Witchling
By

Y asmine Gaenorn

Dedicated to:
Samwise. For love. For life.
| promised you atouch of my magic as part of my wedding vows.

| think we've managed that.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thank you to: Meredith Bernstein, my agent. Y ou truly believein me. Thank you for that, morethan | can
ever express. To Christine Zika, my editor, who saw the potentid in this series. Thank you to my
husband, Samwise: Honey, it'sjust getting better with every year.

Thank you to Glen Hill for helping me with the Japanese trandations and information | needed. To Lisa
Croll Di Dio, Brad Rinke, and Tiffany Merkdl, each of whom listened to alittle of this crazy world I've
managed to create here and convinced me that my trip into la-laland was worth the journey.

Thanks for the support from my Witchy Chicks Blogging Group. To Mark W. and hisfurble Maggie, the
fdineingpiration for Maggie the gargoyle. To my own cats, my little Galenorn Gurlz. To Ukko, Rauni,
Midlikki, and Tapio, my spiritua guardians.

Thank you to my readers, both old and new, for spreading the word about my books, for continuing to
follow meonthistrail of words| leave, for reading in aworld filled with other entertainment options.

Y ou can find me on the net at Galenorn En/VVisons: www. galenorn.com or you can write to me snall
mail (see website or via publisher). Please enclose a stamped, self-addressed envel ope with your letter if
youwould likeareply.

In all chaosthereisacosmos, in all disorder asecret order.
—CARL G. JUNG

How do you commence to start to begin an dmost new kind of writing, to terrify and scare?

Y ou stumbleintoit, mostly. Y ou don't know what you're doing, and suddenly, it's done.
—RAY BRADBURY

CHAPTER 1

Sesttleis gloomy most any day of the year, but October can be especidly rough in the bad westher
department. The rain pounded down from slver skies, dashing sideways againgt the windowsto form
rivulets thet trickled down the glass. The water pooled at the bottom in puddles, collecting in the
depressions where the weeds had thrust through the cracked pavement. Luckily, the door to the Indigo
Crescent was elevated by adight ramp, just enough to keep customers dry as they entered the shop.
That is, if they didn't manageto dip off the edge and land their besandaled foot in the puddielike | had.



| shook off therain as| entered my shop and punched in the security code. Thanksto my sister Delilah,
the darm not only kept an eye out for thieves, it picked up on spiestoo. And we needed that peace of
mind, considering just who we were and where we were from.

My foot made a squishing sound as | limped over to my favorite chair and did off my four-inch hedls,
picking up one of the strappy sandals. As| wiped off the designer shoe, it crossed my mind that being
half-Faerie had its perks.

| hadn't spent afortune on the shoes. In fact, they'd been agift from the local Faerie Watchers Club
members who liked to frequent my shop.

When they saw me coveting the shoes in a cata og, they'd shown up a couple days later with abag from
Nordstrom. I'd debated accepting the gift about thirty seconds; then desire won out, and | gracioudy
thanked the club for their gesture while diding into the shoes, which were a perfect fit, | might add.

| examined the sandd, deciding that it had suffered no permanent damage. After drying my feet and
reuniting them with their favorite hedls, | took out my notebook and looked over my to-do list. | had
books to shelve and orderstofill, and I'd agreed to play hostess to the Faerie Watchers monthly book
club meeting. They'd be here at noon. Delilah would be out on a case the greater part of the day, and of
course my other sister, Menolly, was adeep.

Might aswell get to work. | switched on the stereo and "Man in the Box" by Alicein Chains echoed
through the Store. Later, I'd switch to classical, but for early morning when the store was empty and |
was done, it was dl about me. Longing for something interesting to happen, | grabbed abox of new
paperbacks and had begun to shelve them when the bell over the door jingled, and Chase Johnson
dashed in. Not the kind of interesting | was hoping for.

Hefolded his umbrella, then dropped it into the el ephant-shaped stand by the door. Ashe did out of his
long trench and hung it on the coat rack, | studioudly kept my eyes on the book | was diding onto the
shelf. Great, just what | needed to make the day brighter. The letch of the year dogging my tail again.
Appreciation was nice. Glomming, not so much. Chase wasfar from being my favorite human; he didn't
even make thetop-ten list, and | did my best to frustrate him whenever possible. Nice? Maybe not. But
fun? Definitely.

"We need to talk. Now, Camille." Chase snapped his fingers and pointed at the counter.

| fluttered my eydashesat him. "What? Y ou aren't going to try to sweet-talk mefirst?I'm hurt. You
could at least say please.”

"Y our attitude's showing again." Chaserolled hiseyes. "And can you turn down that racket?' Shaking his
head, he snorted. "Y ou come dl the way from Otherworld, and what do you listen to? Heavy metd

crap.

"Eh, shut up,” | said. "I likeit. Has morelife than alot of themusic | grew up on.” At least he hadn't tried
to grope me, athough the lack thereof should have been my first clue that something waswrong. If I'd
paid more attention to my intuition rather than my irritation, 1'd have packed up my gesar, turned in my
resignation, and headed home to Otherworld that very afternoon.

| reluctantly set Grisham down on the table next to Crichton so they could have anicelittle chat and
dipped behind the counter, turning the stereo down but not off. The Indigo Crescent was my bookstore
asfar asanybody on the outside was concerned, but in redity, it was afront for the OlA—the
Otherworld Intelligence Agency—and | was one of their Earthside operatives. Lackey, if | wanted to be
honest.



| glanced around. Still early. No customers. Lucky me. We had leeway to talk in private.

"All right, what's going on?" | sniffed, aware of a pungent odor that was emanating from Chase. At first |
thought he must have just come from the gym. I'd smelled alot of things off of him in the past: lugt,
testosterone, sweat from his workouts, his ever-present addiction to spicy beef tacos. "Good gods,
Chase, don't you ever take a shower?"

Heblinked. "Twice aday. Smdl something you like?!

| raised one eyebrow. "Not so much,” | said, trying to pinpoint what the smell was. And then | redlized
that the odor coming off of him was fear. Thiswas not agood sign. 1'd never smdlled this much worry of
of him before. Whatever he had to tell me couldn't be good.

"I've got some bad news, Camille." He cut to the quick. "Jocko's dead."

"Y ou have to be kidding. Jocko can't be dead." Jocko was agiant and an OIA agent, dbelt just atad
verticaly challenged. He barely cleared saven three, but there was nothing wrong with his biceps.
"Jocko's strong as an ox. What happened? A bus hit him?"

"Actudly, he's been murdered." Chase looked dead serious.

My stomach lurched. "Wdll, hell. What happened? Some jealous guy find out Jocko was fooling around
with hiswife and shoot him?" It had to be. No norma human could take down agiant without a
big-assed gun, not even one Jocko's size.

Chase shook hishead. "Y ou aren't going to bdieve this, Camille." He glanced around the store. "Arewe
aone?| don't want any of this getting out until we know exactly what we're deding with."

Usually when Chase wanted to discuss something in private, he was trying to get under my skirts, buit |
found it easy to resst his charms. Chase wasn't my type. For one thing, he was obnoxious as hell. For
another, he was an FBH—a full-blooded human. I'd never dept with an FBH and had no incentive to
dart doing so.

Dressed to the hilt in black Armani, Chase stood six one, with wavy brown hair and asmooth Roman
nose. He was handsomein that casud way that suave men have, and when my sstersand | first met him,
we thought he might have alittle Faerie blood running in hisveins. A thorough background check had
guashed that idea. He was human to the core. Good detective. Just lousy with women, including his
mother, who was congtantly caling him on his cell phone, asking him when he was going to be agood
son and pay her avisit.

"Wheres Ddlilah?' Hiseyesflashed.

| grinned. | knew just what he thought of my sigters, dthough Delilah startled rather than frightened him.
Menally just cregped the poor guy out, and she usudly did it on purpose.

"She's out on acase. Why do you want to know? Worried she's going to jump out and say boo?" Ddlilah
didn't mean to darm people, but she walked so softly she could sneak up on ablind man and he wouldn't
hear.

Herolled hiseyes. "l redly need to discuss thiswith dl three of you."

"Y eah, okay, that makes sense.” | rdented and flashed him asmile. ™Y ou know wéll have to wait until
after dusk. Menolly can't come out to play until then. So have you contacted the OIA about Jocko yet?!



Not that | expected much in the way of aresponse from them. When headquarters had assigned Delilah,
Menolly, and meto live Earthside, we figured that we were one step away from being fired. Whilewe
were hard workers, our track record left alot to be desired. One thing was for sure: none of uswould
ever make employee of the month. But, as the months wore on with no real word or mgjor assgnment
from them, we'd begun to relax and decided that involuntary relocation wasn't altogether bad. At least we
were having fun getting used to Earthsde customs.

Now, however, with Jocko dead, we'd be responsible for cleaning up the mess. And if he'd been
murdered, the OIA would want answers. Answersthat we weren't likely to find, considering our lack of
resultsin the past.

"Headquartersis blowing me off,” Chase said dowly. Hislip twisted into afrown. "I contacted HQ this
morning, and al they said was to turn the case over to you. I'm supposed to help out in whatever way
you need.”

"That'sit?" | blinked. "No guiddines? No lengthy bureaucratic regulations that we have to observe in our
invedtigation?'

He shrugged. "Apparently, they don't consider Jocko's death a priority. In fact, the person | talked to
was S0 abrupt that | almost thought 1'd said something wrong.”

Whileit wouldn't be the first time Chase put hisfoot in his mouth, HQ's reaction was strange enough to
make me take notice.

| glanced at the empty aides. Still no customers, but in alittle while the place would be jumping when the
Faerie Watchers book mavens arrived. Entertaining a pack of gawking, camera-happy fans wasn't on my
top-ten list of favorite activities, but hey, it paid the bills and helped Otherworld-Earthside relations at the
sametime. And the women werenice, if alittle giddy.

"Comeon, let'stak. The FWC contingent won't arrive until noon, so I've got sometimeto kill."

"The Faerie Watchers Club?" It was Chasesturn to grin. "Oh come now. Don't tell meyou findly gavein
to them? Don't you just love being acelebrity?

| snorted. "Oh sure, | love belonging to the AnnaNicole Smith set. All Earthside Faerielivein tabloid
land, you know." In fact, yellow journalism had gotten a huge boost when we showed up, our presence
infusing new blood into the Enquirer, the Sar, and numerous other tabloids. "Hey, it could beworse. |
could have the Guardian Watchdogs breathing down my neck.”

"Heaven help usfrom that," Chase said under his breath.

A vigilante watchdog group, the Guardian Watchdogs considered anybody who wasn't an FBH to be an
"dien." They cdled themsalvesthe "earth-born" and lumped everyone from Otherworld together asa
threat to society, athreat to their children, and athreat to mordity in genera. Wouldn't they be surprised
to find out who was lurking in the shadows long before we'd ever opened up the portals on our side?
Earth had its own tidy measure of vampires and Faeries, dong with afew other cresturesthat didn't
show up in the storybooks.

The Watchdogs took it upon themselves to keep track of any incidentsinvolving the Sdhe and their kin
and then exploited them for their own ends. They were awhole ot scarier than the Fagrie Watchers
Club, who just popped a dozen flashbulbsin our face every time we turned around and asked for an
endless string of autographs.



"Say, you don't think they could have had something to do with Jocko's death, do you? The Guardian
Watchdogs, that is?' | asked as| led Chaseto. afolding table that sat beside ashelf filled with obscure
foreign novels. Pushing away the remains of my morning egg-sausage muffin and venti mocha, both of
which I'd become thoroughly addicted to, | motioned for him to St down.

"I don't think s0," Chase said. "They're pretty much all talk and no action, other than their never-ending
protests and picket Signs.”

| settled into my chair and propped my feet on the table, crossing them at the ankles while | made sure
my skirt was covering everything Chase might want to see. Do you have any ideawho killed Jocko?
And how did hedie?’

"New shoes?' Chase asked, raisng an eyebrow.

"Yeah," | sad, not about to tell him where they'd come from. " So do you? About Jocko?"
Chaselet out along sigh. "No. And he was garroted.”

Garroted? My feet hit the floor as| straightened my shoulders. That didn't track right.

"Y ou're sure you told headquarters how he died? And they blew you off?*

"That'swhat | said." Heleaned back and did his handsin his pockets. "Buit I've got aweird feding about
this. | don't think we're dedling with humans, and theré's nothing that | can tell you that would explain
why. Jugt ahunch."

"If hewas garroted, you're probably right. Sometimes the dregs from Otherworld dip through the portals.
And not dl of my kinin OW play by human rules." | frowned. "Maybe somebody has agrudge against
giants, or got drunk on abad batch of goblin wine? Or maybe somebody wasjust in abad mood and
decided to pound on the bartender? Could be thisis just a case of some OW thug taking out his
frugrations while he's Earthsde.”

"Could be," Chase said, dowly nodding. "But | don't think s0."

| squinted, staring at the table. Chase wasright. | knew | was howling at the wrong moon. "Okay, let's
look at thislogically. Nobody Earthside has the strength to garrote Jocko. At least no one who's human.
Did you find any sign that one of the Sidhe might have had ahand in this?'

"Not that | noticed. Of course, | might not know what to look for. | did, however, find the cord used to
strangle him. Here." Chase tossed a braided leather thong on the table. It was spattered with blood.
"Therésafeding | get when | touch this... | thought you might be able to ferret something out.”

It occurred to me that Chase had atouch of second sight. Picking up the braid, | closed my eyes. The
faint scent of sulfur hit my nose asadark miasma dowly began seeping out of the woven strands, oozing
over my fingerslike burnt oil. | jerked away, dropping the rope back on thetable as| drew asharp
breath.

"Bad news. Big bad news."
"What? What isit?"

| swallowed alump that had suddenly risen in my throat. "Demonkin. That rope has demonic energy
infused into the fiber of every strand.”



Chase leaned forward. "Areyou sure, Camille?!

| folded my arms and leaned back. "Positive. There's no fedling in the world that even comes closeto
demon energy. And thisrope reeks of it." Which clinched matters. We weren't facing some disgruntled
Faerie or dwarf, or any of the other numerousinhabitants of Otherworld who could easily be captured
and deported.

Chase stumbled over the same thought. "I thought demons were banned from Otherworld.”

"They are, for the most part. Oh, we have some gremlins, imps, a bunch of lesser vampires and the like,
but nothing on the order of what it would take to produce this strong of an aura.” | stared at the murder
weapon. "1 hate to even give voice to the thought, but there's a chance that ademon has made its way up
from the Subterranean Realms and dipped through a portd..”

"That's not supposed to happen.” Chase sounded so plaintive | dmost felt sorry for him.

"You'reright, it'snot." When we'd accepted our pogt, the OIA had guaranteed that demons from the Sub
Realms couldn't get through. All the reports said that throughout the hundreds of yearsthey'd been
watching the portals, not asingle demon or ghoul from down under had made it topside. But then again,
the OIA promisesalot of thingsthey never follow through on. Humans have nothing on the Sidhe when
it comesto bureaucracy.

Hetried again, skirting to find another angle. ™Y ou're postive your inner... magic... ticker just isn't off?"

"Inner magic ticker ? Oh please, you can do better than that. Chase, you asked me, and | told you. This
rope belongs to one of the Demonkin. Y ou can believe me or not as you choose.”

"Okay, okay," Chase said with agrimace. "1 just don't like the sound of that. What should | do about the
OIA? Tdl them about the rope and what you sense off of it?"

"Yeah, giveit atry." | snorted. "Seeif that kick-starts their butts. | advise contacting them again as soon
aspossble”

The Wizards Guild, the I T workers of Otherworld, had set up a communications network for OlA's
Earthsde contingent. Trouble was, when headquarters didn't want to take acal, they just ignored the
message. Of course, when they needed to contact us, we'd be in degp shit if we didn't answer.

Chase glanced around. "Areyou sureit's safe to talk here? | can just imagine what would happen if the
papers got hold of the news that a demon's running around. It's dicey enough with you Faerie folk and
thelike"

| didn't bother to remind him that | was half-human and had as much right to be on Earth as | did to bein
Otherworld. "Y ou're like afussy old mother hen, Chase. Chill. | just warded the store against snooping
yesterday. We should be safe enough.”

"Uh-huh, sure you did. Y ou positive you didn't turn the place into abullhorn by mistake?' He laughed so
loud it turned into asnort.

"Excuse me?" | leaned across the table and flicked his nose. "It was bad enough back home, but now |
should put up with this crap from an FBH? | don't think so! | happen to be magicaly challenged. You
have a problem with that?"

"Magically challenged, so that's how you're describing it now? Hey, far beit from meto give you grief,
but I'm not the one who ended up nekkid for the whole world to see," he said, grinning as his gaze ran up



and down my body.

"Get your mind off my naked body, Johnson. Whileyou're at it, let's see you try your hand &t alittle
magic,” | said curtly. "Care to show mewhat you've got, Superman?’

That shut him up. Onething I'd discovered Snce we arrived in Belles-Faire, a seedy suburb city of
Sesttle, was that Chase craved power. He couldn't wield magic himself, so he did the next best thing
when he found out about the OIA. He went to work for them. Sometimes | thought he actualy enjoyed it
when my spells backfired.

He held up his handsto ward me off. "Sorry! | didn't mean to strike a sore spot. Truce?'

| let out along sigh. Tactless or not, he had a point. And with the pal on that rope, we had bigger fish to
worry about than my ego.

"Y eah, yeah. Truce. Asto my warding, don't have ahissy fit. To back up my magic, Ddilahinstdled an
electronic surveillance system. She has aknack for your technology, and she rewired.it to pick up on any
bugs or other listening devices that may have been planted around here."

| didn't tell him that sheld also blown afuse and sparked herself agood one. The resulting flash of
electricity threw her across the room. But Delilah was no quitter. Eventudly sheld figured it out and got it
working.

"Good girl. | knew you wouldn' let us down.”
"Girl?" | gave him along look. " Chase, I'm old enough to be your mother.”
Heblinked. "I tend to forget that. Y ou don't look it."

"I'd better not look it," | said, raising an eyebrow. | was damned proud of my looks and took painsto
accentuate the positive. One perk about living Earthside: the makeup was fantastic. For onething, it
didn't stain like cosmetics made from herbs and berries. Back in Otherworld, 1'd spent longer than I'd
ever planned to looking like a Pict when | tried out some face paint made out of woad. Never again.
When | returned home, 1'd be carting a butt load of M.A.C cosmetics with me, especidly tubes of
Verushkalipgtick and tubs of Soft Brown eye shadow. | nurtured my little vanities.

Chase coughed, and | saw the glimmer of asmile behind hiseyes. "All right," he said. "Here's how it went
down. Thismorning | took acal from one of the homeless guyswho livein the dley around back of the
Wayfarer. He found Jocko's body. The dude's been one of my informantsin the past and was scrounging
for afew bucks. So | got there first, which was agood thing, considering Jocko wasn't looking al too
pretty. Of course, | immediately activated the FH-CSI."

| stifled asmile. The Faerie-Human Crime Scene Investigations team was Chasg's brainchild and was a
mix of human and Otherworld agents, specidly trained to ded with the problem of crimes against OW
citizens. Chase had initiative and foresight, | had to give him that. It was unfortunate that he had to answer
to Devins, ared prick who was afew offices higher up than Chase, but usualy he was able to keep his
boss out of the loop.

"We're using an OIA medica examiner, and al theinfo has been sedled.”

| dumped. Suddenly it al seemed too redl. The thought of Jocko meeting hisend in aback aley made
me cringe. He may not have been the brightest bulb in the socket, but he made up for it in congenidity,
and I'd genuindy liked the gentle giant.



"Jocko was one of the most even-tempered giants I've ever met. That'swhy he got thejob, you know.
He could interact with others without pounding them into the ground when he got irritable. Hewas a
good-hearted man who did hisbest. I'll misshim.”

"Hewasnt aman," Chase said, wrinkling his nose. "Hewas agiant. And he was crude, loutish, and made
fun of my suits”

"Asyou said, hewas a giant. Giants are like that, only most are much worse. What do you expect?’

Chase gave me an exasperated look. "I have no idea. | don't know any other giants. | never met a
vampire or alycanthrope either, until I met your Ssters, so givemeabreak if | don't react with much
enthusiasm. Giants and bloodsuckers and werewolves—"

"Werecat. Lycanthrope means werewolf. It's not synonymous with Were. Delilah would scratch your
eyesout if she heard you lumping her with the Canids.”

"Right, werecat. What was | thinking? Sorry," he said, his voice anything but. " Section five of the
handbook. Not all Weres are the same!”

"Damned gtraight they aren't, and don't you forget it. Some of them would dit your throat for even
suggesting it.” | was giving him ahard time, but better that than let Chase learn the hard way. The point of
asword or fang was awhole |ot sharper than my tongue.

"Whatever. What I'm trying to say isthat dl of you were amply tales of myth and legend until afew years
ago, when you crawled out of the woodwork. Even you—you're awitch. And haf-Faerie at that. I'm ill
wrapping my mind around dl this."

"Point taken,” | said, grinning. "'l guess we do come as quite a shock, especidly when you've been taught
your wholelife that we don't exist. Okay, back to business. Tell me more about Jocko's death.”

"Wl other than the fact that the killer had to be at least as big and as strong as he was, there's not much
to tell. Nothing in the bar to give us any ideawhat happened. Nothing in the portal og to indicate that
somebody new came through last night. Basicdly, it boils down to the fact that the Wayfarer is out one
bartender, and HQ wants you to take care of it."

The Wayfarer Bar & Girill, like the Indigo Crescent, was OIA run and operated, and part of aworldwide
network of safe houses and portals. The bar was aso a hub for FBHs who wanted to meet the Fae. And
there were plenty of admirerswho lined up for achance to see, or talk to, or screw us. The crowds were
thick and the partying hard.

My sster Menolly worked night shift at the bar. She listened for gossip and rumors that might be
important among the travelers who came through from Otherworld. Having her there was agood way to
spot potentia trouble, since the grapevine dwaysran faster than officid channds. It was aso one of the
few night jobs she could find, and she was strong enough to stand in for the bouncer if need be.

Chase pulled out a pack of cigarettes but stuffed them back in his pocket when | shook my head.
Cigarette smoke raised havoc with my lungs and was even worse for Delilah. Menolly didn't care
anymore. She was dead. Well, undead. The only things she could smell were blood, fear, and
pheromones.

| glanced at the clock. "'l can't wake Menolly until dark. Delilah's out on a case and won't be back until
late afternoon. Why don't you meet me here at sx, and welll go back to the house? That way you'll have
had a chance to contact HQ again. And by then the sun will be s&t.”



"Can't you wake Menally up now sinceit'sovercast?' Chase said.

"Chase, get agrip. Vampires and daylight just do not mix. Besides, it's rough on her to belocked in the
house dl day. Better for her to deegp as much as she can; it keeps her from getting claustrophobia.
Menolly hasn't been avampire very long, not by our standards. She's till learning to adjust, and were
making it as easy aswe can on her. I'm doing my best to help her, but it's rough going at times. In fact,
I'm working on asurprise that shelll probably hate mefor, but it will be good for her."

"l seeyour point,” Chase said, musing. "All right, I'll try to raise HQ again and tell them what you said
about the rope. But if | were Menally, I'd call in sick tonight. If there is ademon behind this, he might be
after OIA agents. And if he had insgde help, then he might know that Menally is an operative.”

Aninsdejob? That thought hadn't crossed my mind. "Great, that'sal | need to think about,” | said,
grinning. "Okay, seeyou tonight.”

