was one of those who, like Lyssa, would be
comfortable in torn jeans or black tie.

Or, given her ethnicity, a sari. Raven hair
was tied back in a single, neat braid. She was dark skinned — far,
far lighter than Lyssa but darker than Anna, who could only be more
white if she was a redhead with no melanin production. Comfortable
in whatever she wore and gorgeous whatever she did.

Lyssa was bad enough. The two of them
together made Anna feel inadequate. She exhaled and looked at her
ring again. And that gasp was...well...

Anna hadn't reacted that way to Victor, but
then the first time she'd seen him he'd been shooting gargoyles to
save her. It had hardly been a situation where romance would or
could be considered. The spark started, but it had taken a little
bit longer to blaze.

Anna nudged her friend and murmured, "Enough
with the lust at first sight."

Lyssa shook herself as if breaking out of a
spell but did not move.

Anna sighed and walked over to the counter.
"I'm looking for Rahel Chudasama."

"I'm at work." The tone was calm but hid an
undercurrent of irritation.

"We're friends of Taran's."

The word the woman produced was clearly a
swear word despite being incomprehensible to Anna. "Of course you
are."

"We won't hurt you." Anna felt she needed to
add that, just in case she thought they were a different kind of
"friends" of the murdered man.

Rahel's eyes slid past Anna and to the still
somewhat shell-shocked Lyssa. "I think your friend has things in
mind far different from hurting me." Her voice was melodic, and
there was amusement in her tone. A good sound, one of
relaxation.

"What can I say? I'm both glad I'm straight
and disappointed by what I'm missing out on right now." Well, she
could appreciate the aesthetics, but it wasn't the same thing.

Rahel laughed. "You poor limited thing."

"Don't tell her you might be
interested..."

"I'm both interested and thinking of things
we could do with that hair." Rahel was all but purring as she
regarded Lyssa's braids.

Lyssa shook herself again and came over. "My
hair?"

"We have some very nice hair jewelry that
could be used in interesting ways." Then Rahel sighed. "And a
murder to solve. If you want me to talk to the victim, I
can't."

"Do you know who can? We couldn't..." Anna
glanced around. "...find anyone."

Rahel shook her head. "The only medium I know
uses the behavior of live hedgehogs in divination."

"Oh dear," Lyssa said, shaking her head (and
those braids) ruefully.

"I would think that might be a legitimate
technique," Anna quipped. "As long as she doesn't hurt the
hedgehogs."

"No, I know of the woman she's talking about.
She's a kook and you can't tell if what she's seeing is real or
not." Lyssa shrugged. "You know if somebody records her divinations
and posts them to Youtube..."

Anna sighed. "Okay." She turned back to
Rahel. "I'm sorry..."

"But I can help. I only haven't yet because I
had to arrange time off. I'll be at Taran's place tomorrow
morning." It sounded like it was already planned. Already discussed
— with the secretary, perhaps? Or maybe this was the kind of woman
who would do such things whether asked or not.

They'd wasted a trip.

Well, no, not entirely. Lyssa might not have
let herself get so shell-shocked with Victor around.

Maybe.

"I don't suppose I can sell you some
jewelry?" Rahel added, wistfully.

Anna was looking at the prices and mentally
converting them into dollars. Supposedly, this was a better
exchange rate than normal — it still looked pretty bad to her.
"Maybe something small."

They each left with enamel-inlaid bangles —
something small and pretty, although Rahel clearly wanted to play
with Lyssa's hair.

And, judging by the purple tone Lyssa turned
when she whispered something in her ear, other parts of her
too.

Anna was certainly not going to begrudge
Lyssa a romance, mission or no mission.

Certainly not.


Chapter Four

 


"So, what did you learn?"

"Rahel Chudasama, she isn't a medium, but
thinks she can help, she's coming around tomorrow and Lyssa thinks
she's the most beautiful woman on the planet," Anna informed Victor
in an amused run-on sentence.

That got a scowl from Lyssa, and also a faint
tinge to the woman's cheeks.

"Oh, come on, you were setting up a date,"
Anna accused.

Victor laughed. "Oh man, beautiful and
gay?"

"I don't think she's gay. She called me a
poor limited thing." Anna grinned at Victor.

Victor laughed some more. "Well, you
are."

Lyssa shrugged. "I'm not one of those
lesbians who's going to care if she's dated men."

"I think her dad might care. He probably
wants her to marry a good Hindu boy."

"If she was going to do that, she already
would have." Lyssa shrugged again. "Might not be wired for
monogamy."

Anna wasn't sure Lyssa was wired that way
either. Or maybe she was waiting for the right person. "Like I
said. Lust at first sight." Although there was something in Lyssa's
tone when she delivered that that indicated that she might be
disappointed if that were the case. Could this be more than
lust?

"Nothing wrong with it, but let's focus on
the mission." Victor frowned.

Johnson and London came upstairs at that
point, chattering.

Victor pounced, verbally at any rate, "What
did you find out?"

"Well," Johnson said. "He was working on
several projects, including one for a major corporation."

Victor frowned, then, "Should have asked this
right at the start. How did he die?"

"Multiple stab wounds. In an alleyway not far
from the house," Johnson supplied.

"Are we sure," Anna said, a little disturbed,
"this wasn't a mugging gone wrong?" The talk of multiple stab
wounds made her flash back for a moment, to the moment which had
started it all for her. Her brother, dead in a pool of blood.

"Of a Guardian?" Lyssa raised an eyebrow,
looking at Anna as if she had forgotten where she was.

"He might have been focused so hard on
protecting himself from magic that a mundane with a knife...or a
null, like that mime." Anna had never solved the problem of the
mime. She might never work out what was with the mime. She was not
even sure the mime was real.

"Maybe," Lyssa sounded skeptical. "More
likely it was somebody who knew how to cloak themselves. From a
Guardian."

"No," Victor said. "If I was going to take
down a Guardian I'd find the thug with the least sensitivity to
magic I could, give them a knife and a good story. Anna's
right."

It wasn't often that he said she was right.
She smiled at him, wishing she dared slip closer and put an arm
around him. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn't appreciate
that in front of the guy they barely knew, especially under the
circumstances.

"Well, the corporation he was talking to was
SunCatcher. Solar panels." Johnson frowned. "Also, maybe it was
somebody he knew. That might get past his guard too, but you don't
think of the obvious."

"Wouldn't think those would work well in
England." Anna quipped. Inwardly, she was bristling. It was a
possibility they should have brought up, but why did he have to
call it obvious?"

"You'd be surprised. But doesn't seem
anything...I think it's more likely something he was investigating,
but I have to decode his other notebook. He used this fascinating
system of hidden writing." Johnson rolled his eyes. "There's such a
thing as being too secure."

"Which we can talk about later." There was no
sympathy in Victor's voice for Johnson's viewpoint, or perhaps his
tone hid irritation. Even Anna was finding it hard to tell. "Decode
it."

"You really like to be the one in charge,
don't you," Mikey all but snapped.

As he said that, Anna tensed. "Something's
up."

Lyssa was also looking towards the door.
"Yes. Something is."

"I guess it's not a mundane corporation."

That was the last thing Anna got to say
before a rumbling storm of magic washed over them. Most of the wave
broke against the house's wards — but with their creator deceased,
they were already beginning to fade.

The lights dimmed.

* * *

Lyssa was on her feet, speaking the words of
a spell. Anna felt the building power.

Victor ran for the front door. Anna moved to
follow.

"Don't go out there! You'll get killed!" That
was Mikey Johnson.

"They know what they're doing," London
insisted, although he didn't follow.

"I haven't seen any evidence of that so far.
Why didn't they ask how he died right off the bat, and..."

The light in the room dimmed further as Anna
followed Victor away from the arguing men. She could hit Mikey
later for...well. Maybe not hit...

She didn't look back, but as they stepped out
into the street, she was focused on what had done that.

There was a man leaning against the wall
opposite. Not demon, not fae. Witch.

Victor didn't have a gun. He reached for one
anyway, so used to going armed that it was hard for him to believe
he didn't have one. Then he cursed.

The witch smiled. "I see Taran had friends
after all."

Victor grumbled. "What do you want? That was
rude."

"Oh, I was hoping that with the only person
here his incompetent nephew I could break in and steal some books."
The man lifted his hands. "Wasn't expecting you."

"Should practice your scrying, then," Anna
snapped. "Stay out of this."

Behind her, Anna heard Mikey...who had
apparently following them out...mutter something about being the
only competent one.

Victor shrugged. "Well, the wards are going
back up. If you wanted information, you should have asked."