Chase headed for the door. As| watched him leave, a shadow seemed to pass through the shop, and |
reached out to touch it, but it shuddered and dissipated into the gloomy day. Jocko's murder had set in
motion dangerous eventsto come. | could fed it on the wind, though any clear picture duded my sight. |
went back to my work, trying to muster up asmile for the Fagerie Watchers who would be herein full
forcein lessthan an hour.

CHAPTER 2

After | finished shelving the box of books, | grabbed the phone and punched in Delilah's cell number. |
wasn't sure what case she was working on, but no matter. Jocko's death was more important. That rope
amelled like demon, and | knew my nose wasn't playing tricks on me. But it left me wondering: Just what
sort of creature had managed to sneak through? And why wasiit here?

Ddlilah picked up on the second ring. | told her what had happened.

"Get your butt back here by six. And whatever you do, don't go near the Wayfarer until we know what
were deding with.”

"Poor Jocko, he was asweetheart,” she said. "Do you think he was killed because he was an OIA
agent?'

"l hopenot,” | said. "But on the off chance, were keegping Menolly home tonight. Asgood of aguy as
Jocko was, he was aso dumb as afence post, and he might have let it dip that both of them are from the
agency. Make no mistake about it, there's trouble on the way. And we're standing right in its path.”

"Y ou thinking the Subterranean Reams?' Her voice begged meto say no. Ddlilah was an optimig,
awayswanting things to turn out with a happy ending. How she managed to stay inthe OIA and retain
her naivety, | had no idea, but somehow she aways pulled through with asmile.

| squinted, mulling over the growing sense of dread in my chest. My powers came from the wind and the
gtars and the moon and, while | couldn't always foresee the future, | could sense when grest beings
awoke. And if asecret was whispered to the wind during the night of the full moon, I might be ableto
catchitif | listened hard enough.

"l don't know for certain, but something's stirring.”
Ddlilah squesked. "I haveto go! I'm on a photo assignment, and my target just came out of the school .”

| groaned. "Y ou're taking pictures of achild? What have you gotten yourself involved with now?!



"No, goose. I'm photographing ateacher. Her husband thinks she's messing around on the side and
wants meto follow her. She's supposed to be in a meeting during lunchtime, but she's headed to her car
right now. I'll seeyou tonight!" With ahappy laugh, she hung up.

So, who am 1?Well, my nameis Camille D'Artigo, and I'm awitch. I'm haf-Faerie, and half-human. |
suppose alittle background isin order. The oldest of three, | was born in Otherworld. Of course, we
have our own name for our land, but it'sjust easier to call it OW while we're Earthside. Most people on
Earth thought "Faerie Land" was amyth until we snuck up behind them and ydled "Boo!" And when we
came out of the broom closet, we came dl the way.

A hop, skip, and dimension away, OW is populated by the Sidhe, along with avariety of dwarves, elves,
Faeries, unicorns, Weres, lesser vampires, dryads, nymphs and satyrs, gargoyles, dragons, imps, and
other marvelous beasties so strange most humans have never heard of them. Growing upin OW waslike
living in astorybook, though sometimes our world seems founded on Grimm's nightmares rather than
Mother Goose's rhymes. But we loveit, monstersand al.

Until the past few years, we seldom crossed through the portalsin any great number. So anybody who
happened to meet one of us Earthside either kept their mouth shut, or ended up being labeled nutty asa
fruitcake. Or worse. Now, of course, were tourist attractions. People come to my shop to gawk and
take pictures. It'sgood for business. Most everybody buys at least one book to take home with them, so
| give them a cheesecake pose and wink at the camera.

Onceinawhilearare soul takesit into his head to go trophy hunting because he's decided we're the
spawn of Satan, but luckily for us, that doesn't happen very often. No, for the most part, our kith and kin
are sought after as party guests, bedmates, and status enhancers. The attention can get alittle wiggy, but
in the name of Earthside-Otherworld rdlations, it'sal good.

Together with my sisters Menolly and Delilah, | grew up in the outer courts of the Queen's paace. Our
mother, Maria, was morta, and it's her last name we bear here on Earth: D'Artigo. Our father isof Sidhe
blood.

| say shewas mortal, but it would be more accurate to say she was human, because most of the
inhabitantsin OW are mortal. Long-lived, yes, but morta and al too cagpable of dying. The only true
immortals are the Elementas, who have aslittle to do with fiesh-and-blood beings as possible. Oh—and
we can't forget the gods. But the gods aren't talking much as of late, and they tend to stay in their own
littleworlds.

| hear rumorsthat Demeter's wandering the Earth again. Sometimes she gets alittle foggy and forgets that
Persephone is agrown woman and quite happy as Queen of the Underworld. During her forgetful
periods, shell go looking for her lost child until her brother Zeus finds her and gently guides her back to
Olympus. However, the mgority of godsturned their backs on humans when humans turned their backs
on them. Thelack of worship bruised afew egos.

Anyway, our mother was from Sesttle. An orphan, in her third year of college she moved to Spain to
work on her art degree and track down what remaining family she might be able to find. World War |1
erupted, and she dropped out of school to work in afactory until the day she met my father on the
outskirts of Madrid, where held recently been posted to an assignment.

It was love at first sight, and he broke down and told her the truth. Mother packed abag and returned to
Otherworld with him, where they married under the disapproving eyes of the Queen. Intheyears
following, the three of uswere born. When Mother wasin her fifties, she wasthrown fromahorseona



hunting trip and died, and Father took over raising us.

Growing up as ahaf-human in Otherworld was rough. For one thing, we were teased incessantly
because we were half-human. But bigotry was the least of our problems. It didn't take our parentslong
to discover that the giftswe inherited from Father's line had gone drastically awry because of our
mother's human blood.

Asl said, I'm awitch, but my spdls and charms have a nasty tendency to backfire. Sometimes they're
gpot-on, but other times... not so much. Like last month when | tried to turn invisible to avoid being seen
by an annoying customer. Things went haywire, and | ended up nekkid. Not just naked, but
|eave-nothing-to-the-imagination nekkid.

To make mattersworse, for thefirst few hours | could still see my clothes. Just nobody el se could. My
38 DD boobs gave the world ared show, along with my hourglass figure, long raven hair (it's blue black
on all areas of my body, as everybody now knows), and JLO-esgue butt. My regular customers were
more than happy to line up and chat with me until | figured out what had happened. The spell lasted for a
week, during which time | had to leave Iris, my ass stant—a Finnish house sprite—in charge. The winks
and nudges till haven't worn off, but I'm agood sport about it.

Ddilah and Menally have their own problems. Although our handicaps keep us from being ided agents,
wetry. So we were sent Earthside where the higher-ups figured we'd keep out of trouble. Boy, were

they wrong.

Theloca branch of the Faerie Watchers Club was due any minute. | gave the store aonce-over, but it
was astidy asit was going to get. Iris had done awonderful job on the dusting and cleaning, and | made
anoteto treat her to an afternoon shopping at the fabric store. House sprites had come along way in the
past hundred years, including aclausein their contracts that they would now accept money for their
services, but Iristill loved agood length of silk.

Asthe doors swung open precisdly at noon and the Faerie Watchersfiled in, | grabbed aquick look in
the mirror to make sure my lipstick wasn't smeared and lowered my glamour, alowing the shifting silver
flecksto peek through the violet of my eyes. With asmile, | went to welcome my vistors.

Erin Mathews, the president of thelocal order, sidled over to me. As humans went, she was agood sort,
and | enjoyed her company. Sheran alingerie store afew blocks from the Indigo Crescent, and we'd
met when | went shopping for bustiers. After that, we occasionaly got together for coffee and to chitchat.
| thought her friendswere alittle balmy, but when | thought about it, most of my friends back home had
issues, so who was | to judge? Baggage was baggage, no matter which side of the portal you lived on.

"Camille, we were wondering if you'd do us the honor of joining usfor agroup picture?’ Sheflashed me
ahopeful amilethat said she knew how many requests of thisnature | received.

"Of course. You don't even need to ask," | said, suddenly humblein the face of their enthusasm. Humans
were more generous with friendship than my father's people.

They lined up in three rows, splitting on ether sde so | could stand in the center, and Iristook the picture
before popping back on her stepstool that allowed her to see over the counter. A junior member of the
OIA, Iriswastechnicaly a Taon-hdtija. She guarded the store at night, worked the counter when |
needed her, and tidied up. Short and squat, she had afresh, appealing face and a persondity to match.
Shewasaso ared draw with our customers, enchanting them with her cups of teaand freshly baked
stollen that ways graced the store.



The group of fifteen women—and one man—gathered around me. Erin took a deep bregth and then held
up the book—a copy of Katharine Briggss book, An Encyclopedia of Fairies.

"Sotdl us," shesad, "What's true and what isn't?"

With adlent groan, | took the book. Thiswasthe part | hated: being the teacher who had to explain just
wherethelinefell between legend and fact.

By thetime Délilah returned, the club had vacated the premises and the only customer Ieft in the shop
was Henry Jeffries, one of my regulars. Delilah gave us both aquick wave and jogged up the sairsto the
seedy little rooms she used for an office. The OIA owned the entire building, and they'd given Ddlilah the
upstairs suite in which to set up her Pl business.

The offer might sound generous, but the roomswere dark and grimy, and it wasimplied that she was
expected to keep the rat population down as part of the deal. She complied but stopped short at eating
them. Every day or so she'd open one of the windowsin her office that overlooked the Dumpster in the
aley and toss out adead rat or two. As she put it, "Who knows where those things have been? Eat a city
rat? Y ou've got to be kidding!"

"Y our sster surelooks different than you," Henry said as he wrote out his check. He was a sweetheart,
reminding me of one of my uncles, except Henry couldn't talk to trees, and he was younger than | was,
even though he looked a good ded older. He a so treated us with a courtly respect that | found sorely
lacking Earthside.

| finished bagging his books—Henry was an avid SF and fantasy reader and zoomed through at least a
haf dozen aweek—and handed him the sack. "I resemble our father. She takes after our mother, who
was human."

True, dthough far more than in just appearance. Delilah, the golden child, would dways be closer to
human than |. She had a soft heart and believed in the innate goodness of people. | worried about her
sometimes. Asfor our sister Menolly, nobody knew where to trace her looks back to. The red hair was
arecessvetrait in both of our parents lineages, but we hadn't ever figured out just which sde held sway.
The fact that she'd been turned into avampire just complicated matters.

| escorted Henry out, flipped the sign from Open to Closed, and leaned against the doorframe. Therain
was |etting up, athough the last of the drizzle till spattered against the pavement. | ducked out from
under the awning and caught adrop on my tongue, then grimaced at the acidic taste. Otherworld'srain
ran pristine and minerd thick, like glacier weater. Y et another thing | missed from home.

Sighing, | closed the door and returned to the counter. Almost dark. Night, with its cloud cover, came
early in the Pacific Northwest—one of the advantagesto living in the area. By the time we reached the
house, it would be safe to wake Menally.

Asl talied up the receipts, Delilah scampered down the stairs. "Chase here yet?" she asked, hopping up
to perch on the counter while | tucked away the receipts and locked the cash register. She wrapped her
arms around her knees and cocked her head to the side, watching me. | could swear her ears twitched.

| glanced at the door. "No, but you can bet he's on hisway. Chaseis never late unless an emergency
crops up. So, how was your stakeout? Catch her in the act?’

Ddilah grinned. "Nope. Turns out the woman has been spending her lunch hour volunteering at the
Wilson Street Orphanage. | did alittle prying and found out that she wants children, but her husband is



derile. | think she'slooking to adopt but doesn't want to spring it on him yet.”
"Whet did you tdl him?"

"That she wasn't cheating. That her meeting was off campus. To quit worrying and gppreciate hiswife
more." She snickered. "He didn't like that very much. | think he was hoping for an affair so hed score
one up on her. Y ou know, sometimes | don't understand the culture. If sheloves him, why should he be
insecureif she mates with someone else?"

| laughed. "I don't think welll ever figure everything out. Not entirely. | have no ideahow our mother
managed to fit into thisworld. Of course, she was one hundred percent human, when it came down to
questions of fidelity," | said, thinking about the sharp-edged tongue that sheld unleashed on Father every
now and again. "Y ou know very well that shewould haveraised ariot if Father dept with another
woman."

"That wouldn't have happened. Father never even looked at another female. | can't remember asingle
time, not in al the years we were growing up, that he commented on another woman'slooks.” Delilah
sniffed. "l wish hewas here. I'd fed safer with him around.”

| grinned. "Y ou're atrained Ol A agent and yet you want your daddy here to protect you?' She blushed,
but | waved awvay her embarrassment. "To tell the truth, | wish he was heretoo.”

Ddilah'seyestwinkled. "I missMama. | wish she hadn't died so soon. | wouldn't mind knowing more
about our human side, and she could have taught us so much more than shedid.”

"That she could have." | gently pushed Ddlilah’'s bangs out of her eyes. "Maybe while we're here, we can
find out more about her family—our family.”

All my ingtincts warned me that would be a mistake, but right now Delilah needed reassurance. Of the
three of us, she missed our mother most. | was the oldest; 1'd taken over when Mother died. Menolly
was born independent. But Ddlilah... Delilah had clung to Mother's skirts for along time before
cautioudy making her way into the world.

Shewrinkled her nose. "I think humans must have bravery in their blood, don't you? After all, Mother
followed Father home to aworld she'd never known existed until he told her about it. That took
courage.”

"Don't forget how she managed to make hersaf welcomein OW, not an easy task for afull-blood
human.” In fact, it was damned amazing. Very few FBHs had ever made an impact on the Court. |
shrugged into my coat. Like most of my clothes, | preferred the dramatic and had found a gorgeous
vintage black opera coat in a consignment shop on Pike Street. It had been astedl at thirty dollars.
"Y ou're aromantic, Delilah. Y ou dways have been. All fluff and kittens and hearts."

"Hey! | can beared tiger when | want to." She handed me my handbag, a beaded affair that matched
the opera coat, and sniffed. "l just prefer to sheath my claws unless necessary.”

| laughed. "Oh swestie, don't fret. You'rejust as brave as our mother was. We all are. We left our home
for anew world, just like she did. And our work is helping OW in the process.”

"Were explorers,” she said with agrin, which showed off thetips of her fangs. Unlike vampires fangs,
Ddilah'sweren't retractable. She received alot of attention from men who liked dangerous women.

"Adventurers!" | countered, returning her smile.



"Lackeysin atwo-bit government agency that thinks were deadwood!" Shethrust her aamsinthearina
victory sdute.

| sobered. "Too closeto the truth for comfort. The OlA's as dow as alumbering doth, and one of these
days, that will beits downfall. While we're on the subject, don't forget to add that we're crazy out of our
minds for accepting thispost.” A movement outside the window caught my attention. "Here comes
Chase. Helooks worried."

The buzzer sounded as Chase hurried in. "Sorry I'm late," he said, his voice brusgue and not inviting
conversation. "I contacted HQ again, but save your questionstill we're al together and in asecure place.”

"Ready to go?"

He nodded. Ddlilah swung off the counter and dipped on her bomber jacket. At ahair over six feet and
wesaring tight jeans and stiletto boots, she was a Sight to behold—both impressive and intimidating. After
arming the security system, we headed for our respective cars.

The housein which we lived was ahuge old Victorian, three stories high not counting the basement.
Menolly dept there, hiding from the sun. | lived on the second story, and Delilah took the third. We
shared the main floor, eating our mealstogether. Well, Ddlilah and | ate. Menolly just kept us company.

Set toward the back on five acres of land and next to astrip of woodland that led down to alarge pond,
the place hadn't come cheap. Lucky for us, Father had stockpiled agood sum of dollarsfrom histime
Earthside, keeping it in a secret account started years ago in abank that had managed to keep itself
afloat during the intervening decades. He gave it to us when we were assigned to this post, and over the
years, interest had accrued. Along with the accounts Mother had |eft, we had enough to buy the house,
furnishit, and keep ourselves going in asmple but comfortable fashion.

By tradition, we'd been given our mother'slast name, even though she was human, and years ago, when
we were born, Mother had insisted on getting Sociad Security cardsfor us. Father had brought her back
Earthsdeto fill out the documents, and so when wed arrived for our new posts, we'd been able to set up
bank accounts and—after alot of nall biting and practice—get our driver'slicenses.

Thanksto our parents foresight, we'd dodged one of the worst fates an Earthside OIA agent could be
subjected to: living in one of the OIA's convenience suites. Read: dang for acheap room in one of the
roach-infested hotels owned and operated by agency flunkies.

Only OIA members were dlowed to live there; a subtle way of kegping humans out of the loop, but not
S0 subtle in reminding agents that they were along ways from home and that the Ol A owned their butts.
Of course some operatives—giants like Jocko, and some of the goblins—were overjoyed with the
conditions. They were used to living in hovels or caves that would make a skunk turn up its nose, but to
the Sidhe, the grunge was positively gppalling.

The driveinto Seettle was the one drawback to living in Belles-Faire. It took half an hour to commute
into the city in the morning, and another thirty minutes at night, if traffic waslight. Wewere dso five miles
away from the nearest portal, which was hidden out in the woods, protected by one of the Hags of Fate.
So dipping back to OW wasn't our first option should trouble arise. Otherwise, we had privacy, comfort,
and aplace where| could grow the herbs | needed for my spells.

Ddlilah kept down the mouse population, athough she aways complained they gave her indigestion.
Another perk that came with living on the edge of agrimy suburb wasthat it made it easier for Menolly to
hunt undetected. She did her best to confine hersdf to the dregs—thieves and the like—but | suspected



that Chase would be pretty pissed if hereally knew how she got her medls. Wed told him that she
hunted stray animals. Which to uswas close to the truth, considering the scum she went after.

| headed toward the porch as Delilah jumped out of her truck. Chase was close behind. | turned around
and called back to her, "Why don't you get Chase adrink while wake up Menolly?!

Chase looked like he wanted to protest, but then he shrugged and followed Ddlilah into the living room.

| dipped through the secret passage in the kitchen when | was sure he couldn't see me. We'd hidden the
entrance to the basement for Menolly's safety—there wasn't much she could do in her deep to protect
herself. My skin prickled as| quietly tiptoed down the Stairs. Snesking into avampireslar wasnever a
delight, even when the vamp in question was my own sster.

At least Menally stayed away from stereotypes. The walls of the basement were painted amuted ivory,
and she'd chosen asage green toile for her bed linens and chair seats. Sheld gotten the ideafrom an old
episode of Trading Spaces, and by the results, it made me think she should go into interior design. But
then, Menolly had an artistic bent. Unlike anumber of vamps, she eschewed the tacky and kept hersdlf
meticuloudy clean, both in body and clothing.

Shedeptinared bed, not acoffin, and we'd fashioned a blood room, accessible through aventilation
shaft, where she could hose hersdlf off after feeding so she wouldn't track stainsinto the house. |
appreciated her nestness, since most of the housework fell on my shoulders. Delilah aways managed to
conveniently stress out when it cametimefor chores, and Menolly did what she could at night, but even
she had her limitsfor dusting and vacuuming. | kept asking the Ol A to assign us a housekeeper. Probably
apipedream, but | could fantasize, couldn't 1?

As| approached the bed, | gauged my distance. Long scars forever embedded in my arm were agood
reminder of the power awaking vamp could wield. After the first time, | stayed out of reach. Of course
Menolly felt horrible about it, and | wasn't oneto hold agrudge. But | wasn't stupid either, and now |
stood well away from the bed whenever it was time to wake her up.

"Menally?Menolly?"

The waxen expression on her face stirred. Lovely and delicate, there wasn't awrinkle in sight, and there
never would be. She was far too pale, of course, but there was nothing we could do about it. Wed tried
abronzer for her skin, but it just turned her a bad shade of orange to match her hair—clouds of
burnished strands caught up in dozens of beaded braids. Bo Derek of the vampire set. We watched alot
of old moviesto catch up on pop culture.

"Huh?' She shot straight up in bed, blinking, and I jumped. Once bitten, twice shy. Her eyes shifted to
red, then back to frost blue when she saw me standing there.

"Camille?Isit timeto get up aready?' She squinted at the clock. "Bardly sx thirty? Has the sun gone
down?'

"Just now. Y ou're safe. Something important happened, or | would have let you deep longer. Chaseis
upstairs. HQ has assigned us a case.”

She stretched and dipped out from under the covers. Where | was curvy and buxom, she was
willow-thin and petite, the top of her head barely coming up to my nose. Delilah had us both beet,
topping out a an inch over six feet, agood six inchestaller than me, and athletic to boot. The girl would
put Sarah Conner to shame. | just hoped that Jocko's death didn't foretell ameeting with our very own
Terminator.



Menally dipped into her jeans and a hunter green turtle-neck. No shifting the jeansto fit her butt, no
adjusting her boobsin her bra. In fact, she didn't have to wear abra. No, she was like a beautiful
porcelain mannequin, who would never fade, never gain weight, never have to face the world of
underwire,

"What happened?' she asked, shaking her braids into submission. The beads clicked, and she grinned at
the noise. She had confided in methat it made her fed dive again. Vamps moved in slence, and it drove
her nuts.

| sat cross-legged on the bed, playing with the edge of the quilt. " Jocko's been murdered. HQ has
pawned the case off on us. They say it'srandom, but | smell demon behind it. Y ou're not going to the bar
tonight—I called in for you this afternoon.”

"Murdered? A demon killed Jocko?" Although her expression remained frozen, | heard the catch in her
voice. She and Jocko had become good friends over the past few months, as good asavampireand a
giant could be. Both felt their handicaps keenly—Menolly hadn't asked to be avampire, and Jocko had
been born stunted.

| nodded. "I'm sorry.” Leaning over, | wrapped my arm around her shoulder, and she stared at her
hands. | could tell she was fighting off the tears—vampires tears were red as the blood they drank, and
she hated the stains that they caused.

"How? And who the hell would kill him? Jocko never hurt anybody who didn't ask for it." Shelet out a
long dgh. "Thisjust sucks"

| kissed her forehead. "'l know it does. Somebody garroted him, areally bad scene. Chase will fill you in.
He went to talk to HQ again after | smelled the scent of demon on the murder weapon. He said he
managed to get acal through to them, though who knows what good it will do.” I put my arm around her
shoulders. "And on another subject, | have asurprise for you. I'm going to take you somewhere tonight,
but | don't want you to ask why. Promise you'll go?'

"Y ou aren't taking me to another strip bar, are you?' She glared a me. "After that last fiasco, | hope you
learned that combining lots of bare skin and ahungry vamp isarecipefor disaster.”

Not dl of our attempts to understand Earthside culture had turned out to be good idess. After | had
managed to drag Menally out of the bar and shake her out of her glazed state, | decided that the last
thing she needed wasto ook at naked bodies. Which meant no Chippendal e shows, strip clubs, saunas,
locker rooms, or anything else of that ilk.

"Trust me, were not going through that again. No, it's something quite different. Promise you'll go?!

She sighed as| led her toward the gairs. "Oh, dl right. | promise. But it had better be as entertaining as
the shows| get at work."

Chase and Ddlilah were waiting at the kitchen table. Chase had a bottle of beer in front of him, Ddlilah a
glass of milk. Both looked so relieved when we appeared that | snorted. "Not much to talk about, huh?'

Ddlilah whigtled and stared at the celling. Chase stared at hisdrink.

"Let's get this show on theroad, then.” | did into my place, shivering as the warmth from the oak
resonated through my body.

Chase was staring at Menolly, and for once, lechery wasn't even in the equation, agood thing for him. He
was right to respect her. She could make quick work of him with asingle bite.



| poured myslf aglass of wine. Menolly didn't drink when we had company. Even though blood looked
alot like tomato juice and we kept some spare in the refrigerator, it could get alittle avkward. And the
smdll had atendency to put off people who weren't used to it.

"Okay, heré'sthe scoop.” Chase cleared histhroat and pulled out a notebook. "Camille aready knows
some of this, but I'll start from the beginning to catch everybody up. Thismorning at fivethirty, a
wino—an informant—in the aley behind the Wayfarer sumbled over Jocko's body. He called me, and |
arrived not more than ten minutes later. Jocko had been garroted. Whoever killed him had to be astrong
motherfucker because Jocko's big, and it was obvious that he put up afight. But the medica examiner
agrees with me that he was probably killed inside the bar and then dumped out back. There was atrail of
tipped-over chairs, and the back door was standing open.”

Delilah winced. "Poor Jocko. What else did the medical examiner say?"

Chase consulted one of his notes. "Not much. They found traces of nonhuman energy signatures on him.
Once Camille told me she smelled demon on the rope, | went back and asked them to check it out.
Unfortunately, the OI A agent who did the autopsy doesn't recognize demon scent, and so we're waiting
for agpecidid to verify it."

"That somebody is big enough and strong enough to strangle a giant is a sobering thought.” Menally
raised one eyebrow and nodded toward Delilah. | glanced at our blonde goddess of asister.

The subtle signs of stress were playing out across her face. She was taking Jocko's death harder than I'd
thought. Or maybe she was just tired—the full moon was coming up in afew days and she dways got
PM S—pre-moon-syndrome—Dbeforeit hit. | tapped her on the arm.

"Drink your milk, honey. It will relax you."
She picked up her glassand lapped at it gently before taking afull sip.

Menolly propped her elbows on the table as she stared at Chase. "' So, no idea of who or what killed him
beyond demon scent?’

He shook his head. "No, but as| said, | got through to HQ once | talked to Camille. They're keeping
close-mouthed on it, but they did ask if you'd overlooked reporting anything suspicious happening at the
bar?'

Menolly sucked in a deep breath—more for show than any need of air—and pushed back her chair.
"Just what are you hinting at, Johnson? That | screwed up or that I'm atraitor?”

Oops. | could see the impending signs of ablowup. The last thing we needed was a fracas between
Menolly and Chase. | cleared my throat. "I don't think he was implying anything. HQ was the one who
asked." | shot Chase aquick look that said, Think first; speak later.

He blinked, redizing how close he wasto becoming dinner. "No, no! | wasn't implying anything of the
sort," he said. "No offense meant.”

"Then HQ thinks | messed up,” Menally said, her gaze still fastened on Chase'sface.

Ddlilah picked up on the tension. "Please don't argue! | don't like it when you're mad.” A stricken look
crossed her face.

| pushed back my chair, but before | could reach her side, awave rippled through the air, colors shifting
and melding. Theimage of my sster folded in on itsdf, limbs shortening, body morphing. It was hideous



to watch and looked incredibly painful, though Delilah denied that it hurt. A shower of golden light
sparkled around her, and in her place, an orange tabby cat placidly sat, a sweet, blank look onitsface.

CHAPTER 3

"Oh Great Mother, look what you two have done!™ | cautioudy approached Delilah and knelt down,
holding out my arms. " Ddlilah? Kitty, kitty, kitty... come here."

Chase stared at the cat, transfixed. "Holy shit." He'd seen her in cat form but had never before witnessed
the transformation process. "What happened? I's the moon full ?*

"No, but certain stresses—especialy when it comesto family atercations—al so force her to shift.
Sometimes, she's able to control the transformation, but not always." | pounced for the bewildered cat,
but she dipped away, clawing her way up the curtains. Leaning againgt thefridge, | let out along sigh.
"Menolly? Some help, please.”

Menolly snorted. "Good going, Johnson," she said as she approached the window. "Ddilah, honey? I'm
coming up. Don't be scared!” She dowly began to rise through the air asif she was standing on a pad of
air. Delilah meowed but didn't try to escape as Menolly approached the top of the curtains. With afirm
hand, she reached out and grasped Delilah by the pae blue collar that embodied Ddlilah's clothing.
"Comeon, you little twit," she said fondly.

Menally held her tight until she hit the ground and then handed Delilah to me. As Delilah snuggled against
my shoulder, | scratched behind her ears. "Poor baby, it's okay. It'sokay,” | said softly.

Chase cleared histhroat, his eyeswide. "How long till she turns back to norma?"
"Once she cdms down, shell be okay," | said.
"Was she born that way?" he asked.

Menoally surprised me by fielding the question. "Delilah was born awerecat. Unlike others of her kind,
she doesn't change into abig cat. Just our gorgeous little long-haired golden tabby." She laughed then,
throaty and deep. With aglance at Chase, she added, "The children teased her about it when we were
little, and sometimes they forced achangein order to 'play with the pretty kitty." It got so bad our father
and mother pulled her out of school.”

Chase shook hishead. "Therésalot | don't understand about the three of you yet."

"What exactly sets her off ishard to determinge” | said. "I've seen her face down some of the nastiest
criminasin OW and remain cam and in control, but |et the three of us get in an argument, and she'sa
mass of fur and razor blades."

Ddlilah meowed in my ear. Loud. | turned to Chase and Menolly and, inalow voice said, "Okay, so the
two of you need to tone down your spats because if you dont, I'll take mattersinto my own hands.”

Chaserolled hiseyes. "Uh-huh, you and what army? What are you going to do? Take off your clothes
and dance nekkid, maybe?"

"Get your mind out of the gutter, and mewith it, Johnson." | kept my voice even, but he knew | was
pissed. "I may not be able to do much to Menally, but you | can cast aspell on. Ever thought of what it
would belike to be atoad? Or amouse, maybe? Want to see what Ddlilah doesto cute little mice?!

Menolly grinned, baring her fangs as Chase blanched. " She meansit, Johnson. And considering the



chancefor backfire, | think I'd apologize.”
"Why me? Y ou're just as much to blame—"

"Oh cripes! Can't you two bein the same room together for five minutes without picking afight?"
Startled, Delilah tried to claw her way up my shoulder, resulting in a couple of deep scratches, but |
stroked her neck, calming her down. "Can you quit bickering for one night? Please?’ | stared pointedly at
Chase.

Helet out along Sgh. "Okay, I'm sorry. I'll play nice.”

Menolly shook her head. "Asusud, Camille, you're the voice of reason.” She gracioudy extended ahand
to Chase. "I'll pull my fangsin." Sheleaned toward Delilah and added, "Delilah, honey, you don't have to
worry, I'm not going to have a Chase cocktail for dinner.”

Chase drummed hisfingers on the table. " Perhapsit's none of my business, but if Ddlilah wasborn a
werecat, were you born avampire?' he asked softly. "Nobody ever filled mein on your backgrounds,
other than the fact that you're half-human and ssters. Hell, until afew yearsago, | didn't even know
vampiresreally existed. Witches or werecats either,” he added with asmile.

| glanced at Menolly. She shrugged and headed for the kitchen. "Tell him," she said on her way out.
Chase waited till shewas out of the room. "Touchy subject?’ he asked.

"Y ou might say that. Nobody's born avampire. Y ou have to be made one, and aimost anybody can be
changed. Menally was a top-notch acrobat; she could climb anything. Most of the time. Shortly after we
joined the OIA, they assigned her to spy on the Elwing Blood Clan, agroup of rogue vampireswho
refuse to play by Otherworld'srules. They were sheltering a greater vampire who was due to be
deported to the Subterranean Redms. The Elwing Group has dways been trouble; they give abad name
todl vampires”

Chaseraised hiseyebrows. "Aren't al vampires bad?'

"They have their place in the scheme of things. Y ou'd be surprised how many were aready here
Earthside when we came over. But, as| said, the Elwing Blood Clan won't play by the rules. Menolly
was collecting information on them when her ability to climb walls short-circuited—that half-human
problem again. She dipped off thewall, and the Clan caught her. When they found out who she worked
for, they didn't go easy on her."

"Bad, huh?'

"Bad doesn't even cover it. The techniquesthey use can shatter the psyche aswell asthe body. After
torturing her, they turned her into avampire.”

| closed my eyes, remembering the morning she'd come stumbling home, body shattered, her soul no
longer her own. She started toward me, then raced into her room and locked the door, screaming for me
to get help. That was the last sound she made for weeks. It took the OIA months to restore her sanity.

"Oh Jesus, that's nagty.”

"Yeah, it was. The scarsthey |eft on her body will be there forever. I'm hoping to help ease the scarsin
her heart."

"And OIA let her stay on?"



"It'salong gory," | said, Sghing. "Someday, I'll tell you therest. Right now, I'm trying to help her adjust.
To have fun eventhough she's... well... dead.”

"Don't you mean undead?' Chase asked.
| grinned. "Definitions are adippery dope.”

After another awkward pause, Menally returned from the kitchen. She paced the length of the dining
room, her boots clipping a staccato beat against the hardwood. "Here's the deal. | know that | reported
everything that seemed out of place. If there's an insde man, then he's damned good at hiding. | can smell
undeed like you can smdll pussy—"

Chase blinked.

She snorted. "Oh, don't give me that innocent look. Y ou've been sniffing after Camill€s ass ever sncewe
arrived. | don't redly care what you're thinking, aslong as you don't touch. She doesn't want you, and
the sooner you accept that, the better. My point is, | can ferret out undead. | can also pick up on some
demons, though I'm on alearning curve there."

She leaned over his shoulder and tickled his neck with her hair. "I recognize the undead because | am
oneof them.”

As her hand landed on his shoulder, nails digging in ever so softly, Chase paled. "Y eah, so | understand.”

Menolly blew on hisear, tickling it with her tongue before flashing him adark smile. Chase managed to
look both terrified and turned on at the sametime.

"Good." She sauntered back to her chair. "What I'm trying to tell you isthat I'm the only member of the
000-5p00Ky st at the Wayfarer. There aren't any other undead there. And if thekiller isa
demon—whether from the Subterranean Realms or somewhere €l se—it hasto be one of the races|
haven't learned how to read. Most of those are Greater Demonkin."

Another awkward pause, and Delilah's purr stopped. She twitched her nose, her whiskers brushing my
hand, and her fur started to ripple. Quickly, before we reenacted amishap | didn't care to repedt, |
plopped her on the floor next to my chair. The air shimmered and Delilah stood there, blinking.

"Sorry," she said, stretching her neck. With aquick lick of her hand, she said, "Didn't mean to do that."
"Don't gpologize,” | said. "Menolly knows better than to scare you."
Menolly grinned and stared at the celling.

| tapped my goblet with a spoon. "Attention—now that the excitement is over, can we get back to
business?" | looked up to find Chase staring at Ddlilah, his eyes dark and unreadable. Pointing toward his
notebook, | said, "What else have you got for us?'

Heflipped open the binder. "There's one other thing. The person | wastaking to at the OIA left his
station for amoment, and somebody took his place. Guy with jet-black skin and silver
hair—dangerous-looking dude. He gave me amessage directed a you specificdly, Camille" Chase
swalowed. "He said hed twist my bals off if you didn't get it."

Thelook on hisface was priceless, but | couldn't even dredge up asmile. My pulse started to race, and a
flurry of imagesflickered through my mind, dark and passonate. Shit. | knew exactly who Chase was
talking about.



"Trillian isworking for the OIA? That isn't possble. They wouldn't hirehim." | glanced over a Menally
and Ddlilah, both of whom were frowning.

Chase stared at me, ascowl on hisface. "Y ou know who thisguy is?* Without waiting for an answer, he
continued. "He said, and | quote, 'Rumor hasit something big is going down in the lower depths. There's
anew ruler, and he's far more ambitious than the Beasttégger was. Don't count on help from home.™

The skinonmy armsrippled. "Thelast | heard, the Beasttdgger was in charge. Promotions down there
come at the expense of asuperior'slife, so the Beasttdgger probably whispered hello to the point of an
assassn'sknife. Did Trillian say anything else?* On one hand, | prayed held sent me a persond note. On
the other, any step closer to that dark, murky pool from which I'd barely managed to extricate myself
would be asking for trouble,

Leaning back in his chair, Chase stuck hishandsin his pockets. "Y esh. He said, Tdl Camille that
Shadow Wing'sin charge now. And he's on the warpath.' That mean anything to you?'

Menolly sucked in adeep breath, and Delilah let out alittle"Oh" of fear. | returned Chase's sare.
" Shadow Wing? Areyou sure?'

He nodded. "What'swrong? Y ou ook like you've seen aghost." He grimaced. " Strike that. Y ou're
probably best friendswith one."

| sank back in my chair, al thoughts of Trillian dipping to the sde. Shadow Wing's name waswell known
throughout Otherworld. A powerful demon overlord, held risen through the ranksin the lower depths
with aruthlessnessthat defied understanding. Nothing stood in hisway. He went after what he wanted,
and he never failed. His name had been feared in OW for hundreds of years, though from a distance.

According to everything I'd heard about him, Shadow Wing made it abundantly clear that he thought
humankind should be razed to the ground. Father had told us that the Ol A had been begging the Court
and Crown to pay attention to the growing unrest for years, but the Queen was too caught up in her
opium dreamsto care. Now, with Shadow Wing in power, both Earth and Otherworld were at risk.

"I'm thinking OIA may not want to even consider this, but do you think there's a chance that Jocko's
death might have something to do with Shadow Wing?' | glanced & my sisters, wincing.

"Oh crap," Menolly dumped back in her chair. "That's the last thing | needed to think about.”

Ddlilah blinked. "Maybe were overreacting? Maybeit's just arandom strike by some idiot demon who
got himsdlf trapped Earthsde?!

| stared at her. "Did you even hear the message Trillian sent?!
She shrugged. "It came from Trillian. What can | say?"

| et it drop. Neither one of my sistersliked my ex, but avoice ingde whispered to me that we were
standing at thetip of theiceberg, staring at an enemy far greater than anything the OIA had ever faced.

After escorting a subdued Chase out the door, we sat around the table, mulling over the Situation. With
Shadow Wing riding at the helm of the Subterranean Realms, our job had taken aturn for the dangerous.
Not to mention that | had a persona stake in the matter. Trillian was back, and he had singled me out.
How had he hooked up with the O1A? They didn't accept Svartansin their service, any more than my
family had accepted him.

My stomach rumbled and, hungry, | shoved back my chair, went to the refrigerator, and pulled out aloaf



of whole grain bread, a packet of diced chicken breast, diced Swiss cheese, and abowl of tomatoes.
Ddlilah perked up when | fixed a couple sandwiches and handed her one.

"So, we've got some decisonsto make," | said, settling back into my chair. "I know that Jocko's
murderer either was—or had close contact with—ademon. That rope is permested with the stench.”

Menally's eyes narrowed. "The question is, does Shadow Wing have ahand in this, or isthedemon a
rogue? And are there any mortasinvolved? Humans, Sidhe, somebody discontent with the status quo?”

"Anybody new check in at the Wayfarer the past few nights, however unlikely asuspect? Maybe a
shepeshifter?”

She frowned, tapping her taloned nails on thetable. "A few, but they dl cleared through as being from
Otherworld. Of course, that doesn't mean that they're on the up and up. There are some shady
characters back home."

| nodded. While the Subterranean Realms were home to the biggest, baddest beasties, OW had its share
of malcontents, and not al of them fit the stereotype. "Did Jocko have any friends here?" | asked.

Menolly snorted. "He was popular with the women. He was hung like a horse and apparently FBH
women loved him. | know for afact that he spent alot of time hanging out with one woman in particular.
Her names... givemeaminute,” she said, thinking. "Oh yes, Louise. Louise Jenkins.”

"Do you know where shelives?' | asked.
"Not aclue” Menoally shook her head.

"Okay, heresthe plan. Ddlilah, you're the detective. Find out whatever you can about this Jenkins
woman. Where shelives, who she hangs out with, if she was seen with Jocko anytimein the past day or
0. Anything that seems remotely important.”

Ddlilah grinned. Sometimes | think she loved her cover job playing detective more than she loved her redl
jobworking for OIA. "Will do, Chief."

Menolly looked at me expectantly. "What should | do?"

"Thereare alot of gang members and derdlictsthat frequent the dleys around the bar. | think you should
pay them avisit later tonight and see what you can find out.” | gave her along look. She knew what |
meant.

A dow smile spread across her face. "'| am hungry,” she said softly.

"Take only what you need to quench your thirst,” | warned her. "Wipe the memory of the others. We
don't want to leave a bunch of bodies around arecent murder scene, and we don't want Chase on our
backs."

She nodded, laughing, and the ivory beads of her braids sounded like dancing bones. "And you? What
areyou going to do?"

| cdlosed my eyes. "The only thing | can think of. I'm going to pay avist to Grandmother Coyote.”

Menolly and Ddlilah stared at me, openmouthed, but | stopped any protests with araised hand. "I know,
| know—the Hags of Fate are dangerous, but we have no choice. Grandmother Coyote may be ableto
tell uswhether Jocko's death is connected with Shadow Wing."



Menolly stood. "If I'm going to hunt, 1'd better get ready.”

"Not so fast." | stopped her. "Wait till after midnight when there won't be so many people out and about.
Besdes, you made apromise, and I'm holding youto it."

She squinted, staring at me for amoment, then turned to Dedlilah. "Hey, Kitten, do you know where
Camillés planning on taking me?’

Ddlilah got very busy, very fast, sudying her fingernails. "I need amanicure. My nails are growing too fast
agan." Shebegantowhidle.

Menolly cleared her throat. "I asked you a question.”

"And | didn't answer!" Ddlilah said, hopping off her chair. "Don't blame me, Menolly—it'sal Camille's
iclea!"

"Traitor!" | yelled after her, laughing as she raced up the gairs. | glanced at Menolly, who was giving me
along gare. "Get your coat and let'sgo."

"l don't need acoat. | don't get cold,” shesaid dryly.

"But you can get wet, and it's pouring out right now." | dipped into my operacoat and picked up my
keys. Menolly silently followed me out to the car. As| started the ignition, she popped aCD in the dot
and we went sailing down the road to the wailing tunes of Godsmack.

Our destination was the basement of an old school turned community center. Goose bumps rippled dong
my arms as we descended the stairs, and Menolly once again hissed in my ear, "What isthis? Where are
you taking me?" she asked for what had to be the hundredth time since we | eft the house.

"Will you just shut up until we get there?' | knew she was going to be pissed. ™Y ou'll see soon enough.
Please, just go dong with this? For me?"

Shelet out alow sgh. "All right, dl right. Y ou owe me abig one."

"And | know you won't let meforget it." | flashed her agrin, and sherolled her eyes. Aswe cameto the
end of the stairs, a set of double doors faced us. On the door was aposter, and in the dim light it read
V.A. Mesting, 10:00 p.m.

"This better not bewhat | think it is—" she started to say as| pushed open the doors. We entered the
room, and with aquick look around, Menolly let out agroan. "Holy shit. Camille, what the hell were you
thinking?'

"Would you quit whining and giveit achance?' | said. "Now find aplace for usto st down. And make
surewe're Stting together. | don't fed safe here without you next to me.”

"Servesyou right,” she muttered but then grabbed my arm and looked around. " There are two seatsin
thethird row. Y ou'd better St next to theaide. Y ou're prime meat at this meeting, you know that?*

| knew shewasright, but | also knew she'd never have come on her own if I'd just told her about it.

The room was about thirty by thirty feet, with four rows of chairsfacing alectern covered with a
bloodred cloth.

A folding table to one side held what looked like bottles of warm blood. There was a plate of cookies



and some coffee for family members. The basement had no windows, and an emergency exit offered
passage to the sidewalk, probably a good idea, considering the nature of the meeting.

The other guests milled around the room. A few hovered near the celling, looking dmost in trance.
Everyone | could see was as bone-pae as Menolly. Some were dirty and matted and smelled like they
could use agood bath. Others were fastidioudy clean.

One woman with shocking silver hair and afigure to die for wore ablack Yves &. Laurent Rive Gauche
dress and Chanel balet pumps with ribbons that wrapped up her legs. She looked stunning, even more
so dueto the brilliant crimson on her lips and nail s that contrasted with her wan complexion. | blinked.
That was Sassy Branson, the reclusive socidite mentioned in last month's Seattle Magazne. | read
severd local magazinesto keep up to speed with the city and recognized her picture from an article about
some big charity fund-raiser held afew months ago. So Sassy was a vampire? Who would have
guessed?

A couple of the other vampsin the room were staring at me with obviousinteret, their nodrilsflaring, but
when Menally put her arm around me, they kept their distance. One of them, ageeky-looking man with a
ponytail and alayer of thin fuzz covering his chin, was dressed in aMicrosoft T-shirt and apair of holey
jeans. He dowly winked as he caught my gaze and raised hisbottle asif in salute.

| swallowed and pressed closer to Menally. "Maybe this wasn't such agood idea—"

She snorted. "Y ou think? But now that were here, why don't we stick around for alittle while and see
what's going down?' Her eyesflashed, and | had the feding she was enjoying watching me squirm.

| cleared my throat. "Am | the only one dive here?' Somehow I'd expected more family support to show
up.

"Dont let it bother you," avoice said from behind us. "Members are prohibited from drinking from the
other guestswhile on the premises. Y ou'll be safe enough, at least in body. We don't control the fantasies

of our participants.”

| whirled. The man who had spoken was of average height with bleached blond hair. He wore atweed
jacket with leather patches on the elbows, a pair of tidy jeans, and plastic-rimmed square glasses.

Before | could stop mysdif, | blurted out, "1 didn't know vamps ever needed to wear glasses.”

"Force of habit," hesaid. "The glassis purely for show. | can't seem to get used to going without them.
I'm gtill ardative newborn. In fact, I'm the one who started this group.” His gaze did over Mendlly,
dowly drinking her in. "If you don't mind me saying so, you're sunning.”

Shelooked startled, and | knew what was running through her head. It had been along time since
anyone but Delilah and I'd said that to her. Humans found vampiresirresistible, but it was that old undead
charm that did it. For afellow vamp to comment on her beauty was quite another matter.

"Thank you," shesaid dowly. "I'm Menadlly. Thisismy sgter, Camille”

He nodded. "And you're both part Faerie, if I'm not missing my guess. We're about to get started, so
please take your sedts, ladies.”

Aswe made our way to our chairs, Menolly was quiet. | expected her to make some catty comment
regarding the seedier-looking members of the audience, but she seemed preoccupied.

The vampire we'd been speaking to took the podium and gazed out over the twenty or so members of



the audience. "Welcome, children of the night and their guests, to the regular weekly meeting of Vamps
Anonymous. For those who are new, let me explain why we're here.”

Menolly squirmed in her segt, glancing around. Nobody el se seemed out of place, so we were probably
the only newbies around.

"We're agroup of recently transformed vampires—a ong with supportive rdatives—who are dl facing
the difficulties inherent with adjusting to anew way of life. Or death, if you prefer. | usedto bea
psychiatrist before one of my clients decided 1'd be better off asavampire. Now | counsal my peers. I'll
begin the introductions.” He held up ahand and waved. "Hi, I'm Wade, and I've been avampirefor five
years."

The audience rang out in unison with aresounding, "Hi, Wade!"

Menoally blinked, and | could see her fighting back a smile. The enthusiasm in the room, which had been
s0 lacking before the meeting Started, now reverberated from the walls as each person—vampire—gave
their name and the standard speech and was met in return with a hearty welcome.