"He wouldn't let me have it."

"Then you probably shouldn't have it."
Victor's tone was wry. "Either help us find out who killed him or
disappear."

The man chose to disappear.

"I'm not sure I buy that," Anna said.

Mikey grumbled, "You haven't seen what he has
in his library. I buy it. But what if it had been a demon? Do you
always go charging in head first?"

"Yes," Victor said simply. "I've found it's a
simple but effective tactic. Besides..."

"Besides, you're a lilin, and even if you
seem to be working with the good guys you have the normal lilin
sense of self-preservation." Mikey glanced at Anna. "You should get
a leash on him before he gets you both killed."

"I trust that he has more sense of
self-preservation than that." Anna felt faintly insulted on
Victor's behalf.

Or rather, she felt as if she was the only
person allowed to accuse him of things like that. Mikey was right,
she just didn't want to admit it. Victor did not always care about
whether he survived or not. He cared more since committing to her,
but it wasn't about himself. It was about her. He might, she
thought, have another reason to care soon.

She glanced at him for a moment. A little
heavyset, middle aged, hair maybe thinning a little. Some ability.
Not much.

No, he had ability; he'd just repressed it
and locked it away. She was not sure she blamed him. How many times
had she wanted a normal life? More times than she wanted to think
given how long this had been going on. It was hard to believe it
had only been a few months. Yet she knew it could also have been a
few lifetimes. That she had probably, at some mystic level, chosen
all of it. Still, there were times and always would be. She wanted
to go back. She knew she could not — that not just everyone could
do what she did.

But he wasn't going to be able to live one
now...any more than she could. Once you entered this world, it was
impossible to turn back. He had tried, and in the end he had
failed. The same thing would happen to her. If her read of the
situation was right he had inherited Taran's library. Which they'd
already had to protect once.

Which he was in no way qualified to defend on
his own.


Chapter Five

 


Rahel Chudasama showed up the next morning,
dressed much as she had been in the store, except with less
jewelry. Silver in her ears, still, but smaller.

No doubt she was under orders to model the
stock while at work. Mikey Johnson side-eyed her as she walked in,
then glanced at Lyssa. For some reason Anna was not sure about, he
hung his head like an unhappy puppy.

Something about this was disappointing him,
but Anna did not have time to worry about it.

"Mr. Johnson," she greeted. "Good to finally
meet you."

Mikey rolled his eyes. "And I'll be out of
here as soon as the will is dealt with."

"I doubt that." Rahel then turned to Victor.
"Aha. I thought I smelled demon. Glad to know you're on our
side."

Victor showed no sign of offense, but lifted
his left shoulder maybe an inch as he regarded her. "As long as you
are on mine."

"I think she's going to..."

"What I need to do," she said, "is go to
where he was killed. Who knows where that is?"

"In an alleyway. I haven't been there, but I
know where it is. Is that wise?"

"It's necessary." There was something very
cool and collected about her. Anna decided that Rahel had to have
an older soul.

Or perhaps had been pushed into maturity
early, although that made little sense with the over-protective
father.

Maybe she just couldn't afford her own place
and was still renting a room from him or something. Or maybe he was
only over-protective of her about dating. Maybe he just didn't want
to be reminded of the fact that his daughter dated women.

"Let's go," Victor said. "Yes, all of
us."

"Shouldn't somebody guard the library?"
London ventured.

"Lyssa put wards up fit to keep out an army."
Victor smiled. "And we're not going so far that we can't run back
here, right?"

Mikey Johnson made a face. "No, but he's
right, somebody should stay behind and protect the books, I don't
want any of them to be stolen. And I have no clue what she's going
to do anyway."

Rahel did not appear about to enlighten him.
London nodded and ducked back downstairs.

Instead, she picked up her umbrella and
headed back out. It proved to be a good job she brought one — it
was, indeed, raining. Fortunately, there were a couple in a stand
by the door. Victor took one of them and smiled at Anna.

An excuse to walk arm in arm without it
looking like he'd gone soft, she deciphered that smile and grinned
back. No, he was not one for public displays of affection, but it
was about dignity and reputation, not about not wanting touch.

And his touch was always a comfort. It warmed
her as she followed Mikey and the Indian woman outside. For right
now, it did not promise more, just touch and the feeling that they
had always been together and always would be that
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