When the round-robin came to Menally, she grabbed my hand, giving me a Please don't make me do
this look.

Wade must have noticed her reluctance because he called out, "Please, don't be nervous. | know this
may fed slly at first, but it'sarelief to have a place where we can discusswhat it's like to be undead.
These weekly mesetings are open to both vamps and their living family. We aso have a private vamp-only
meeting every two weeks for discussions of amore persond nature.”

Sowly, Menally let go of my hand. She stood up, looking like sheld rather be anywhere but here, and in
aclear voicesad, "Hi. I'm Menally. I'm half-Faerie, half-human, and I've been avampire for twelve
Eathsdeyears”

As she sat back down, everyone shouted, "Hi, Menolly!" and that faint smile crept back across her face.

By the time the meeting was over, the vampires were doing their best to be civil to me and not sarelikel
wasaBig Mac with frieson the sde.

Menolly exchanged afew phone numbers. Sassy Branson, the socidite in the Rive Gauche dress,
seemed especidly attentive. She il retained enough of her humanity to be taken in by our Sidhe charm,
and we found oursalves—Ddlilah included—invited to her annud holiday cocktail party in early
December. It crossed my mind that we'd be a definite social coup for her, though she did caution usto
avoid mentioning that both she and Menolly were vampires.

"My friends haven't figured it out yet, and I'd like to keep it that way," she said, asavvy look on her face.
"They just thought I'd taken ill for awhile, and | play up my eccentricitiesto keep them guessing. It was
lovely to meet you, girls. Camille, you're agood sister to bring Menolly to the meeting.”

Wade a so made sure to get our number, and Menolly seemed only too happy to giveit to him. On the
drive home, | glanced at her.

"Areyou mad at mefor taking you there?'

She stared out the window. "At first | was, but now... | suppose not." She shrugged. ™Y ou might be
right. It might be good for me to know afew other vamps who don't seem hell-bent on playing the big,
dark, and ugly like most of the ones back in OW. Sassy sure doesn't dress down.”



And with that, | knew that I'd been forgiven.

CHAPTER 4

By thetime we arrived home, it was close to eeven thirty. Delilah peeked out from the parlor. "Isit safe
to comeout?' shesaid.

Menolly grinned. "I'm not going to bite, and Camilleis till in one piece, o get your ass out here, Kitten.”
When Ddlilah joined us, Menolly added, "I notice you weren't there lending me your undying support
tonight.”

Ddlilah let out alaugh that was dmost apurr. " Undying isthe operative word. | thought that | should stay
homein one pieceto pick up what waseft of Camille when you got done with her. I'm glad that you
aren't upset, though. Next time—if you go—I'll be happy to go along.”

Shrugging, Menally said, "I'm not sureif I'll go again. Maybe. WEl see. I'm going downgtairs and
change. It'stimeto go hunting.” She blew us akiss and disappeared through the secret passage that led
to the basemen.

| watched her go, fedling the bloodlust surround her, the hunger a palpable force that radiated like a
brilliant gem from her center. It had filled the room at the meeting earlier, and it was fascinating to fed the
different levels of thirgt that rolled through the room. After amoment, | turned back to Delilah.

"Find anything out about the Jenkins woman yet?"

She stood and stretched, her face amask of bliss as she rolled her neck and arched her back. "Nope. |
waswatching Sex and the City, but I'll get to work now. | can surf the net on my laptop while Tyras
on."

My sister ngpped off and on through the day in her office, but like any cat, she spent part of the night
awake. Sheld developed an addiction to late-night TV, arealm that | avoided at al costs. | loved movies
and had been gorging on them since wefirst crossed over Earthside, but Delilah had ataste for the lurid
that eluded me, an odd contrast to her noncombative nature. At least at night | was usualy adeep. Ddlilah
liked company during the wee hours, and she'd cgjoled Menally to sit through more episodes of Jerry
Soringer than | wanted to count.

"Louise shouldn't be too hard to track down. When are you leaving to visit Grandmother Coyote?' she
asked, giving alittle shudder. "I don't envy you, that'sfor sure. Those Elementas scare the hell out of
r.rell

"You aresuchawuss" | said fondly. "But | love you anyway." | stared out at the blustery night. Thewind
was whipping leaves off the trees. We had |ess than aweek before the full moon. Ddlilah would be
useless that night, Menolly would be on the prowl, and | would be at the zenith of my power and more
than alittle crazed. "I'd better go now. I don't think she hangs around the woods during the day—too
much chance someidiot with agun might catch her.”

Ddlilah shuddered. "Better you than me. Be careful, Camille. People prowl these woods too, and humans
can be as dangerous as Elementds. There are alot of evil menin theworld.”

| gave her along look. Since we'd arrived Earthside, Ddlilah's unfailing optimism had started to crack
ever sodightly. "I'll be careful, | promise.” | gave her akiss on the forehead before heading toward the
dairs. A veiled shriek from the wind caught my attention, and | stopped to glance out the window at the
leavesthat rustled and whirled to the ground.



Shefollowed my gaze. "Therésanill wind blowing tonight.”

| closed my eyes. Ddlilah was right. The wind wasfilled with graveyard dust and the footsteps of the
dead walking. As| headed up to my room, | thought about the events of the evening. We might have
been considered disposable before, but with Shadow Wing looming in, the Ol A was going to need every
hand at the ready, even if they didn't redizeit yet. And we were leading the brigade.

My apartment on the third floor reflected my many moods. Four rooms and a bath, 1'd turned oneinto a
magica sanctuary, which included the only balcony in the house. With atable and chair under arainproof
awning, | could St beneath the starlight and recharge mysdif.

Asl| dipped out of my work clothes, framed by the chill of the night, my body ached. Last time I'd had
sex had been back in Otherworld. Too long for my tastes, but no one Earthside had caught my fancy. In
fact, nobody had touched me since my last meeting with Trillian. And now he was inching back into my
life, evenif only through alone message.

A Svartan, hewas one of the dark Fae from Svartafheim, acity in the Subterranean Realms. But Trillian
had turned sides and moved to Otherworld. We met under a dark moon one night when | wasfeding
particularly vulnerable, and from the first touch, held left me spoiled for anyone e se. Trillian had stolen
my heart aseasly ashe'd claimed my body. I'd ripped mysdlf away from him when | redlized what was
happening, but once you've been with a Svartan, there's no going back.

Hed pursued me for months, and | findly ended up taking some time away from work, hiding at home
protected by my sstersuntil | felt strong enough to stand on my own. But since then every man had paled
in comparison, and | gtill craved the passion with which Trillian had chained me. He was abad boy and |
knew it, but | missed him.

| ran my fingers down my bodly, lingering over my breasts as my nipples stiffened. Catching my bresth, |
forced mysdlf to drop my hand. | didn't have timeto indulge my fancy. | had work to do.

| opened my closet and dug through until | found what | was looking for—an ankle-length black skirt, a
long-deeved blouse that would keep me warmer than afur coat, and a spider-silk cape that reached my
knees. All were Otherworld garments, woven to glide through the forest with ease and to keep out the
cold.

Sliding into the skirt and top, | laced up apair of leather ankle boots and stared at mysdlf inthe mirror.
My face was a pae shadow against the flowing cape that would offer me easy passage through the
woods, unfettered by the thick undergrowth that grew in thisarea. And my eyes glowed brilliant violet
againg the raven hair and pae skin. At timesthey were flecked with slver—when | had been working
magic for along time, or when | walked the paths of Otherworld.

With asigh, | sank to the edge of the bed, homesick. Earth might have been my mother's home world,
but it wasn't mine. And yet, neither was Otherworld. | knew Delilah and Menally felt the same way. We
were caught between worlds, caught between races, caught between dimensions. When we were
children our playmates taunted us, calling us Windwalkers—beings who never settled in one place, who
never belonged to aland or aclan.

When wed joined the OIA, we'd hoped that it would bring us closer to our father's people. But our
strangeness had only been accentuated since Menolly had been captured and transformed. And now...
now there was no going back, even if we wanted to.

Bracing mysdlf, | strode to the door and raced out into the night. | jumped in my Lexus—a sted-gray



shadow hidden in the mist that was risng—and pulled out of the driveway, glancing up & the moon, who
was peeking through a break in the clouds. We were bound, she and I, by the oaths and trials I'd taken
during my initiation. | could aways count on the Moon Mother to watch over me and to drive meinto a
frenzy when she went full and the Hunt was on the prowl.

Grandmother Coyote lived in the woods on the outskirts of Belles-Faire. She'd been drawn to this place
because of the portals, and she guarded one outside of the Ol A'sjurisdiction. By day shewasjust an old
woman reading fortunesin adim little shop on the wrong side of town. By night, she cameinto her own,
because Grandmother Coyote was one of the Hags of Fate. She neither wove nor created destiny but
smply watched it unfold. Sometimes, for aprice, she would look at the strands and read what was most

likely to happen.

Once| reached the edge of the wood, | stepped out of the car and closed my eyes, dropping my head
back to catch the wind. "Show metheway," | whispered, and the stars heard me from behind their cloud
cover and answered. The sound of singing echoed from deep within the stand of cedar and fir.

| moved through the bushes like afish through water as branches did away from the materid of my cape.
Creeping around thick cedar and fir trunks, | clambered over aleaf-strewn windfall that blocked my
path, taking down a spider's web strung between two trees. The arachnid landed on my hand, and | gave
her alittle tap and sent her on her way, watching as the striped orb weaver clambered adong one of the
remaining threads and began reweaving her net. Like dl of my father'skin, | could seein the dark,
perhaps not quite as clearly asafull-blood Sidhe, but enough to recognize colors and shapeswith little
difficulty.

After afew minutes, the huckleberry and bracken fern gave way, and | entered the center of asmall
grove, circular and mossy and open to the sky. | paused, fedling my way through the energy. Magic ran
thick here—the magic of old woodlands and dark lords and deep secrets. Some FBHs could fed it.
Some of the human witches and pagans had flocked to my store, their eyes shining because what they so
long believed had come true, though in ways that often shocked them.

| reached out, searching, and then | felt her. Grandmother Coyote. She was watching from behind one
of thelone oaks that dotted the copse.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are. | have questions and concerns for you, Grandmother. Y ou are
needed,” | whispered.

Within moments the undergrowth on the other side of the glade rustled, and out stepped an old woman.
Clad in along gray green robe, she moved slently across the leato stand beside me. Her hair was hidden
beneath a hood, but wisps of white fur peeked out from the edges to frame her face, which was so
ridged with wrinklesit was difficult to imagine that she'd ever been young. Cracks on the road map of
eternity.

She might have been born old. One of the Elementd spirits, Grandmother Coyote was bound to Earth
but served dl redms. She lived outside of time, immorta. Or asimmorta asthe planet dlowed her to be.
When the earth died, so too would she. No demon could kill her, no human could harm her, no one from
Otherworld could charm her. Outside of reach, she wasin touch with everything that wandered the
planet, every event that took place onits surface.

She looked into my eyes, and | stood till, alowing her to probe my essence. Grandmother Coyote
would spesk or not as she willed, but my behavior would determine how much she might be willing to tell
me



"What isit you seek, daughter of Y'Elestrid, and of Earth?"
Y'Elestrial ... my homeland in Otherworld. | kndlt, genuflecting.

"Very pretty,” she said, her voice a smidgeon above a cackle. "But you know aswell as | do that actions
can be decelving. All the pretty mannersin the world won't cover an empty soul. Stand and let melisten
to your heart."

| rose from my knees and sat beside her on one of the windfalls while the clouds parted and the gibbous
moon flared through the trees, its Slver beamsilluminating our faces.

"I'mwith the OIA, and I'm looking for answersto amurder, and arecent shift in power. We need to
know what's happening. Will you hdp me?!

Grandmother Coyote stared a me, her gaze splitting me wide as she viewed every atom within my body,
every thought within my soul. | felt like | was naked, tied spread-eagle to a stone under the starry night,
open for scrutiny, every flaw and strength exposed.

After amoment she motioned for meto follow her to the base of one of the nearby trees. The trunk was
huge—wide enough to fit severd men—and when she approached, alight shimmered as a doorway
formed. She ducked her head, entering, and | followed.

Within the trunk we strode along a dirt path lit by dancing lights and shrouded on both sides by mist and
shadow. Near the end, we came to a cave within which rested a small table and two chairs carved out of
oak. Theknots and burls blinked as | took the chair opposite her. | had the uneasy fedling | was Sitting
on somebody's face but pushed it aside. Now wasn't the time to question seeting arrangements.

Grandmother Coyote sang afew notes, and a candle sprang to life. On the oaken table rested acrystal
ball amost asbig as my head. Grandmother Coyote leaned close and blew along, dow breath onit, the
mist from her lungs enveloping the orb likefog. A spark flared in the center of the crystd, radiating out.
She opened a velvet pouch that hung on her belt and held it out to me.

"Let's see what the bones haveto say," she said. "Choose three."

| cautioudy reached within the darkened pouch, and my fingers met a smooth surface that felt like
polished ivory. The bag wasfilled with finger bonesfrom all different races and species. Swalowing a
lump that rosein my throat, | let my fingers close around three of them before withdrawing my hand.

"Placethefirst on thetable."

| opened my hand, and thefirst bone, along, narrow digit etched with symbolsthat | couldn't read, fell
onto the table. Grandmother Coyote gazed at it for amoment, then looked deep into the crystal ball.

"A great shadow arises. Heintendsto rule dl threeworlds. Born from thefire, hisnatureisgreed.” She
jerked her head up, and even though | knew she wasimmuneto fear, | imagined aquaver in her voice as
shesad, " A Soul Eater . He charmsthe birds from the trees, the fish from the water. He unites those who
will not be united into agreat force, and they are sending out scouts even aswe spek... to look for..."
She paused, then shook her head. "'I'm not sure what he's looking for yet."

Shadow Wing. She had to be talking about Shadow Wing. Soul Eaters were the biggest of the big bads.
They devoured the very essence of their enemies, casting the soulsinto oblivion asthey absorbed their
opponents power. Among the highest order of demons, Soul Eaters were rare, and they usudly
managed to charm their way into positions of authority. Once there, they turned tyrant, and the resulting
rule was aways bloody. By the time their minions redlized what was going on, it wastoo late.



"The second bone," Grandmother Coyote said. | dropped the second bonein front of her. It was afinger
from a Brownie. Shuddering, | jerked my hand back as she picked up the digit and closed her eyes.

"Long ago, the Elementd L ords were given guardianship over the spirit sedl, which was broken into nine
parts, fashioned into pendants. The Lords grew lazy, and the sealswere lost. Eventualy mortasfound
them and took possession. These are what the scouts seek. When they find the sedl's, they will take them
into the depths where they will be joined back as one, and the Soul Eater will rip open the portals that
Separate the worlds.”

Soirit seals? | must have looked confused, because she paused. ™Y ou don't know what the spirit seals
ae?'

| shook my head. "No, I've never heard of them."

"No accounting for the school system, either in OW or here," she said, disgruntled. "But that doesn't
surprise me. Whenever mortas of any kind are involved, they forget the past and repeat mistakes.”
Grandmother Coyote looked asif she was debating whether to tell me more. She held up ahand. "Wait
here," she said, rising to disappear into the shadows that surrounded the table.

| dowly opened my hand and stared at the remaining bone. It was the finger of a human—awoman. That
much | could read off of it, but more | couldn't see. | started to stand, intending to stretch, but the chair
wrapped abranch around my wai<t, holding mefast.

"Hey! What are you doing?' | squirmed, trying to get free, but the limb anchored mefirmly in place.
Apparently, | wasn't dlowed to wander around. At least it wasn't trying to fee me up. | relaxed, and the
branch relaxed. | tried to stand again, and once again found mysalf dammed back into the seat. "Okay,
okay, youwin," I mumbled.

Just then, Grandmother Coyote regppeared. " Getting fresh with you, isit? No worry. | just don't want
drangers wandering through my |abyrinth."

She flashed me asmilethen, thefirst I'd seen from her, and | cringed. Her teeth were razor sharp, shining
ged in the night. Menolly's fangs looked like baby teeth in comparison to Grandmother Coyote's metal
mouth. Either she didn't notice or she chose to ignore my response, because she held out abook. ™Y ou
can havethis. It will teach you the history of the spirit sedls, at least enough for you to understand what
youreup agang.”

I murmured a thank-you and took the book. The cover was hand-tooled |eather—dragon leather. | ran
my fingersover it, feding the low rumble that still emanated from the skin. | hadn't heard of adragon
daying in along time. The book must be ancient. | carefully set it aside and tossed the third bone on the
table. Grandmother Coyote fingered it for amoment, then shook her head.

"Out near Great Mother Rainier, you will find one of the sedls. That is, you will if you get there before the
Soul Eater's scouts.”

"What doesthe sedl ook like?' | asked, thinking of Mount Rainier and just how vast the nationd park
was.

Grandmother Coyote snorted. "A talisman of energy, aswirl of souls. Look for the pendant around the
neck of aman known as Tom Lane." Her eyes began to spin, and | blinked against their kaleidoscopic
brilliance.

A guardian, or an unwitting accomplice to fate?"lshe human?'



"Yesand no, but that'sal 1'm going to tell you. And now, the bill for my services."

| winced. She had every right to demand payment. | just hoped it wouldn't be something | needed in
order tolive. "What do you want?'

Shegavemealazy grin. "'l have yet to collect the finger bone of ademon.”

Oh yeah, that sounded doable. | coughed. "I don't know any demons. And | sincerely doubt that they'd
give up afinger bone for my sske."

"A free prediction, my dear. Over the coming years, you will know far more demons than you ever hope
to. If you survive the coming ondaught, you'll have plenty to choose from. Bring me your favorite,” she
sad. "And if you dont, then one of your fingerswill do just fine."

Before | had timeto spuitter, | found mysdf standing back in the center clearing of the grove, aone. |
whirled around, looking for Grandmother Coyote, but sheld disappeared, and | couldn't pick out which
tree was hers.

For amoment, | wondered if I'd imagined the whole thing, but when | looked down at my feet, | saw
four objects: the three bones gleaming in the moonlight and the book. | scooped them up and, fedling the
need to be out of the woods as quickly as possble, ran through the trees, glancing at the moon over my
shoulder. The Huntress was racing the night winds, the Hunt only afew nightsaway. | couldn't afford to
get swept up in the prima chase with this messlooming over our heads, but when the Moon Mother
caled, | answered.

At my car, | took one quick look back at the forest. For amoment, a hundred red eyes peered out of the
gloom, staring in my direction. Needing no further hint, | did into the driver's seat and pulled back onto
theroad. As| headed for home, | wondered just where in the world | was supposed to find ademon
willing to part with hisindex finger. Because | sure as hell wasn't ready to give up one of mine.

The night was waning by the time | dammed the front door behind me. | dipped into the living room,
gartling Delilah. Menolly sat by her side, apparently back from hunting. A glance at the TV made me
flinch,

"Blind Date? Honey, you've got to devel op some viewing taste. Maybe we should make you watch
PBS?'

Delilah snorted as she fished another corn chip out of the bag of Fritos. "Y ou and what army? Mr. Big
Bad Demon?'

With alaugh, Menaolly burped. Sheflipped off the TV, looking sated. Obvioudy, shed fed well. Ddlilah
beamed, waving a packet of papers.

"| found Louise Jenking Y ou want to pay her avist tomorrow?"

"Hold on afew. Let me get out of these clothesfirgt,” | said, dashing up the stairs. | changed into along
satin nightgown and dipped on amatching robe, again blessing Earthsde clothing designers. Victorids
Secret was my secret playground. My thoughts flickered briefly to Trillian. He loved sk and atin.

Sighing, | brushed out my hair and did on apair of fuzzy dippers. By thetime returned to the living
room, the knots of tension from my encounter with Grandmother Coyote were beginning to ease, but my
shouldersiill hurt like hell. 1 plopped mysdlf down on the floor in front of Menally.



"Neck rub?" | asked, leaning back. She wrinkled her nose and smiled. | noticed her fangswere
retracted, but there was a smudge of blood on her lower lip that she/d missed. | silently handed her a
tissue and tapped my chin. She wiped her mouth. "I takeit you had agood night?’

"Very good," she said, rubbing the kinks out of my shoulders. Her fingers were so strong that it occurred
to me she might look into becoming amasseuse. Cancel that. Theimage of her massaging a stranger's
neck brought up other thoughts—not so good ones. | backtracked from the idea. Menally had
self-control, but even the best of us could experience aweak moment.

"I found out more than | expected to, and the world now possesses one less perv,” she said. "Hewas
about to dice up a hooker who works the back alley around Jocko's. | wiped her memory after | took
care of her would-be suitor. In fact, | wiped her memory and told her to go find agood job asa
waitress. When she comes to, maybe shell get hersdf off the streets.” Menolly had a penchant for
tracking down the whack-jobs of the world. Since we'd been here, she'd saved the police agreat deal of
expense and trouble, even if they didn't know it.

| grasped Menolly's hand and gaveit aquick kiss. "Good work," | said. " So what did you find out?"

Her eyes glistened, flaring crimson before fading back to theicy gray they'd turned when shed died. "'l
talked to one of the men who degpsin abox next to the restaurant—not Chase'sinformant, but a buddy
who was drunk when Chase interviewed him. He told me what he forgot to tell Chase. Seemsthree
figures cameracing out of the back door in the wee hours of the morning, dragging Jocko by arope.
They left himin the dley before fleeing. My man was desping it off behind a pile of cardboard boxes. But
it'sbad. Big, bad news."

| held my breeth. "Asin?" .

"Asin atrio of demons. From the descriptions, | figured out what we're looking at. Starting with a
Psycho Babbler."

"Oh great,” | moaned. Psycho Babblers were reptilian, able to shift into the most gorgeous of mortals.
They were smilar to incubi, but they never bothered to have sex with their victims. They just charmed
them into aviolent and bloody death. And they were stupid. Redl stupid.

"It gets even better,” she said with agrim smile. "The second on€'s a harpy, and that'sjust nasty. But the
third... we'rein worse trouble than we thought.” Her nodtrilsflared, and her fangs extended just a
smidgen. Something had my sigter excited. Ddlilah put down her book, looking grave.

My spirits sank. Grandmother Coyote said Shadow Wing had sent scouts through the portdss, and it
seemed sheld been telling the truth. Maybe | had more chanceto find that demon finger than | thought.

"Okay, I'll bite. Who's our third man?'

"Remember when Father told us about ademon he'd fought on one of his scouting missons? The one
who killed Uncle Therasin? He showed us the demon'simage in the Crystal Mirror."

"Oh hell," | said, leaning back. "Bad AssLuke."
Menolly nodded vigoroudly, her beads clicking loudly. "That'sright. Ladies, Bad AssLukeisintown."
As| sat the book and bones on the coffee table, Menolly's eyes widened. Ddlilah leaned in for alook.

"Okay, let me add fud to thefire," | said. "Grandmother Coyote told me that Shadow Wing is sending
scouts through the porta s—hence our lovely trio of miscreants. Trillian was right—Shadow Wing'son



the move. Not only that, but | found out what kind of demon he actudly is. Ladies, we now have a Soul
Eater at the helm of the Subterranean Realms.”

It got very quiet for amoment, then all havoc broke loose as the front door burst open. In ablur of
movement, Delilah was standing, holding agun in one hand, along knifein the other. Menolly hissed and
soared up to the celling, her arms spread to divein attack. Running on ingtinct, | called out to the Moon
Mother, and energy raced into my hands, crackling as| armed mysdf with the silver lightning.

"Show yourself or you're adead man,” | yelled, hoping that my shout would make up for my lack of
confidence.

"Gladly." Thefigure stepped out from the swirl of rippling energy.

| lowered my hands. Oh hell. | did not need this—not now. Not ever. My heart sarted to pound, and my
knees turned to rubber as Ddlilah lowered her weapons and Menolly sputtered something | couldn't
catch.

"Pleasetdl melI'mimagining things" | said, fighting my ingtinct to race over and diveinto the Svartan's
arms. Trillian bowed, hislipsfull and pouting. | wanted to bite into them right there but managed to
restrain mysdf. "What are you doing here?' | asked. "Who told you that you were welcome in our
house?'

"Y our father asked me to check up on you and deliver amessage for him. He's decided that you need
somebody outside the agency to play delivery boy and bodyguard. There's abad wind on therise, my
sweet, and you and your sstersareright in its path.”

As he stepped fully into thelight, | could seethat Trillian hadn't changed since I'd last seen him. Hewas
as gorgeous as ever. Svartans—the dark-souled cousins of the Sidhe world—were creatures of beauty.
With skin the color of obsidian and hair that shone somewhere between silver and blue, they were
luminous, radiating sex and power and chaos. And | knew dl too well how deep this particular Svartan's
beauty ran. 1'd seen him naked too many times. Or too few, depending on how | looked at it. Whatever
the case, from the top of his head to the tips of histoes, Trillian was a magnificent sght.

| struggled to gather my witsas| stared into my nightmare's eyes. He grinned, then leisurely reached out
and wrapped hisarm around my waist, pulling metight againgt him. | should have fought.
Shoulda-woulda-coulda. His other hand gripped my hair, tilting my head back as histongue parted my
lips, and | fell hopeesdy in lust with him again as he pulled mein for the deepest, darkest kissl'd had ina

long, longtime.
CHAPTER5

The kisswent on and on. He ground his hips harder against mine, and | could fed an edge of desirerise
that had been missing from my lifefor so long. Two seconds away from ripping off my nightgown, |
stumbled and pushed againgt his chest. He loosened his grasp but didn't et go, gazing down into my face
with eyesthat knew meinside out.

"Y ou shouldn't haveleft me" Trillian said, hisvoice rough.

| swalowed the lump rising in my throat. Y ou know | didn't have any choice. Y ou're Svartan.” And that
saditadl.

Trillian, however, wasn't ready to let the matter drop. "1 wasn't the one who made the first move. Y ou
choseto bind yoursdlf to me. Y ou're mine, no matter what you think or say or do."



| bit my lip, drawing blood. He leaned down and pressed his mouth against mine, sucking gently. After
another moment, he stepped back, letting me go, and | wavered. As| fought for control, Delilah grimly
shesthed her knife and holstered her gun. Menolly drifted to the floor, never taking her eyes off of Trillian.
Neither she nor Delilah had approved of my affair with him, but they wouldn't interfere unless | asked for
help. At least not overtly.

| wiped my mouth, unableto tear my gaze away. What I'd suspected wastrue. Trillian ill held mein
thral, adisconcerting discovery to say theleast. | wasn't even sure I'd ever liked him, but 1'd fallen hard.
He was one of those dark golden boys that shimmer with the promise of heady nights and summer wine.

"Camille? Camille?' Ddlilah's voice brought me back to the present. "If Father asked Trillian to play
messenger, then something must be dragtically wrong at home.”

Trillian took another step in my direction, and | sumbled back, dmost tripping over the coffee tablein
my haste to avoid his hands. Damnit. Thelast thing | wanted was for him to realize he ill had control
over me, but | had afedling that was one secret | wasn't going to be able to keep. He read my
expression and laughed. It wasn't a pleasant sound.

"So glad to find that you haven't forgotten me," he said. "At least I'm not alonein my obsession.”
| jerked my head up. "What are you talking about?"

Helicked hislips, and | had to force mysdlf to keep from flying at him again. "Y ou're the only onewho
willingly walked away from me."

So that'swhat had him in alather—I'd left before held had a chance to get bored with me. It had taken
every ounce of sdf-discipline | had to make the break, and | wasn't sure | could do it again. When he
suddenly disappeared, 1'd thought he went home to the Subterranean Realms.

"Wheat's Father's message, and why does he think we need abodyguard?’ If | kept the conversation on
neutral footing, maybe I'd be safe.

Trillian straightened his shoulders. "Businessfirgt, then. Asit should beinthese... uncertaintimes.”
Menolly chose thismoment to breek in. "So tdll usdready, Svartan.”

He gave her along, speculaivelook. "Menally, you'relooking dmost dive. Met any digible batslately?!
Shehissed a him, and he grinned.

Ddlilah brokein. "Stop it, both of you! We don't have timefor this, and | don't need to change right now.
Firg Chase, and now you, Trillian. Menally, why do you hate everybody who'sinterested in Camille?"

Trillian gave me asiddong glance but said nothing.
Menolly sghed. "Y ou don't like thisblack heart either, so don't play al sdf-righteouswith me," she said.

Ddlilah started to shimmer, but | caught her wrist. "Don't you dare! We need you to hold tight, hon." |
glanced at Menolly, who relented.

"Kitten, calm down," she said. "I'm not mad at you, okay?"
With ahuff, Delilah flounced to the sofa. Menolly sat beside her, stroking her hand. | motioned to Trillian.

"Y ou might aswell sit downtoo,” | said, keeping out of hisreach. "Why don't you first explain why our



father asked you to play messenger boy. | know exactly what he thinks of you."

Trillian did into one of the overstuffed armchairs and stretched out hislong legs, crossing them at the
ankles as he leaned back. "The answer's smple enough. Y our father thought my arriva would go
unannounced. | don't arouse suspicion, because | can't possibly be amember of the OIA." He grew
serious and leaned forward. "Ligten, girls, thereéstroublein Y'Elestrid. Serioustrouble. Y our father wants
you to know that the OIA may not be able to offer much support in the near future, even though they
won't tell you so. He heard Johnson's report, as well asthe official response.”

"Then Father believesus,” | said, relieved. With our father on our side, we stood a better chance of
coping with whatever might be headed our way. "We have more. Weve confirmed that Shadow Wing
has taken over the Subterranean Realms and is planning an attack on both Earth and Otherworld.”

Trillian'sface clouded over. "I know. | just returned from the Sub Realms, and I've seen the chaos going
on there. How do you know dl of this?'

| slently walked over to the table where I'd dropped the finger bones and picked them up. "I visited
Grandmother Coyote tonight."

Trillian shuddered. "Hell'sbells, Camille. The Hags of Fate?'Y ou know they're nothing to mess around
with. Thosevisitscomewith aprice.”

"I'maware of that," | said, feding the smooth ivory roll under my fingers. "And | owe her... wdl... what
| owe her isn't going to be dl that easy to repay, but it was worth it. She provided me with invaluable
information that apparently OIA doesn't know—or doesn't care—about.” | avoided his eyes. "Have you
ever heard of the spirit sedls, Trillian?!

He frowned, then nodded. "V aguely, when | was achild | heard whispered tales about awondrous
treasure that could force the three realms to reunite—either in peace or inwar. Why?' he asked, leaning
forward. "Did you find one of them?"

"No, but Shadow Wing is searching for them. He meansto use them as akey. He can open the portals
with them and let hisarmy passinto Earth. To make thingsworse, he knowswherethefirst oneis. And
now, so do we. It'sup to usto find and retrieve the sed before he does.” | filled himin onwhat I'd
learned. Like dl Svartans, Trillian was good at hiding hisemotions, but | could tell that he was both
surprised and concerned.

| picked up the book Grandmother Coyote had given me and headed into the dining room. The others
followed me, and we gathered around the table as | flipped open the pages. The text wasin an ancient
script, but | could read it hatingly, enough to decipher the basics of what it was saying.

In the fourth age of our world, there arose a great leader in the Subterranean Realms named
Tagatty. A demon overlord, he united the lower realms and led a great army into Earth to battle
the North men with snow and with fire. The war raged, threatening to spread throughout the
lands, until the gods went to the Elemental Lords and begged for help.

The Elemental Lords agreed to assist, although the Hags of Fate declined, stating they would only
watch as the situation unfolded. Together, the gods and Elementals forged a great spirit seal
which separated the three Realms and created the portals—limited nexus points through which
travelers could pass from one world to another .

Ddlilah frowned. " So, what happened to the sedl? How did it get logt?"



"How ese?" Trillian asked. "Clumsiness. Y ou've got to admit, when you're facing eternity, you're bound
to lose track of things along the way, and the Elementa s and gods tend to be scatterbrained. Too much
power isn't dways agood thing. Look at Earth's history to proveit—Hitler, Stalin, Good old Vlad."

"Vlad doesn't count; he was avampire posing asamortal. But you'reright,” | said, continuing to read.

The spirit seal was broken into nine pieces and given to the Elemental Lords. Guardianship over
most of the portals was given to the Guard Des Estar, off of which branched the Otherworld
Intelligence Agency thousands of years later.

As eons passed, the Elemental Lords grew careless. The great wars wer e forgotten, and the nine
seals were lost, only to be found by mortals who unwittingly became their hosts. Anyone finding
one of the spirit seals can unlock and use its secrets. If all of the seals are found and once again
joined, the portals will shatter, and the three realms will again become intimately bound. And
there will be no stopping any wishing to cross between the worlds.

| pushed the book away. "Before the Great Divide, Otherworld, Earth, and the Subterranean Realms
intermingled fredy."

Menally traced a pattern on the table with her finger. "Then the Elemental Lords crested the sedlsasa
way of protecting OW and Earth during the great war, and they |eft the portals asthe only red meansto
cross between worlds—other than natura nexus points. If Shadow Wing gets hold of the sedl's, he can
tear them gpart and dlow hisarmiesto ravage theland.”

We dtared a one another asthe ramifications set in. The potentia for devastation was tremendous.
Unless we could stop him, Shadow Wing could decimate Earth and march on Otherworld. Earth's
militaries were no match for a horde of Demonkin, and while OW had an army, it had been along time
sincethey'd heard any sort of call to battle. It would take time to muster forces.

| cleared my throat. "There are nine parts of the seal. Asfar aswe know, he doesn't have any of them
yet. Thanksto Grandmother Coyote, we know the name of the man who possesses the first one, and we
know whereto find him. Trillian, you have to go back to Father and let him know what's going on.
Maybe he can convince the OIA that thisis serious. Meanwhile, well search for Lane and snesk him to
Otherworld before Bad Ass L uke discovers what's going on.”

"If Grandmother Coyote told you what's happening, do you think she might tell the demonsthat you
cameto her if they asked?' Ddlilah asked.

When Menolly and Trillian looked at me, waiting, | redlized that I'd become the leader of our little group.
| shrugged.

"l have no idea. Y ou never can tell what the Hags of Fate will do—she might tell them to balance out the
Stuation, or she might not. Hell, she might even bite off one of Bad AssLuke'sfingers. That'swhat | owe
her—the finger bone of ademon for her collection.”

Trillian coughed. "Nice. Smple, but effective.”

"Yes, butif | don't pay her, then my own finger isforfeit, so | think I'll do my be<t to give her what she
wants." | grinned at him, and he broke into laughter, his voice echoing through my body. "I thought you'd
seethejokeinthat," | said, waving away Ddlilah's pale look of surprise.



"What about the other sedls?" Menolly asked. " Shouldn't we be finding out where they are?’

| pushed mysdf out of my chair and peeked through the heavy velvet drapesthat closed off the dining
room from the outside world. Rain cascaded on the roof in sheets, but aglimmer in the east told me that
MOrning was near.

"Well ded with them one at atime. That'sal we can do. That, and keep hope. Menolly, you'd better get
to deep. Dawn's on the way, and you don't want to be up at sunrise, even if we never do seethesunin
this godforsaken place.”

"l canfed it," shesad. "My body dows. Good night, then, and wake mewhen it'ssafe” Sheraised her
hand to her lipsand blew usakiss. | asked Trillian to wait in the living room, and after he was out of
view, Menally glided silently to the bookshelf that stood against thewall. She sivung it open and—within
seconds—had vanished to the basement, the secret door shutting softly behind her.

The phonerang as| caled Trillian back into the dining room. Delilah answered it. "No, I'm sorry, she's
out for theday... Yes, I'll tdl her. What was your name again?' She scratched a message on the notepad
by the telephone, then said, "Got it. Buh-bye!”

"Who wasthat?" | asked.
"Some guy named Wade. Said he wantsto ask Menolly out on adate.”

"Gofigure," | sad, grinning as| told her who hewas. "I think maybe Menoally will end up joining Vamps
Anonymous after dl."

Ddlilah yawned, her eyesweary. "Good for her... but honestly, I've got to get to bed. It's been too long
sncemy last ngp. Good night,” she said, heading up the Sairs.

| could fed the same duggishness coursing through my body. We'd been up al night, and my encounter
with Grandmother Coyote had left me drained. | turned to Trillian. "'l supposethisis good-bye for now.
Father will bewaiting."

"Yes, | should go," he whispered, hisbreath hot in my ear as he dipped around behind me, encircling my
wag with hisarm. "But firg, tel mewhy you left me, Camille. Y ou aren't prejudiced against my kind like
therest of your family. Did | hurt you?"

| bit down on my lip, hard, and shook my head. "No, but you would have. Eventualy. Svartans dways
hurt those they love. | didn't want to be around when you grew tired of me. | didn't want to be cast aside
like yesterday's lunch.”

"Soyou left firgt, before | could leave you." Hislips gently pressed against my neck, nuzzling gently.

| shivered. "Don't do this, Trillian. If we gtart up, | don't know if | can walk away again. | fl in love with
you, and you know what that means.”

"Then why leave?' he whispered. "Why wak awvay when you love me? When you knew | ill wanted
you?1 can fed your body call to me. Y ou want me, insde you, hot and hard. Let mein. | promise, you
won't regret it."

Memories of our relationship flared, both the good and the painful. Svartans didn't bind their heartsto
one person. To any person, actually. And while | wasn't asking—or looking—for an exclusive
relationship, | was addicted to Trillian's power. To be cast away from him was aterrifying thought. |
could handle him having other lovers, but | couldn't bear the thought that he might turn his back on me.



Hisrace was s0 intense that one night spent in the arms of a Svartan wasdl it took to crave another, and
yet another. | could barely imagine anyone € se touching me. Did | darelet him back in my life now?

| broke away, staring at the door. | wanted to tell him to go. | wanted to order him out and end it right
there. Of course, he could command me to undress, to lay mysdlf down, open my legsto him, and I'd
haveto obey. | was till under thrall, and he knew it. Part of me wished he would—it wouldn't be my
fault then.

Trillian scowled. "1 won't forceyou," he said. "1 have no desire to force any woman. But Camille, think
about it. Remember what it was like?"

Closing my eyes, | wavered. Would it be worth the worry and fear again? | opened my eyes and held out
my hand. " Shut up and come upstairs, and fuck me until we shake the stars out of the sky."

Updtairs, Trillian stayed my hand as| reached for my gown. "Let melook at you firgt, asyou are. It's
been solong." His eyes burned with cold fire, and | knew there was no turning back.

He dowly walked around me, reaching out so that hisfingers were dmost touching me but not quite. |
shuddered. Just being near him set me off, and | felt mysdlf flush. My glamour shifted, and | knew my
eyeswere shining—the slver of the moon reflecting through them as he set my Faerie blood dight.

When Sidhe met Svartan, the magica energy whirled into avortex that my mother's human blood
couldn't stave off. The familiar sweep caught me up asthe collision of our opposite natures locked and
began their dance.

"Take off your robe," he said, and there was no question that | would not obey. | |et the bathrobe drop
to thefloor.

"Now the gown," he said, his gaze still locked on me.

Asl did the straps over my shoulders and let my nightgown follow the robe, my breasts began to ache. |
held my breath as Trillian leaned over and placed akiss on my neck, sofaint | could barely fed hislips.

"What do you want?' he asked.

My voice shook as| answered. "Touch me. Run your tongue and lips over my body. | want to seeyou
naked again, to fed you under my hands."

As hedipped out of the trousers and the shirt that could have come from any menswear shop in the city,
my gaze was riveted on hisface, hisbody. His skin waslike smooth glass—slken and brilliant and black.
He unknotted the braid that held his hair back from hisface and it fell in waves around his shoulders,
shrouding him inamirror of the Moon Mother'slight. | lowered my gaze and gasped. Though | had seen
him naked many times before, | had forgotten just how beautiful he was.

"Don't make mewait. Please..." | hated mysdlf for begging, but the pull was too much. It had been so
long since I'd had a man—any man—abut especidly since I'd tasted the wine of my dark lover's passion.
Tearswelled up as| wondered if he was going to toy with me, to tease me. And then the moonlight
broke through the clouds and bathed my room, cloaking mein the Moon Mother's silver lifeblood. Her
power strengthened me, and | straightened my shoulders, bringing my gaze to meet Trillian square in the
face.

Hisexpresson said everything | wanted to hear. "Camille," he said, roughly, reaching for me. | danced
back astep and stretched, feding every musclein my body crackle with lust and control.



"Do you want me?' | said, holding out my hand to stop him.

Trillian's nodtrilsflared, and &t first | thought he was angry, but then | saw the flicker of delight in hiseyes.
He enjoyed the game, enjoyed the power play. "I want you. AH of you, every inch and niche. Camille,
will you have me?'

And then, al play vanished as| opened mysdf to him, deadly serious, searching for the grail that would
carry usout of oursalves and into that realm where our souls could merge. He buried hishead in my

neck, carrying meto the bed. As| tumbled back, we both knew that our first meeting after so long would
not be gentle—the need was too grest, the urgency too strong. His eyesflashed as he plunged into my
core, driving his cock home again and again as he struggled to find my center. Thick and demanding, he
ground hiships against mine, and | felt my thoughts beginning to dide away, leaving an open chasm over
which we played out our struggle. And then, we were there—straddling the edge of the cliff, teetering as
we fought for control.

With one last thrugt, Trillian shuddered. He brokefirgt, his cry echoing to sever the cords that bound me
to consciousness. With one sharp gasp, | went tumbling into the abyss.

By thetime | opened my eyes, the sunlight was spilling through my curtains, and the smell of bacon and
eggs wafted up the airs. | winced. My neck hurt from being kinked too far to theright, but the ache was
nothing in comparison to the sated fed in the pit of my stomach. | luxuriated as| rolled out of bed. |

hadn't felt thisgood in along, long time.

The other sde of my bed was empty. After our try<t, Trillian had returned to OW to talk to my father. So
| was back to dancing with the devil. But the smile on my face wastoo bright for that thought to quench
my good mood as | glanced at the clock. Ten am. Oh hell, the store!

| did into aplum chiffon skirt that flirted with the tops of my knees and pulled on apae gray cashmere
swester. Zipping up my knee-high stiletto suede boots, | hurried downstairs as | fumbled with my hair,
managing to corrd the tumbling curlsinto athick ponytail. Ddlilah was waiting, bright-eyed, with
breakfast on thetable.

"l am so hungry.” | did into my chair and snagged a piece of bacon off the platter. "Thanks. I'm running
lae”

Ddlilah wrinkled her nose. Shewas dressed in apair of flare-legged jeans and a patchwork peasant shirt
in shades of blue and ivory. Thick-soled platform ankle boots raised her to soaring heights. "I think you
should cdll Iristoday. We have to start looking for Tom Lane.”

I'd hoped to find some word waiting from OIA when | woke up, but there were no messages from either
Chaseor Trillian.

"l guessyou'reright. We don't have amoment to waste.”" | picked up the phone and put in acal on the
private shop linetoIris.

"Hey, can you run the shop today? We have OIA business."

Irisjotted down notes as | ran through what she needed to know, then promised to call and leave a
status report at the end of the day. She spoke perfect English, even though sheld spent most of her lifein
Finland, where her kin had bound themsdvesto afamily of humans, coexigting peacefully until the family
had died out last generation. With no oneléeft to tend, Iris had signed up with the OIA, and they'd left her
Earthside, since she knew theworld so well.



Ddlilah and | lingered over breskfast, Ddlilah writing up ato-do list while | gpplied my makeup. A sweep
of soft brown shadow, an outline of liquid black liner around my eyes, severa coats of mascaraon my
aready-lengthy eyelashes. Findly, | rouged my lipswith adeep merlot color and blinked.

"That's better,” | said, staring in my hand mirror.

"Y ou're chipper thismorning,” Delilah said. "Now, what do we need to do?' She held her pencil & the
ready.

"Wdl, we need to find out more about Tom Lane, but I'm afraid that may be acommon name over here.

"Itis" shesaid. "l dready looked him up while waiting for you. There are severd Tom Lanesin Sesttle
and the surrounding areas. And if hetruly lives near the mountain, we have to remember that he might not
have a phone.

Ddlilah buttered another piece of toast and bit into it. She had a hedlthy appetite and worked it off
without a problem. "Maybe some of thelocal Fae have heard of him and know something.”

| cautioudy licked the taste of bacon off of my fingers, taking care not to muss my lipstick. "Y ou're
thinking Tom and the sed might have become an urban legend?”

"Hey, what about Rina? She livesin Sesttle, and if | remember right, she was ahistorian back in OW."
Ddlilah gavealittle purp of excitement. | could tell shewas proud of hersdif.

"Rina? Who'sthat?' And then | remembered. A few years back, Rina—amember of the Court and
Crown—had dept with the King. That in itsalf wasn't acrime. The problem wasthat sheld failed to ask
permission from the Queen first, and L ethesanar wasn't known for leniency toward thieves of theroyal
treasures—be they gemstone or consort. Lethesanar had banished Rinato Earth, forbidding her to return
to Otherworld.

"Oh, I'd forgotten about her," | said, wondering what Rina had been up to since her spectacular—and
fiery—departure from the Court. I'd witnessed that blowup, and it taught me a val uable |esson about
"borrowing" the property of theroya family. "Do you know where sheis?'

Ddilah popped open her [aptop and began tapping away, her fingers moving with a speed that made me
cringe. She'd learned to type the moment she knew we were headed Earthside, but 1'd passed on the
opportunity.

"Here sheis—I've got afile on expatriates living Earthside. Hey, she doesn't live far from the store. She
runs an antique shop and lives over it."

"lssheamember of OIA?' | asked.

"Nope," Delilah said, shaking her head. "The Queen would chew acow if Rinawas given any sort of
officid gatus. Lethesanar's grudges run deep.”

| gathered my purse and keys. " Should we go vigt her?!

Delilah closed her 1aptop and dipped it into her shoulder bag. "Why not? Afterward, we can popin on
Louise Jenkins and talk to her. By the time Menolly wakes up tonight, we should have more information
to go on." Shefollowed meto the door, eying me closely. "How are you doing this morning? | notice
Trillian wasn't around at breskfast.” It was a question, not a statement.

| flashed her adark look. "Don't start in on me, okay? He stayed for awhile, and yes, we had sex. Then



he went back to OW."

"Oh Camille! You redly love him, don't you?' she asked, as we clattered down the steps, the downpour
soaking us before we could reach my car. | pointed the keychain, pressed a button, and the locks
popped. Modern technology wasn't dl that far behind magic, | thought. Sometimes, it surpassed it.

Aswe sttled into the car and fastened our seat belts, | shook my heed. "I love him, yes, but | don't like
him. Not al that much. Hesadrug, Delilah. He's passionate and exciting and..." | stopped, uncertain of
how to explainit.

"And he takes you places nobody ese can,” shefinished for me quietly.
| glanced at her. "Y eah, he does. He did last night. | don't know if | want to give that up.”

Asl pulled out onto the road and headed toward the center of the Belles-Faire digtrict, Delilah seemed
to be searching for words. After amoment, she said, "Maybeit's not so bad to be dependent on
somebody else. He made you happy, Camille. | remember when you were together. | don't like him, but
if you love him, then I'll support you. Y ou know that."

Raindrops splashed againgt the windshield, and | flipped the wipers to high speed. Theroad leading from
our house to the middle of the Belles-Faire district led through one suburb after another. Older houses
hid behind spacious cedar-lined drives, sately but with that weatherworn look that spoke of gentedl
poverty, old money running short, familieswith five or six children who were trying to save afew bucks
by getting out of Sesttle proper.

"Trillianis Svartan. After awhile, hell leave, and then you'll haveto pick up the pieces. It'snotin his
natureto stick around.” | kept my eyes on the road. Wildlife abounded here. It wasn't uncommon to see
adog—or even acoyote—race across the street.

Delilah frowned. "It's not in our nature to remain monogamous elther. We are haf-Fae, you know."

"l didn't say monogamous,” | countered. "What | can't handle isthe thought that he might leave me after
I've given my heart to him. Remember—were dso haf-human.”

"But you're more like Father than Mother."

| grinned at her, turning left onto Aurora Boulevard, which would take usinto Sesttle. "Unfortunately, |
seem to have inherited more than Father'slooks. I'll walk through fire for aman who can shake my
world. | love sex, and the sex with Trillian is better than any drug I've ever had.”

"Like you'vetried many drugs. Y ou dways did sneak out of that part of your training when you werea
kid."

Ddlilah said. She frowned, her mouth twisting in aparticularly endearing way. ™Y ou know, to be honest, |
don't think I'm redlly interested in men. Women either. I'm not surewhat I'd do with aguy if | had him.
Although | am curious. I'd like to have sex at least once. .. to see what the big deal is about.”

Startled, | gave her aquick glance. I'd assumed Delilah had her affairs but wasjust reticent, and I'd never
pried. "Y ou mean youre dill avirgin?'

She blushed. "Wél, in my human form | am.”

Wondering at the logistics of her implication, | blinked. Even though | hadn't been with aman since
Trillian, | had found plenty of waysto take care of mysdlf. It wasn't enough. Granted, it took the edge off,



but in my book, there was nothing that could replace agood, hard man.
"Dont you ever get horny?'

Ddlilah grinned. "I didn't say that | wasfrigid, but the whole sex-with-somebody-€l se scene just seems
like so much bother." She stole asdeways glance a me. "So tdl me, what'sit like with Trillian? What
does he do that drives you so crazy?'

Thiswasthefirst time anybody had ever asked me—without judgment—what drew meto Trillian.
Wondering what sheld think, | threw reticence out the window and began to tell her about my Svartan
lover.

CHAPTERG6

Our first stop was Rinds store. The Bella Gata Boutique wasin what at first appearance seemed to bea
run-down part of the city, but the surrounding shops, though drab on the outside, actualy housed rather
pricey goods. On one side of the Bella Gata stood arestaurant—a dark staircase leading down into a
steakhouse, and to the other side, aleather furniture store.

| peeked in the window and saw alovely hand-worked ottoman in rich burgundy, but when | caught sight
of the pricetag, | pushed any thought of buying it out of mind. We gtill had somein savings, but a
seven-hundred-dollar footstool was beyond our wish list. And our salary from the Ol A didn't trandate
over Earthsde. We'd haveto stick to Ikeafor awhile, though | preferred Thomasville.

BellaGatawas open for business. A couple of early shoppers browsed the shelves of chintz and china,
but for the most part, the shop looked empty. Ddlilah hung back, alowing me to approach the counter as
awoman peeked around the corner. For amoment | thought she might be human, but then | sensed the
glamour she was using to cloak hersdf. Probably trying to avoid the geeks and freaks that liked to glom
ontous, but I couldn't help thinking that business at her shop would tripleif shelet people know what
shewas. And agood head for business didn't mean you were the bogeyman. In fact, I'd met the
bogeyman, and Bill Gates he wasnt.

| leaned on the counter. "Werelooking for Rina," | said, keeping my gaze leveled. Sheflinched, and |
knew I'd found her.

"What do you want?" she asked, glancing nervoudy around.
"Information. Werewiththe OIA."

At that, she dropped her pretense and her true beauty shimmered forth. Asher hair grew blonder, and
her eyes darker and more luminous, | began to redlize why the Queen had banished her. Rinawas one of
the most beautiful women I'd ever seen, and | could see how she might pose athrest to the roya ego.

"Did Lethesanar send you?' Her shoulders were defiant, and | sensed that she was poised for afight.

| snorted. "Do you redly think the Queen would have anything to do with us? Were haf-human, if you
didn't notice. Chill out, we're not here to cause trouble. We just remembered that you were alore keeper
back in OW and wanted to ask if you know anything about a certain legend. My name's Camille
D'Artigo," | added, nodding deeply. "And thisismy sster Ddlilah.”

Rinablinked. "Now that you mention it, you aren't full-blood, are you? | remember now—you and your
ssters were much the topic of conversation back in the Court. There were severa there who were bent
on dispatching you to the goblin lands. Lookslike they did the next best thing." Her voice held atinge of



the old hostility we'd encountered growing up. So Rinadidn't like half-breeds.

| narrowed my eyes and leaned across the counter. "Listen, friend. Our heritage isn't germaneto the
discusson. Wework for the Ol A, and that should be enough for you. Expatriate or not, you owe
alegiance to the Court and Crown. Now, we've run across some potentially dangerous news for both
Earth and Otherworld. Areyou going to help usvoluntarily, or do | haveto cdl HQ?' | was bluffing, but
she didn't have to know that.

She paused, and | could tell shewas consdering al angles. Frankly, she had no reason to love the Queen
nor to help out OLA, but if | gave her alittle shove, she might just open up.

"What do you want to know?" shefinaly said.

"We need to know what you've heard about a man named Tom Lane who holds one of the spirit sedls.
We know he'sdive, we know he's near Mount Rainier, and we haveto find him."

Rinaglanced over a asmal handful of customerswho were browsing the shelves. "Go wait in my office.
I'll betherein afew moments," she said, pointing usto adoor down ashort halway behind the counter.

Ddilah and | grolled down the hall and into the room. It was sparsely furnished, with an ornate love seat
againg onewall, abookshelf next toit, and abig wanut desk and lesther chair filling the rest of the
cubicle. | curled up on the love seat and glanced at Delilah. The beginnings of a headache were creeping
around at the back of my mind, but | had avague sense that it was connected to something other than
lack of deep. There was something out of whack.

"Do you sense anything strange?” | asked.
"Strange asin how?"
"Oh, energy... smdl... something'swrong, and I'm not sure what."

Ddlilah paused, sniffing the air. She closed her eyes for amoment and then cocked her head. Her
shoulders stiffened, and she rushed to the door, jiggling the knob. "We're locked in," she whispered.
"What's going on?"

"I don't know, but | don't likeit."

| reached out, trying to figure out what was going down. Inhaing deeply, | let the breath settle into my
lungs, but the sound of breaking glass startled me. A muffled scream rang back from the front of the
store.

"That's Rinal" | jumped up and looked around wildly for something to open the door with. "Weve got to
get out of herel”

Delilah motioned for me to stand back. She stared at the door for amoment, contemplating the
trgjectory, then took aim and let fly with her foot. The hed of her platform boot caught the knob at just
theright angle, busting it loose from the wood as the doorframe splintered. Sheld learned from the best
back in OW, training for anumber of years under amartia arts master. Delilah was the equivalent of a
black belt kung fu practitioner.

We rushed down the hall into the main room of the store. Rinawas sprawled over the counter, al too
dead. Blood spatters led from the counter to the middle of the room, and stopped. | sniffed. The metallic
sméll of blood filled the air. That, and ozone. Somebody had dropped a butt load of magic hereinthe
past few minutes. | glanced down a my feet where asingle brown and yellow feather lay. As| bent



down to pick it up, Ddlilah hissed and backed up.
"Demon. That'sfrom ademon," shesaid. "'l can fed it from here"

"It'sthat freakin' harpy.” | turned the feather over in my hand. It felt greasy and dirty and dl kinds of
nasty. "When we find this bitch, were going to spit her and roast her over Shadow Wing'sfire pit."

"Do you think she was &fter the same information we were?’

"l don't know, but I'm calling Chase. We haveto report this, and | think we should ask himto bringina
Corpse Taker." With asigh, | pulled out my phone and punched seven on speed didl.

Whilewe waited for Chase, | took acloser ook at Rina's body. A few minutes ago, sheld been a
gorgeous woman capable of turning aKing's head. Now, there wasn't much left that you could even
remotely, call beautiful. Blood covered the floor from multiple lacerations covering her body and face. |
averted my eyesfrom her midsection, which had been eviscerated, leaving nothing to the imagination.
Blood and guts | was used to, but that didn't mean | had to likeit.

Ddlilah joined me, trying not to look at Rina. We knew better than to cover the body. There would be
evidence to take, and if we were going to employ a Corpse Taker, then we needed to leave asfew
energy imprints as possible.

"You think Bad Ass Lukewaswith her?' shesad.
| shook my head. "I don't smdl him here, but | smell bird."

To be precise, Bad AssLukesrea name was twenty-eight letters long and amost unpronouncesble.
Father had told uswhat it redlly was, but L ucianopol onedisunekonekari was just too much of amouthful,
s0 held shortened it to Luke. Bad Ass had smply been tagged on due to awell-deserved reputation.

"No, thiswasthe harpy'swork." | fingered the feather. "The coloring'sright, and Rinas shredded flesh. ..
talonsfor sure”

Ddlilah grimaced. "Dirty, filthy crestures. How the hdll did they sneak through the porta in thefirst place?
Jocko keeps agood guard on duty.”

"The answer to that would beright in line with Chase's suspicion of aninsdejob," | said as the shop door
opened. Speak of the devil, Chase peeked inside. | waved him over, and he cautiously approached
Rinasbody, a pained look on hisface. Sometimes| forgot FBHs had weaker somachs than we did.

"Jesus, what happened?’ he pulled out his notebook, shaking his head. " She looks like she's been through
abody-count movie."

"Harpy, but well need a necromancer to be certain. A Corpse Taker, to be exact.” | handed him the
feather. "This came from her attacker, | believe.”

He gingerly took the feather and glanced up a me. "Where were you during thistime?

| grimaced. "Ddlilah and | were locked in aback room. We were waiting for Rinato cometalk to us
when somebody |locked usin.”

"You let yoursalves get locked in aroom? What kind of agents are you?' He stifled asnort.

"Back off, dude. Why do you think we were sent to this backwater place? Anyway, show some respect



The woman's dead, and she didn't go gently.” | sighed, scratching one of my ears. My earringswere
slver, and | had the feding they were only plated. "We were going to ask her some questions, but that's
al moot, now. Harpies come from the Subterranean Realms, Chase. They're Demonkin." | stepped away
to give him better access.

"Shit," he said under hisbreath. "Then you wereright. A demon actudly broke through. Thisisn't that
Shadow Wing fellow you were talking about, isit?"

| shook my head. "No. Shadow Wing makes a harpy look like a child'stoy. Right now, we know that
three demons are running amok Earthside. They're scouts. We think that you're right, that somebody on
theinsde helped sneak them through the portals. Somebody who knows how to open the gatesto the
netherworld. Possbly ademon in disguise, or maybe just one of the Fag, acting in accordance with them.
Either case spellsbad news.”

"Speaking of news," he said, pulling out his cell phone, "1 received word from HQ today. Menally isto
take over the bar. It will officialy be transferred to her name. She'sthe new owner of the Wayfarer asfar
asEarth is concerned.”

"Well, that's different.” | frowned. "Not necessarily good, but different. This could make her aprime
target. Y ou say thiswas headquarters idea?’

"That was the directive on my desk when | got to work this morning. Oh, and there's something else you
might want to know about. Somebody |eaked word to the media that Jocko was murdered. There's
going to be a protest marching through town by the Guardian Watchdogs."

"Arethey marching by the Indigo Crescent?' | asked.

He nodded. "That, and every, other shop they know to be run by the Fae. Doesn't matter if you're
half-blood or not, they consider you athreat. The police will try to corra them, but free speech and al
that crap.”

| frowned. Sometimes, muzzles were an attractive dternative to corral some of the more vocal backlash
groups. The Watchdogs thought we were tempting people into the arms of the devil. They'd be singing
another tune when Shadow Wing's troops came sweeping through, annihilating everything in their path.
Then the Watchdogs would be crawling to us on their bellies, begging for our help.

Chase stood, dialing anumber on hiscell. ™Y ou say we need a Corpse Talker?' he mouthed to me.

| nodded. "Make sure that she's anecromancer too, or we could be dealing with somebody who isn't
qudified. And we need her down here before anybody touches the body."

Within minutes hed summoned both a Corpse Taker and the unit specidly designed to clean up after
OIA matters such asthis. The Court and Crown had specific restrictions on how the bodies of those
from Otherworld were to be handled. There wererites that could only be performed if the body had
been treated in a certain manner, and while Rinawas persona non grata back home, now that she was
dead, the exile would be lifted, and she would be returned to spend eternity in the arms of her ancestors.

Let's hear it for hypocrisy, | thought with a shake of my head.

Whilewewaited, Ddlilah and | filled Chase in on Rinas background and how she cameto belivingin
Sedttle.

"| thought that monogamy was unusua among your people,” Chase said.



| snorted. "Monogamy has nothing to do with it. She disrespected the Queen—a sovereign offense. If
sheld asked for permission to deegp with the King, Lethesanar would have probably given her blessing.
Rinabascaly sole from the Crown."

Chase |ooked more confused than ever. "But the King agreed. Isn't he dso the Crown?' | almost wanted
to pat him on the head.

"Yeah, it'sconfusing. Look at it thisway: the King belongsto the Queen. Y es, he's one of our sovereigns,
but he doesn't take a piss without Lethesanar's permission.”

Chase coughed. "Y our society isn't exactly mae-oriented, huh?!

"Not so much. The throne passes from mother to daughter. The Queen picks her consort from her
cousins—there must dways be a blood link—and any children born from atryst that doesn't involve the
King are automatically out of contention for the crown.”

"Huh. What if the Queen doesn't have a daughter?”

"Then her Sster or her sster's daughter will ascend to the throne. All women in theroya family who stand
even within an arm's reach of the throne are required to bear children. At least two, but preferably three if
one of the two happensto be aboy. The King has his power, but the Queen is sovereign. Since she
chooses whom she will marry, he's subject to her and considered an extension of her. By screwing the
King without the Queen's permission, Rina—in essence—raped the Queen.”

Asl finished explaining, the door swung open, and the OIA medica team burst through, followed by
their Earthsde OIA counterparts. A short figurein along, dark shroud led the group, gliding acrossthe
floor asif floating. An indigo glow emanated from the chiffon vellsthat covered both body and face
hidden within the multitude of layers.

| took a step back. Corpse Takers made me nervous, not because they spoke with the dead, but
because they were dark, misshapen Faerie who came up to the surface from degp under the ground.
Banned from the city of Y'Elestria except upon summons, their race had no name that we knew of, and
no one ever saw their faces. The maes remained hidden in the depths of their underground city, and only
their women could become Corpse Talkers. Most lived by a set of bound rules and regulations, but a
few had gone rogue and were considered wild and dangerous.

The Corpse Talker kndlt by Rinas sde. "Has anyone touched her since her death?' Her voice was
hollow, dmost cavernous from within the folds of the hooded cloak.

Taking adeep breath, | knelt near her, taking care to not even so much as brush my auraagaingt hers.
There were stories of very nasty explosions that had happened when the energy of awitch and a Corpse
Tdker collided, and | had no intention of finding out if they were old wives talesor true.

"| tested her pulseto seeif shewas ill dive. Otherwise, | don't think anybody but the killer touched
her." | held up the feather. "'l found this on the ground next to her and picked it up before | thought about
it

The darksome hood turned toward me, and | thought | caught sight of a pair of steel eyes staring out at
me, luminous and cold. "Harpy," wasall she sad, but that was enough to verify what we'd been thinking.

Over theyears, I'd seen Corpse Takers at work, and their dedication and icy passion for their work
unnerved me, but | was inexorably fascinated by them. Delilah, on the other hand, watched from beside
Chase. Shelooked nervous; he was totally freaked. Luckily for us, he was enough of a professiona to



know when to keep his mouth shuit.

The shrouded figure bent over Rina's body and dowly pressed her face to Rinas bloody face. Lipsto
lips, the Corpse Tdker kissed Rina deeply, sucking the remnants of the fallen soul out of the body into
her own. | knew the drill.

Lipsto lips, mouth to mouth,
Comes the speaker of the shrouds.
Suck in the spirit, speak the words,

Let secrets of the dead be heard.

The rhyme echoed in my head; aditty sung by children hoping to keep the bogeys at bay. But bogeys
were child's play compared to these crestures—whatever they were—and bogeys didn't demand flesh as
payment for their services. Rinas remainswould lie with her ancestors, except for her heart.

Wewaited in silence, the air growing thick asthe Corpse Taker hovered over the body. | glanced up at
Chase. Helooked faint, and Delilah—who had gpparently noticed his expresson—silently reached for
his hand. Startled, he gave her aquick look and accepted, her touch giving him the strength to straighten
his shoulders, though | sill heard him gulp down what was likely his breskfast. The scent of hisfear
mingled with the scent of blood, and | was grateful Menolly wasn't here; she was sill so young at the
vamp business, and young vamps grew ravenous at the smell of a pricked finger.

After amoment, the Corpse Talker stood, silent as before. | stepped forward. Timeto find out if wed hit
the target.

"Rina, can you hear me?'
In avoicethat was Rina's and yet not Rinas, the Corpse Talker breathed a soft, "Yes."

We only had afew minutes before the resdue from Rina's soul departed, just enough for a couple of
quick questions, and then we were out of luck. In some cases, Corpse Talkers weren't able to grab hold
of the soul's cord for even that long.

"Who killed you?'
A pause, then again the whisper. "Harpy."

"Do you know why?" | watched the shrouded figure as she swayed, struggling to keep hold of Rinas
soul.

"No."

Nice. Short, but sweet. The dead weren't dways talkative, which was understandable. We had to make
every question count. | thought hard. We had one, perhaps two more chances. What else could | ask
that might be of value? And then, | knew. More questions about Rina's death would be awaste of time,
but maybe, just maybe | could gain some insight on what weld cometo learn.

"How can | find Tom Lane?'

The Corpse Taker shuddered, asif not expecting the question, but she managed to regain control. After



amoment, she said, "He's mad as a hatter, mad as a hare. Go to the woodland, but be you aware. Look
for the ancientswho shelter from storm, but first you must pass through the lair of the wyrm."

And then Rinas body jerked.
"Oh shit!" Chase blurted out. "What the fuck?'

Ddlilah dug into hisarm asthe Corpse Taker jumped back, leaning heavily against one of the OIA
members.

| wandered over to Chase and Delilah. "Cam down. That just means the connection was severed. Rinas
soul's passed through the vell "

Chase gtared at the limp body, and | thought | saw something sparkle in the corner of hiseye.
"You okay?' | asked.

Hetook a deep breath and nodded. "Yeah. | judt... I'm so used to dedling with murder victims that
sometimes | forget that they were people. Hearing her voice come out of that. .. thing. .. seeing the body
jump. I've never thought much about the afterlife.”

| could see that he was confused, probably even alittle scared. | gave him arough smile. "Don't teke it
too hard. We believe that the soul just moves on after death. Rinas alive, only not in this body. She's
joined her ancestors."

The OIA team was busy making notes as they cleaned up. Chase looked over at the Corpse Talker and
shuddered. "How do we pay her?' he asked.

Oh, thiswas going to be good. "Y ou've never dedlt with one of them, have you?'

He shook hishead. "No, and | don't want to ever again, though | have the feding | may be blowing
smoke with that wish."

| leaned againgt one of the display tables and stared at my boots. They were looking alittle scuffed, and it
occurred to methat | should buy anew pair. Chase cleared histhroat, and | blinked, bringing my
attention back to matters at hand. How the hell was| supposed to answer without making him toss his
cookies? Figuring that sometimes blunt was best, | shrugged.

"Shelll take Rinas heart. The medicswill giveit to her. Corpse Takerstake into themselves a part of
everyone for whom they speak. Think of it asaform of communion.”

"Oh Jesus, | had to ask, didn't [?"

At hisgrimace, | jerked him around so that she couldn't see hisface. "Don't do that,” | said, hissng. "Her
jobissacred, and she's asrevered as sheisavoided. Corpse Takers speak only to one another unless
they have businessto transact. We aren't even sure what race they are or what givesthem their powers.
It'san inborn ability with their women, and so far, no other Sidhe has shown an gptitude for it. Don't
make afool of yoursdlf by turning up your nose. She's one of the keepers of the dead, to be honored.
Not despised.”

He blinked. "Don't bite my head off. At least your Sster understandswhy I'm so..."
" Scared?"

"Try again. | don't scare.” Chase gave me a snotty look, but there was aglint in hiseyethat told me his



mind was both on the case yet off in some deazy corner, squeezing my boobs.

"The hdl you don't, Johnson. And look at my face when I'm talking, will you?' Grumbling, | crossed my
arms and stared out the window. Ddlilah was taking to the medics, watching asthey prepared Rinafor
transport back to OW.

Chase cleared histhroat and leaned down to whisper in my ear. "But you're so purtee, how can | reSst?
Come on, Camille, admit it. Y ou want me as bad as | want you."

| turned and with an innocent, oh-so-sweet smile, reached out so quickly that he didn't have timeto
react. | had learned from the best and grabbed his balls, giving them anasty but not debilitating twesk.
Helet out asguesk, and | et go. "Keep it up, and you'll be humping my knee, you perv.”

Ashe glanced around franticaly for achair, | grinned and sauntered over to watch the last of the
preparations on Rinas body. By thetime | returned, he was glaring but didn't look in pain.

"So," | said inacasud tone. "Y ou ready to trace that harpy? She means trouble for human and Sidhe
dike"

| had afedling he was fuming, but he surprised me. "Camille, | haveto giveit to you, you've got more
guts than anybody | know. Nobody | know would have the courage to do that to me, and | guess|
deservedit." Hesghed. "1 guess| should apologize..."

"l guessyou should,” | said, but smiled. "Y ou okay?'
"Yeah, I'm fine. Say, you need to teach me how you do that. | can seeteaching it to my officers.”

Raising my eyebrows, | gave alittle shrug. "If you want to learn how to grab balls, surething, but let's get
back to businesshere." | led him into the back, where | started looking through Rina's desk for any clue
to why the harpy might have murdered her. Chase glanced at theitems| pulled out of the drawer.

"What exactly isaharpy? Arethey like the same thing as harpies from Greek mythology?' He pulled out
astack of small paper bags. "l suppose we should dust these for fingerprints,” he said.

"Uh, Chase, harpies don't have fingerprints. Not like humans or Feerie.”
"Do they even havefingers?'

"Yeah, and if | can get hold of one, I'm giving it to Grandmother Coyote.” | stopped him before he could
even say aword. "Don't even ask. I'll explain that one later. Anyway, asfar as harpies—they're demons.
Y ou might use 'mean’ or 'nasty’ to describe akiller or athug, but that doesn't even begin to describe what
these creatures are capable of "

| picked up anotebook. Addresses. Might comein handy. | flipped through it, looking for any names
that might be familiar, then handed it to him, and he dipped the book into a paper bag.

"|sthere achance they'll work with humans?'

"Oh, there's achance, but humans who have dealings with Demonkin usudly don't last long enough to
matter. They trust in fairy storiestoo much. They believethey'll get what they want if they promise their
soul to the devil, but they don't redlize that those rules only exist within their own framework of reference.
Demonkin use othersto their advantage, and when they're done, they smply discard theremains.”

| paused, thinking that we had to fill Chase in on Shadow Wing and what he was after. "Chase, we know



what the demons are after and why."
Hejerked around. "What?"

"Let'sgo get coffee, and I'll tell you what we learned last night.” | wasn't, however, going to tell Chase
that I'd dept with Trillian. There were some secrets better |eft untold.

CHAPTER7

Ddlilah and | decided that whilel filled Chasein, sheld go check out Louise. As she headed over to the
shop to borrow Iriss car, Chase and | agreed to rendezvous at Starbucks. The one thought | dreaded
about going back to Otherworld was having to order my coffee from across the portals—we didn't have
the plants over there. Y et. And then alightbulb went on in my head. Maybe | could start a Starbucks
franchisein Y'Elestrid, offer mochafrappuccinos and caramd lattesto al the Faerie. With our growing
season there, coffee plants would flourish. The potential was mind-boggling.

| stared at the menu board and decided on a quad shot venti caramel mocha with extrawhipped cream,
while Chase ordered black coffee. Aswe did onto the chairs by the corner table, he gave me a shegpish
look.

"Ligten, thanks for keeping me from making an ass of mysdf today. | dmost fainted when that thing
darted... kissng... the body." He fiddled with a packet of sugar before ripping it open and adding it to
his coffee.

"That thing isaFaeriewho is highly respected in Otherworld,” | said after amoment. "Y ou were so
trangparent that even Délilah noticed. Why e se do you think she held your hand?" | pulled along sp on
my mocha and shivered as the warm chocolate raced down my throat.

Sighing, | looked at Chase. "Listen, dude. Y ou till think of Otherworld with rose-colored glasses. All
elves and unicorns and Faerie princesses. Well, yes, we do have elves and unicorns, and kings and
queens, but we aso have vampires and shapeshifters and creatures that feast on the flesh of those whom
they kill. We run in shades of gray, Chase, most of uswho were born there. Stop expecting usto fit your
definition of what you think 'Faerie should be, and you'll rest alot eesier a night.”

"Or maybe not," he mumbled. " Serioudy, you're haf-human, but you don't think like a human, do you? |
thought when we first met that I'd be able to understand you better than some of the OIA operatives, but
now I'm wondering if the mixture of human and Faerie blood doesn't make you stranger than if you were
full-blood Sidhe."

| leaned back, staring out the window at the ever-present drizzle that sprinkled against the city Streets.
"Why? Because | won't deep with you?"!

Waving aside my comment, he said, "Y ou think everything leads back to that, don't you? | guess|'ve
given you that impresson, so I'm sorry. Yes, | want to fuck you; you're hot, and I'm not immune to that
Faerie charm you have going for you. At least I'm honest about it. But that's not why | said what | did.”

He shifted in his seat and squinted. "Here's an example. Y ou didn't even flinch when the Corpse Talker
did her thing. To you, thisal seems normal . I'm beginning to think that maybe I'min over my head.”
Pausing for amoment, he added, "I've been thinking about resigning. | don't know how much more | can
take. The shocks never sop coming.”

Unableto believe what | was about to say, | leaned acrossthe table. "We can't afford to lose you,
Chase. You crested the Faerie-Human Crime Scene Investigations team. Y ou're the underpinning of



OlA-Earthsde. We need you, especidly now. Do you really want your boss taking over and ruining
everything you created?'

That wasall it took. | knew it would work. Devinswas atota ass, and while Chase kept his complaints
to aminimum, 1'd met the man and wanted to backhand him across the room.

"Thanks" hesaid gruffly. "Don't worry, I'll stick around. So what have you found out?'

| told him about Shadow Wing and the spirit seals. When | finished, he leaned back in his seat and wiped
his hand across his eyes. He looked like he'd aged ten yearsin the past five minutes.

"So, OIA withhdd information from us?'

| shook my head. "Probably not. They aren't that smart. The OIA is dow—Dbureaucracy to the core, and
the Guard DesEstar not far behind. Over the years, the Court and Crown have lft the military to their
own devices. Theroyds have grown lazy and sdlf-important, and our military leaders, even more so."

"Most of the agents I've met seem qudified for their posts,” Chase said.

| shook my head. "Listen, Chase, there's a difference between being an operative and being awarrior.
Most of the agents | know take their job serioudy, but they—we—aren't soldiers. And we've been
hampered by HQ. My father iswith the Guard. He sees the gpathy going on. He was very proud of us
for following him into service, but even he admits, Otherworld isn't ready to take on Shadow Wing's
armies. Neither is Earth, and you'd better trust me on that. The demons could eat your tanks and guns
and not even burp. There are hordes of them, Chase. Hordes."

Chase eyed me slently, Spping hisdrink. After amoment, he said, "What can we do? If everything you
say istrue, then both our worlds are in danger.”

| frowned, thinking about what Trillian had said. "It getsworse. If what our sourcestell usistrue, OlA
may not be helping us out much in awhile. Something's going on back home, and I'd like to know what."
My stomach rumbled.

Breskfast felt amillion milesaway. "I'll be back in asecond.”

| grabbed my purse and poked around the cold case, trying to figure out what | wanted to eat. A tuna
sandwich and a peppermint fudge bar looked good to go. As| paid for my food, two women in their
mid-fiftieswere staring a me, their jaws agape in surprise. | flashed them an absent smile and headed
back to our table. As | took my seat, Chase was shaking his head. "What?Y ou don't like tuna or
omething?'

"Y ou and Ddlilah et like you're starving. Don't they feed you in OW?' Hewinked, and | redlized hewas
teesng me.

"Our metabolisms are higher than yours, and we need more food,” | said, stuffing my face with abite of
the sandwich. | rolled my eyes happily—tunawas as good as naori fish back in OW, though the mercury
content worried me alittle. But our healers could clear the metal out of us, so | wasn't too worried.

"A lot of women here would loveto trade places with you," he said.

"If they'd move around alittle more and quit obsessing, they'd be fine. Why you FBHs think everybody
should look the sameis beyond me. Faeries comein al shapes and sizes and colors, and for us, beauty is
morethan visud. | can't believe how unhappy most of your femalesare. It'ssad.” | took another bite of
sandwich and then aswig of mochato wash it down.



Chase shrugged. "Weve got alot of problems, that'sfor sure, but | doubt if they're limited to Earthside.
Anyway, back to the subject at hand, tell me more about the demons. How do they fit in with
Otherworld, and what arethey like?"

| blinked. | hadn't expected to be teaching a course in Demonology 101, but it made sense. Chase was
on our Side, and he deserved to know what he was up againgt. Though when he found out just what he
wasfacing, he might decide to run for the hills. Clearing my throat, | began.

"Okay, first, there are three categories of demons, and within those three categories, there are numerous
varieties. Fird, you have the Greater Demonkin, like Shadow Wing. They are the biggest of the bad, and
killing oneis beyond any of our hopes, not without alot of backup from wizards and sorceresses.
Second, we have the Lesser Demonkin. Thisincludes our buddies we're chasing now: crestures like the
harpy and Bad Ass Luke. They al inhabit the Subterranean Realms, and that's where they're born. The
third category are the minor demons; some aren't even that demonic. We're talking imps and vampires
and thelike. They may—or may not—livein the Sub Redms."

"Then your sister's considered a demon because she's avampire?' Chase asked, glancing nervoudy over
his shoulder.

| laughed. "Don't worry, she can't hear you, and | won't tell her you asked. But yes, technicaly Menolly
is classified as ademon now. But you know—as | said before, definitions can betricky. Not dl of the
minor demons are evil. Some are merely mischievous, and not al of the Faeries and humans are good.”
Thelast thing | needed was to make Chase even more afraid of my sigter.

He surprised me though. "Well, Menolly scaresthe shit out of me, but | don't consider her evil.”

| smiled at him, grateful. "Thanks. She's nothing to worry about, not in comparison to the Greater and
Lesser Demons. But thetruth is, most Demonkin tend to be far stronger than humans and have a great
dedl of destructive magic at their disposd. They're alot more dangerous than you can imagine. Think
fireballs and lightning strikes and poison gas from out of their mouths.”

"l seeyour point,” Chase said, reaching over to pick at the half sandwich I'd left on my plate. Y ou going
to eat that?"'

With asnort, | pushed the saucer over to hisside of thetable. "Be my guest.”

Helaughed. "Oh, man, life was so much smpler before you people decided to put in an appearance. I'm
getting another cup of coffee. Want anything else?" he asked, pulling out hiswallet.

"Yeah," | said. "Get me another mocha. Triple caramel. Iced thistime. And a croissant.”
"Y ou sure? That much caffeineé's going to send you into overdrive.

"Save the commentary and get me my drink." | waved him away, and he shrugged and headed up to the
counter. As heleft, the two women who had been staring at me crossed over to our table.

"Wedon't mean to interrupt,” thetaller one said, her blue eyes gleaming. Excitement rolled off her likea
wave of perfume. "My friend Lindaand | were wondering, are you from Otherworld?' Sheheldup a
cameraand pointed to a button on her shirt. The disk had adark navy background with the letters FWC
emblazoned in slver oniit, and little sparkles of color encircling thelogo.

Oh great, more Faerie Watchers, though they looked like they were from out of town. | hadn't seen them
with Erin Mathews's group before. | gazed at the women. They looked so hopeful that | couldn't
disappoint them.



"Yes, I'm from Otherworld. | own the Indigo Crescent herein town.”

"| told you, Elizabeth! | knew it—her eyes, you can seethe starsin her eyes.” Linda, the shorter woman,
beamed.

"| thought they might be colored contacts," Elizabeth said, moreto Lindathan to me. " She doesn't have
the samelook that the one we met in San Francisco had. But then, | supposethey don't dl look alike.”

A littletired of being talked over asif | wasn't there, | spoke up. "There are many variations of race and
specieswho livein Otherworld, ladies. We don't come from a cookie cutter mold.”

Linda's cheeks flushed crimson. "'I'm so sorry, we didn't mean any disrespect. We'refrom asmall townin
lowa, and we're up hereto visit afriend. We heard there were quite afew Faeriesliving in Seattle and
were S0 excited to think we might actualy meet ared live one. Where we come from, there aren't many
foreigners. A few blacks, but no diens, so we don't redlly know your customs.”

She babbled on for afew minutes before | stopped her with araised hand. Thetaller
one—Elizabeth— ooked put out, but said nothing. Apparently sheld read the warnings that the Sidhe
were unpredictable, because she bit her tongue and bit it good.

"Welcome to Sesttle, then. Would you like apicture?’ | asked, pointing to their camerasas| eased into a
smile. Catch more flieswith honey... dthough I'd never quite understood the value of the expression.
Mother had used it dl the time while we were growing up and even as a child, I'd questioned why
anybody would want to catch flies unless you were agoblin and used them for croutons.

Linda and Elizabeth nodded, their smiles returning. Just then, Chase regppeared. He glanced at their
buttons and cameras and gave me a sympathetic look. He'd seen the Faerie Watchersin action before.

"Chase, would you mind taking a picture of me and these lovely women?”

| had to hand it to him. He caught my sarcasm but merely nodded and accepted the camera. | stood
between Elizabeth and Linda, and Chase snapped severa shots and then handed it back to them.

"Ladies" hesad, flashing hisbadge. "I'm afraid that Ms. D'Artigo and | have officid businessto discuss.
If you'll excuseus... ?'

They reluctantly backed away, shooting thank-yous and nice-to-meet-yous a me al thewhile. Asthey
exited the coffee shop, | felt an actual surge of gratitude toward Chase.

"Sometimesyouredl right,” | said, and he flashed me abrilliant grin. Histeeth gleamed in the gloom of
the afternoon.

"It must be hell," he said, nodding at the retreating women. Y ou get that everywhere you go, don't you?"

"Not so much as some of the others. After dl, | am half-human. But yeah, the Sidhe seem to be the flavor
of theyear, and | imagine well continue to be for sometime.”

| leaned closer, making sure my voice didn't carry. "Anyway, back to the topic at hand. Our planisthis:
we get proof that OIA can't overlook. Proof about the demons and Shadow Wing. Wefind this Tom
Lane guy and take him back to Otherworld. Once they know the extent of what's happening, they'll have
toact."

As| pulled apart the layers of my croissant, | couldn't help but wonder if we stood a chancein hell of
pulling thisoff. Hell being the operative word.



Our next step wasto find the harpy, but first Chase had to stop by the station. | decided to run back to
the shop.

"Meet methere” | said. "Meanwhile, I'm going to think of aplan to find the harpy.” | spoke with more
confidencethan | felt, but somebody had to take initiative, and it wasn't likely Chase would know how to
chase down agiant bird-woman that was running around the city. Of course, it would also be hard for
the harpy to hide. How many giant bird-women could there be in Seettle? Somebody was bound to
catch sight of her and report her to either the police or Animal Control.

| had to park three blocks away from the Indigo Crescent, but that was okay with me. Between my car
and the shop stood The Scarlet Harlot, Erin Mathews's lingerie shop. 1'd been meaning to drop in to look
at her new stock, and considering Chase had told me he'd be around in about an hour, | had timefor a
quick look-see.

Erin was behind the counter, looking much more professiond than she had at the Faerie Watchers Club
meeting. Her eyeslit up when she saw me come through the door, and she gave abright wave. I'd
alowed her to put my picture on the wall dong with acaption that read, "' Camille D'Artigo—owner of
the Indigo Crescent—shops here," and that aone brought in more clientele. Y eah, Faeries were good for
business, dl right.

She scrambled out from behind the counter. "Camille! So good to see you. How's business?

| couldn't very well tell her | was on ademon hunt, so | just nodded and murmured as | poked through
the racks. "Just thought I'd drop in and take alook at what you might have in the plum or magentaline.
Satin or silk would be good." Those were Trillian's favorite colors, but that wasn't why | asked for them.
No, not me. I'd halfway decided that | wasn't going to deep with Trillian again. It had been amistake, a
wonderful, passionate mistake, but amistake nonetheless. Then again, Delilah was being supportive.
Damn, | thought. Why couldn't | just let go of him once and for al?

Erin smiled. "I've got a couple of outfits that might have been made for you. Wait here." While she
dipped through the curtainsinto the back, | flipped through the hangers, looking at the yards of lace and
satin and silk and soft cotton. In someways, | missed Otherworld, with the one-of-a-kind garments sewn
by hand. Nobody ever had exactly the same outfit as anybody else... but the materias here and the
choiceswere wonderful. Y ou couldn't get PVCin OW, that wasfor certain.

"L ooking for something to drape that gorgeous figurein?"

Startled, | dowly turned to find mysdlf staring at a towering man who was wearing a bouffant blond
wig—or at least | thought it was awig—and who was dressed to the hilt in askintight, thigh-high
sequined orange dress. His skin was so tan that he almost looked brown, and his pink lipstick and green
eye shadow were caked on with aspatula. He was in dire need of a What Not to Wear overhaul.

"My name's Cleo Blanco,” he said. "And you are?' He held out one hand. | saw that hisnailswere
longer—and far more manicured—than my own.

Will, thiswas an interesting turn of events. In Otherworld, we didn't have drag queens. We had every
flavor of the sexua smorgasbord from vanillato kinked-out peppermint, but very few Faeries dressed
like the opposite gender. Of course, our clothes were alittle more adventuresome than those Earthside,
so maybe we just didn't notice the overlaps.

| took the proffered hand and shook it. "Camille D'Artigo. | own the Indigo Crescent.” Curious asto
what he wanted, | tilted my head and gazed up at the lanky man. "What can | do for you?'



He laughed, arich and easy trill that rolled off histongue like honey. "It'swhat | can do for you. Honey, |
know men who would pay you athousand anight for your favors. Y ou've got a valuable commodity in
that Faerie pussy of yours."

If I were an FBH, | would have been turning bright red. Asit was, | just returned his free-and-easy smile
with one of my own and wrinkled my nose. "Thanks for the offer, but | think I'll take a pass. My pussy's

on exclusveloan right now, and isn't one-gze-fits-al." Not technicaly true, but close enough. I'd had my
share of giants and dwarves BT—nbefore Trillian—but Cleo here didn't need to know that.

With asnort, he patted me on the shoulder. Histouch was friendly but not invasive, so | let it pass.
"Honey, youredl right. | hope you didn't take offense, but | know severd girlslike you who areliving
high on the proverbia bacon thanksto their blood. | never like to see opportunity go to waste."

Faerie hookers Earthside? Well, it was bound to happen, | thought. Given the innate charm that we held
over FBHSs, eventuadly somebody was going to capitdize on it. While the idea of whoring mysdf held no
interest for me, it didn't offend me ether. In our world, sex was open and easy to come by, hencelittle
need for hookers or brothels. At least among the Sidhe. Although it was sometimes used as aweapon,
and many a power struggle had been played out in the bedroom, aswell as high dramas and duels.

| snorted. "No, I'm not offended. So, Cleo, you work the streets, too?"

Cleo whistled and stared at the ceiling. "No, girl, | do not work the Streets. I'm an entertainer—afemale
impersonator. | work over at Glacier Springs—anightclub on East Pine, near the Seattle Community
College. On Tuesday and Wednesday nights, I'm Bette Davis, dahling, and the rest of the week, I'm
Marilyn Monroe." Thelatter, he said in abreathless and wispy voice. "l take Sundays off to go vist my
little girl and her mama.”

Just then, Erin came bustling back to the front of the store, severa garmentsin hand. She took one look
at Cleo and frowned. "Y ou bothering my customers again, Cleo?' she said, but her tone told me she
wasn't serious. He gave her an easy laugh in return.

"He'snot being abother,” | said as| took the hangers from her and held up thelingerie. "You didn't lie.
These arelovely. May | take them into the back and try them on?"

"Of course." Erin settled hersdf at the counter again.

Cleo leaned across it, showing off asizable ruby ring. "L ook what Jason gave me. It'sred, too. | had it
gppraised.” As| waved a him and headed toward the dressing room, he called out, ™Y ou said you work
a the Indigo Crescent?"

"l ownit. Stop infor avist sometime," | called back and disappeared into the fitting booth.

The first outfit—a teddy—was too tight to close over my breasts, but the second—a magenta bustier
with embroidered black roses—fit perfectly. It had lace trim and was dressy enough for an evening out if
| topped it with abolero jacket. | set it asde and stared at the other piece that Erin had given me. A
swirling gown the color of peacock feathers, the silk was amost see-through but not quite, and it
sparkled from the gold beading that went into the eye of the feathers. | did it over my head, gasping as|
looked in the mirror. It bathed mein awash of jewe tones and shimmered with every step that | took,
the bodi ce form-fitting, with hidden support that lifted my boobs gently. | had to haveit, no matter what
the cost.

| reluctantly got dressed, then carried the bustier and gown to the counter. "Okay, you win. | haveto
have these. | want adresslike that nightgown, Erin, if you can find one that's not see-through.” Glancing



around, | saw that Cleo had disappeared. "Y our friend's gone? He seems nice.”

"Cleo'sone of the best,” she said. "He's confused right now—not sure just what he is—but he's
good-hearted, and every spare cent he gets goesto hiskid and her mother. As hetold me one day, his
daughter and ex-wife didn't know he was gay—or bi—or whatever heis, and he's not about to make
them pay the cost for it. So he goes to school in the day and works at the club at night and on
Saturdays." She rang up my purchases and wrapped my lingeriein tissue paper, diding it into apink bag
with red handles. "That will be $257.34."

As| wrote out acheck, | asked, "What's he studying?' "Computer programming. He wantsto get on at
Microsoft eventudly.” She handed methe bag. "If you ever need a good techie, he'sthe oneto go to."

| nodded, making a note to remember her advice. Y ou never knew when you'd need a good hacker, and
even if we managed to defest Bad Ass Luke and hiscronies, | had the nasty feeling we were settling in
for along fight. | blew Erin akissand hit the sdewalk, running the rest of the way to the shop asaflurry
of rain sprinkled around me.

Irislooked extremely glad to see me. ™Y ou've got a problem,” she said when | popped through the door.

"Y ou think? I'm stuck Earthside with three demons running amok through the city. Of course I've got
problems!” | shook the water out of my hair and set my shopping bag behind the counter. At Iriss
unimpressed look and the tapping of her fingers on the counter, | sighed. " Okay, so what's gone wrong
now? We have termites? The roof leaking? Somebody stealing books again?'

"No termites, no leaks, and no thieves. What iswrong isthat the Guardian Watchdogs are going to be
picketing the shop next week." She held up aflier. "1 found this dgpped on the door thismorning.”

| took the paper and glanced at it. In garish tones of blue and white with black lettering, it was a" cease
and desst” flier, ordering usto pack up and return to Otherworld or we'd "face the consequences.”
Which meant that they'd stand around outside the shop with their Sgns, chanting insults at the top of their
lungs, driving customersingde instead of away.

"They'regood for business,” | said. "Let them come. If they get nasty, I'll call Chase, and helll haul their
ases avay."

Irisgrinned. Y ou want meto set afew trip spellsout there for them?”

"Now, now," | said, meeting her gleam for gleam, "that wouldn't be very nice. Tell you what, if they get
obnoxious enough, you can have ago at them before | pick up the phone. Nothing harmful, mind you,

not unlessthey try to hurt us, but I'll look the other way if you just happen to drop a clothing optional
spell or something of the sort.”

With agiggle, she shook her long hair, which fell to her feet and was caught up in acouple of thick
ponytails. "You're bad. That'swhy | like working here)" she said. "How's the investigation going? By the
looks of that shopping bag, you weren't out chasing demons.” She lowered her voice and pointed to one
of the shelves, where Henry Jeffries was standing, peering through the varioustitles. | had afeding Henry
had alittle crush on Iris, but he'd never be thefirst to say it aloud.

"Chaseis supposed to meet me here. He had to meet with hisbossfirst. And once again, | mention his
name and there heis," | added as he darted through the door, shaking off hisumbrella. He didn't look too
happy. | sniffed. Spicy beef tacos, dl right, dong with agood dose of irritation. "Hey, what gives? Y our
thundercloud is showing."



He grunted. "Saveit. | just got atongue-lashing from Devins. Apparently, the Guardian Watchdogs are at
it again, and Devins wantsto know why | haven't figured out some way to shut them up. | told him that
I'm not PR, but he seemsto have the bdlief that since the Watchdogs formed because of the appearance
of you Faeries, issueswith them fal under my jurisdiction.”

"Ugh. Sounds absolutely ddightful. Maybe thiswill make you fed better. I've got an idea on how to track
down the harpy.” | held up the feather.

"| have afeding I'm going to regret this" he said. "But it couldn't be worse than facing down that prick of
abossagan. Let'stakeatripinto hell.”

With awarning shake of the head, | said, "Don't even joke about that, Chase. Now, do you want to hear
my plan or not?'

He shook his head. " Sure, why not make this a complete fresk show of aday?' As| glowered, he
started to laugh. "Lead on, my dear Camille. I've never tried fried harpy before.”

CHAPTER 8
"So what's the big plan?' Chase asked.
"I'm going to cast aspell of Finding on thisfeather. It might work.”

"Ohredly." Chaseraised one eyebrow. "Should | wear a bulletproof vest and whatever else | can think
of to protect mysdf?' Hisvoice clearly indicated he had his doubts.

"Funny man. My magic works part of thetime." | pointed to the door. "Come on. | need to get up on the
roof of atal building where | have agood view of the city.”

"Part of thetimeisn't agood track record,” he said. "And does it have to be the roof ?*

"Nope, but someplace | can lean outside.” | dung my purse over my shoulder and gave Irisaquick hug.
"I'll seeyou later. Don't et anybody paw through my shopping bag.”

Chase shook his head. "Therée's no doubt that I'm going to regret this," he said, holding the door open for
me. "If you need agood view of the city from above, | know just the place. But please, for God's sake,
don't knock us over the edge.”

Half an hour later we were standing in front of the Space Needle. | hadn't had achanceto visit the
Sedttle landmark yet. The skyscrapersin the city scared me, though Ddlilah loved them. In Otherworld,
there were castlesthat were taller than this stark steel structure, but they seemed morefortified, and | had
no problem standing on their ramparts.

| gave Chase along look. ""Can you get any more public?'

He grinned. "Y ou said high place, good view. The Space Needle has an observation deck that will give
us access to amogt the entire city. What more do you want? Y ou don't need to light any fires or burn
anything do you?| don't think they'd likeit if you did.”

"No, | don't need to burn anything,” | said, exasperated. "How much to get in?"

"I'll getit," he said, shaking his head. He bought us two passes, and we filed through the doors. Luckily,
snceit was aweekday in October, the lines were short. Aswe waited for one of the glass devatorsto



arrive, | suggested taking the Sairs.

Chase gave me an Are you crazy look. "The observation deck is over five hundred feet up. Y ou think
I'm amasochist? You're nuts. My legs are in good enough shape without subjecting them to a brutal
workout likethat."

| grumbled, alowing him to herd meinto the glass-enclosed lift, though | stood well away from the edge.
It kept dipping my mind that FBHs didn't have as much endurance asthe Sidhe did. Even with
half-human blood, | could outwalk just about any person on the planet and go without deep for severa
days before dropping from exhaustion. The elevator lurched into action, and | closed my eyes. Forty-one
seconds, and we'd ascended over five hundred feet to the observation deck. Slightly dizzy, | stepped out
of theelevator.

At least thisleve didn't rotate three hundred and sixty degrees, like the restaurant did. Grateful for small
favors, | followed Chase through the doors, onto the actua walkway that encircled the Space Needle.

The crowd was light. Everyone seemed to be avoiding therain-dick catwalk in favor of the windows
indoors. Definitely not tourist season, that wasfor sure. As| clung to therailing and gingerly peeked over
the side, the thought crossed my mind that maybe this wasn't such agood idea after dl. Five hundred feet
was along ways up. Which, in essence, meant along waysto fal.

"There don't seem to be any people on the south side," Chase said, pointing.

"That's because there's no protection from the rain over there." But | needed privacy, so we were going
to have to settle for drenched. Deciding to get it over with, | led the way, cautioudy testing the safety grid
that prevented jumpers from throwing themselves over the edge. Content that it was strong enough, |
relaxed alittle. If somebody was redly determined, they could climb over, but they'd have to do some
Serious maneuvering.

We found a spot that was free from prying eyes. | pulled out the feather and glanced up at the sky. No
gtars, no moon, just alot of gray cloudsand rain, but at least we were outside where the wind currents
would strengthen my magic. Hoping to avoid amisfire, | inhaed deeply, then dowly summoned the
magic, feding it race through my veins asthefire legpt within me. The spark of crestion ignited, and |
channeled the energy into the feather.

Creature of the night, demon harpy.
Where are you ? Show me the way,
Feather to flesh, an arrow points

Lady of the Moon, reveal my prey.

Asmy voice drifted off, Chase looked around nervoudy. "Nothing happened,” he said.

"No, really?Y our confidencein my taents astounds me." "Y ou don't have to be sarcastic.”" But his
expresson told me that he knew he was getting under my skin and enjoyingit.

| sngpped at him, "Ligten, first you worry that something might happen, now you're upset that nothing did.
Make up your mind."

He gtifled alaugh. "Camille, you're perfect. Y ou're just perfect, misfired magic o—" He stopped



abruptly, staring at the feather in my hand. "What's happening?’

The feather was growing in my hand, and the aura emanating from it had taken on an dtogether different
qudity. | cautioudy st it down on the wakway, guarding it so thewind didn't blow it away.

"What's going on?' Chase sounded alittle choked up, and when | glanced up a him, | saw the definite
beginnings of fear in hiseyes.

"I don't know," | said. "1 guesswell haveto wait and find out.”

Thiswasn't the way the spell was supposed to work. What should have happened was that the feather
should have turned into an arrow, pointing in the direction in which the harpy was hiding. Of course, with
my spellsalot of thingsdidn't go as planned. As Menolly would say, "Ded withit."

The feather began to stretch and morph, and | backed up, pushing Chase behind me. Magic was my
forte, screw-ups or not. Nervous, | wanted to just forget about it and make tracks, but there were
people on the deck, eveniif it was just ahandful. | couldn't leave them to contend with whatever I'd
managed to conjure up.

"Oh shit!" Chase's cry broke through my thoughts, and | blinked as afully formed harpy stepped out of
the cloud of sparklesand migt, carrying awriggling sack. Standing well over six feet high on two taloned
feet, the demon had alower torso that vaguely looked like an ostrich—feathered brown and
yelow—and the upper body of awoman. Wings sprouted from her back, her breasts were firm and
high, but her face was that of awrinkled hag. Her eyes glittered as she gave us the once-over.

"Man, you are one ugly sucker,” Chase said, whistling through histeeth.
Nervous, unableto dtifleit, I broke into asharp laugh. "Shut up, will you! She's dangerous.”

A couple of girlswho were near enough to see what was happening screamed and raced off in the other
direction.

"Damned spell worked dl right, but instead of leading usto the harpy, it brought the harpy to us,” |
muttered.

"Whatever the case, she doesn't look happy. Oh shit—look out!"

Chase's shout roused me from my shock. A good thing, since the harpy chose that moment to take a
swipeat me. | ducked as her clawsripped past. Her fingernails were the length of small paring
knives—and just as sharp. | didn't relish being on the receiving end of one of her love pats. Rinawas
not-so-living proof to what this demon could do.

| sucked in a deep breath and called out to the Moon Mother. | might not be able to see her, but | knew
shewasthere, abovethelayer of clouds and daylight, and | could feel her energy resonate in response to
my touch. "Lady, don't fail me now," | whispered as| brought up my handsto catch the ball of glowing
moonlight that was forming in front of me,

"Attack and subdue!" | shouted, commanding the energy to attack.

The glowing orb stretched out like aluminous blade and dashed at the harpy. She shrieked and took a
step back, her gaze fastened on me. Just then, Chase leaned around my right side, and an explosion rang
out, startling the hell out of me as he aimed and fired hisgun.

"Damn it, you'll ruin my control of theenergy—" | said, but it wastoo late. The ball of moonlight had



taken on amind of its own and it gpparently decided that it wanted whatever was in the bag the harpy
was holding. It lashed at her, and she dropped the sack on the walkway. Chase's bullet had done no
damage whatsoever to the demon.

| pushed him out of the way, trying to regain control of the moonlight but to no avail. I'd lost it, and it
would go on doing whatever it wanted to do. And what it wanted to do wasto curl around the sack and
shidd it. The harpy hissed, then apparently decided sheld lost that battle. She turned back to me.

"We need her dive, Chase" | sdestepped the glowing circlet of moonlight, focusing on the harpy, as|
once again called out to the Moon Mather. Light raced down my armsinto my hands, and | brought
them up, pointing & her.

"Attack and subduel™ A beam of quicksiver poured from my hands, taking aim at the harpy, and this
time it met her full-force. She soared into the air and hovered over the edge of the guardrails astheray
streamed toward her. | only meant to contain her, but apparently I'd put alittle too much comph behind
it, because the light enveloped her, draining the flight from her wings. With along, echoing shriek, shefdll
out of the sky and barreled to the ground below.

"Oh hell and bother!" | raced to the safety rail and peered over the Side, Chase right behind me. The
harpy had landed full-force on the sdewak and was now one big red splat. The sound of scurrying feet
told usthat security guards weren't far behind. | turned to Chase. "What should we do? We can't |et
them find out about the demons.”

"I'll talk to them. I'll tell them it was a Faerie who committed suicide,” he said. "I'll get the OIA team out
here. Go on!"

| grabbed the sack that the harpy had been holding and did the only thing I could think of. Hoping that
my magic would work without aglitch thistime, | gathered the light in the air around me and cloaked
myself. Thank the gods, more than my clothes vanished from sight. Stepping between shadows as slently
as| could, | crept toward the stairs, leaving Chase to clean up the mess.

Assoon as| dinked back to my car, | leaned against the seet and closed my eyes, waiting for the spell to
wear off. With my luck, it would take dl day, and I'd be stuck until somebody came to pick me up. Cars
didn't drive down the street by themselves, and | didn't want to draw any attention, considering the fact
that at least two more demons were prowling the city. We might have taken care of the harpy, but Bad
Ass Luke and the Psycho Babbler were ill on the loose.

I'd never had to tangle with an actua demon before, and the encounter had Ieft me unnerved. Not
something | cared to repeet, but somehow | didn't think my wishes counted for much.

However, today luck was with me. My hands began to fade back into sight, and as| stared at my
fingers, | had one of those aha moments and groaned. | had to remember to call Chase—if he could get
the medical examiner to chop off one of the harpy'stalons, | might be able to use that as my payment to
Grandmother Coyote.

| thought about returning to the shop but shifted gears when the bundle that 1'd snatched away from the
harpy started to wrigglein my lap. What the hell? Cautioudy, | untied the knot on the cloth and opened it.
What had the moonlight been protecting from the demon?

A baby gargoyle stared up at me, her eyes glowing abrilliant topaz. A tortoiseshell, she was covered
with a soft, downy fur, and on her face was the sweetest look that 1'd ever seen.



"Well, hello," | said, gently lifting her up. Her wingswere il far too smdl to carry her; shewouldn't be
flying anywhere soon. In fact, she looked too young to be avay from her mother. As| gazed at the cub, |
had one of those flashes that told me more than | wanted to know.

Gargoyles and unicorns tended to be among the favorite foods of some demons, and rumors had been
circulating for yearsthat they kept them like livestock in the Subterranean Realms. If so, the cub had
probably been intended as the harpy's midafternoon snack. Cringing, | gathered the gargoyle to my chest
and held her tight. She let loose with aloud burp and then afaint cry as she clawed at my breadts.

"You're hungry. I'm afraid | don't make milk, little one,”" | said, holding her up. "But | bet we can find you
something at home." She clutched at my hair as| disentangled her and set her back in the scrap of cloth
that the harpy had carried her in. | finaly figured out how to fix the seat belt so it held her tight, and then
asthelast bit of my toesflickered into sight, | pulled out of the parking garage and headed for home.

"What are you going to name her?' Chase asked. He'd arrived at the house as soon as he finished
wrapping up things with the harpy, and now sat & the table, playing with the gargoyle cub, trying not to
look astonished. | could see the laughter—and shock—in his eyes.

"Maggie" | sad. "Shejust lookslikeaMaggieto me."

"| thought gargoyles were just statues carved out of stone," he said, tickling her tummy as| carried a
bowl over to the table and placed it near her. Shetook ahesitant step, then her tongue flickered out and
sheleaned over the bowl, clutching the edges with her tiny hands. As she lapped up theliquid, Chase
asked, "What are you feeding her?’

| settled into the chair next to him and leaned forward, staring & the cresture who was now durping up
her lunch. "A mixture of cream, sugar, cinnamon, and sage. | haveto get her started on the sageright

“Why?

"Because gargoyles need it to further their development. This cub will never see her mother again, soI'm
going to haveto do what | can to make sure she develops as normally as possible. There's something
odd about her, though..."

"Y ou mean besides the fact that she looks like abewinged, misshapen cat?' Chase snickered, but |
noticed his gaze wasfirmly latched to Maggie, and | redlized that he was enchanted by her. So Chase
liked animals, be they Earthside or from Otherworld. The thought made me like him alittle bit better.

"Gargoylesonly look and fed like stone when they're bound to aquest. By nature, they're
watchers—observers. The creatures are intelligent to a degree and have alimited vocabulary, but they
don' think like we do. They're dso incredibly long-lived, even more so than the Sdhe. Some of the
gargoylesyou see on the walls of Notre Dame and other cathedrals arein stasi's, watching and keeping
track of what goes on Earthside. They've been there so long among the statues that they may never be
ableto change back. | don't know their whole history, but | should start reading up on it now that
Maggieshere

Chaseran hisfingerslightly over her back. " She's soft. Are you going to keep her or send her back to
Otherworld?"

| shrugged. If | sent her home, there was no guarantee she'd be looked after. The Court and Crown
didn't care much about Cryptos, except for unicorns and pegasi. Sometimein the far distant past,



gargoyles had been pressed into service and stripped of their rightsin Y'Elestrid. They were often used
like anima s—intdligent ones—but animals nonethel ess.

"Maggie'sa Crypto, creatures most humansthink of asimaginary but that have avivid history of legend
and lore Earthsde. Most of the time, they're solitary and keep to themsalves. | think I'll keep her. At least
| know shelll be safethat way." | absently stroked her fur. "Tell me what happened with the harpy. And
you didn't happen to think of cutting off one of her fingers, did you? | could redly useit.”

The look on hisface was priceless. "Oh yeah, demon finger. No, sorry, the thought didn't occur to me.
Tel me, just what the hell do you need ademon'sfinger for anyway?"

"As payment for information. If | don't come up with one, I've got to forfeit one of my own fingers. |
forgot to ask you for it earlier, | wasin such ahurry to get down out of that damned Needle. | don't ever
want to go up there again, by theway," | said, shivering. "I'm afraid of heights, if you haven't figured that
out by now. So tell mewhat you found out."

He gtared a melike | wasnuts. "Y ou owe somebody ademon's finger as payment for information?
What kind of freak show games do you play, Camille? Oh never mind," he quickly added. "I don't want
to know. Here's the rundown: the cops backed off when they saw my badge. | contacted the OIA team,
S0 there wasn't much of aproblem.”

"WEell, the agency will damned right know there are demons on the prowl now," | said. "This should
convince them we have ared threat. Did they find out anything specia about the harpy that we should
know about?"

Chase glanced toward the kitchen. ™Y ou got anything to drink? | brought their report with me. | put a
rush on the autopsy. They didn't bringina... what did you call it? Corpse Taker... that'sit, though.”

"They wouldn't. Corpse Talkers have no power over Demonkin.”

"Ah, | didn't redlizethat,” he said. "They did bring awizard with them, though. He wasthereto... let me
see" He consulted thefile. "Oh yeah, he was there to examine the demon's magical signature. Make
senseto you?"

"That would be standard practice,” | said, leaving the table long enough to poke around in the
refrigerator. "Lemonade okay? Or would you prefer something harder? Wine? Absinthe—the nectar of
the Green Fagrie?"

Chase blinked. "Abantheisillegd.”

"Not in Otherworld, and technicaly, any house of an OIA agent is consdered OW territory for aslong
aswe're here. Like an embassy. | can have absinthe on the premises, but | can't take it off our land." One
of the few comforts from home, absinthe had originaly come Earthside via the Faerie Queen hundreds of
years ago. It had been a gift from the Sidhe to mortals.

"Maybelater,” Chasesaid. "l could go for aglass of wine, though. | prefer red, if you haveit.”

| pulled out a bottle of winethat had been a gift in the last care package our father sent us. It was made
from the finest grapesin Otherworld, asrich and as red as blood, and as smooth as brandy. Pouring two
glasses, | handed one to Chase and cradled the other in my hand.

He sipped, and hiseyes grew round. "I've never tasted anything quite like this" he said, hisvoice
suddenly despening.



"Y ou're drinking Faerie wine. Now, about the harpy?' | glanced at Maggie, who had finished her mesdl
and curled in aball on athrow pillow that I'd placed on the table.

"Shewas ademon, dl right, and Jacinth said—do you recognize that name? She's the attendant who
worked on the harpy; she also examined Jocko."

| nodded. Jacinth and | knew each other from childhood. She was one of the good ones—she'd never
taunted us because of our mixed blood, and | both respected and liked her.

"Jacinth said that it lookslike the harpy has only been Earthsde afew days, which would coincide with
the ssghting of the demons coming out of the Wayfarer." Heflipped through the report. "It says here that
she had acollar on that marks her as being part of something called a Degath Squad.”

Oh hdll. "The Degath Squads prime tasks are to scout ahead for information.’ That clinchesit.
Grandmother Coyoteis right—Shadow Wing did send scoutsin, and they are looking for the spirit
Seds”

Chase gazed at me, his eyes shrouded and dark. "So what's our next step?”

"Find Tom Lane. Get the sedl before they do. Somehow, kill the demons before they get to anybody
e | just hope we manage to find them before they find us.”

"Y ou and me both. How long till Delilah comes home?”

"I'll find out," | said, pulling my cdll phone out of my purse. | punched in Ddlilah's number, and she
answered on the third ring. ™Y ou need to come home," | said. "We found the harpy and killed her."

She sounded relieved. "Thank gods you did, because the harpy got hold of Louise Jenkins before | could
get there. I'm on theway home. I'll be there in ten minutes.”

"Oh hdll, Louiseisdead?' | glanced over a Chase, who jerked his head up. He pushed apad of paper in
front of me, and | scribbled Louisesnameonit.

"Y eah. Chase might want to send a crew out there. | don't think anybody's missed her because there
were no signs of the cops or anything. | used gloves, made sure not to touch athing with bare hands.”

"Chaseisaready here, so I'll tdl him. What's her gpartment number again?' | jotted down the
information. "Okay, thanks. Say, would you stop and grab a couple of pizzasfor dinner? Sausage, ham,
pinespple, whatever ése you can think of that's good.” As| flipped the phone closed, | noticed that little
Maggie was breathing deeply, sound adeep.

Chase was on the phone as soon as | gave him al the information, and once again, the OIA team was
activated. Hetold them to call him as soon as they knew what was going on.

Aswewaited for Ddlilah, | fixed up alittle box for the gargoyle, and Maggie snuggled happily in her bed.
Chase and | sat in theliving room, watching the news on TV. There was ashort segment on the "strange
Faerie" who fell over the side of the Space Needle. At least reporters weren't onto the fact that the harpy
had been ademon, athough they made afew ill-advised chicken jokes. Louise Jenkins wasn't
mentioned; the teeam must till beinvestigating.

By thetime my sister dipped through the door, | was starving. | took the pizza boxes from Delilah and
st them on the coffee table. "Hey, go in the kitchen and take alook at what | found. If she's awake,
bring her back with you."



Delilah headed into the dining room while | opened one box and sniffed at the thick sausage and
mushroom pizza, long strings of extra cheese glistening on the top. "Y ou have the best-tasting food,
Chase. | could get used to living Earthside, if only for that reason.”

He snorted as Delilah returned, Maggie snuggled in her arms. " She's adorable. Where did you find her?!
She ettled into the rocker, chucking the chin of the wide-awake and bewildered gargoyle.

Wefilled her in on our encounter with the demon. "My spell backfired, but at least we were able to make
use of theresults” | said. "Shewas part of a Degath Squad. Y ou know what that means.”

Ddilah's amilefaded. "Hdl Scouts."

"Y eah, and even though she's dead, that leaves us the two most dangerous ones to contend with. We
have to solidify our plansto find Lane. | don't think we have much time. So tell us about Louise.”

Ddilahrolled her eyes. "Tak about bad news dl the way around. I'd like to wait until Menally's awake,
though.” She glanced at Chase, who gave her afrustrated nod.

| reached for Maggie and wandered over to the window. Dusk was starting to fal. "I'm hungry,” | said.
"Chase, you hold Maggie while Delilah and | st thetable."

He started to protest, but | plunked the gargoyle in hisarms, handed him the remote, picked up the
pizzas, and motioned for Delilah to follow meinto the kitchen. As | arranged the plates and napkinson
the table, Delilah poured more wine for Chase and me, and milk for hersdlf.

"I'm so hungry,” Dedlilah said, licking her lips. She set the parmesan shaker on the table. "' Chase seems
awfully nicetonight. Hedidn't act like | wasafresk at al.”

| glanced at her, grinning. "Maybe seeing the harpy made him redlize how normd you redly are”
Delilah laughed as she tucked abow! of broccoli in the microwave and punched it on for three minutes.

"Y ou know, ashomesick as| am,” | said, "1 have to admit how much easier technology makesthings. I'll
miss dectricity when we go back."

"We had servants there,”" Ddilah countered. "But thank heavensfor Mother. At least we understood the
language and culture before we came here.”

Mother had brought us up bilingual, and had taught us about Earthside customs from the time we could
walk.

"True. | supposewewerethelogica choicesfor this assgnment. Maybe headquarters wasn't punishing
us after all. Mogt of the agents assigned Earthside go through long periods of trangition, but we already
knew alot about life here before we ever joined the OIA."

"It'sacomforting thought." Delilah peeked down the hall into the living room. "Chase and Maggie are
adeep. She'ssuch acutie. Can weredly keep her?' The wistful tone to her voice made me smile. Delilah
always brought home stray animals when she was young, and Mother had asked Father to build ashed
out in back of our home specificaly for Ddlilah's menagerie.

"Y es, we can keep her. Her mother's probably churning out babies for some demon's sweet tooth, and
HQ isn't going to want her. I don't know how Menally will fed about it, but shelll come around.”

"Everything'sready. Let'seat." With that, she went to wake Chase. While he washed his hands, |



showed her how to mix up the cream for Maggie, and we fed her, then put her to bed before settling in at
the table for our own medl.

"Aregargoylesintdligent?' Chase asked, taking histhird piece of pizza.

"Someare," | said cautioudy, in case Maggie could understand the rudiments of language. "They can be
brilliant, or they can have the brainpower of the average cat. A lot depends on the nutrition their mother
gets during pregnancy, the clan their bloodline hearkens from, and whether they were handled roughly at
birth. Consdering the harpy had her, I'm not at al sure Maggie will grow up to be much more than a pet.
She may never be ableto go into asis.”

If she couldn't, then she wouldn't be of any useto the OIA. Which, considering the way gargoyles were
forced to live when they went Earthside, was probably the best thing that could happen to her. Some
gargoyles, especidly those with lower intelligence, didn't possess the ability to freeze-frame.

Chase blinked when aloud snore cut through the air from Maggi€e's box. " She soundsalittlelikeacat, a
littlelikeapig.”

"They snuffle when they're happy." | glanced at the clock. "Time to wake Menolly. We have plansto
meke."

"Just s0 long aswe find Tom Lane before Bad Ass Luke does,” Ddlilah said.

"And just so long aswe find him before Bad Ass Lukefinds us,” | said. Neither she nor Chase had much
of an answer to that.

CHAPTER9

Menolly stretched, shaking her braidsto aloud clatter. "So what's on the agendatonight?* She shimmied
into skintight jeans and a.cami top, giving me atoothy grin. Her fangs glistened in the dim light, and once
again, | found mysdlf alittle queasy. Shelooked a me. "What happened with Trillian? Is he back in your
life?’

| leaned back on her bed. "Y eah, I'm weak. So sue me."

"Couldn't you just find one of our cousinsto hook up with? Or even avampire? | know severa lesser
vamps that aren't too objectionable.” Her eyestwinkled, and | knew she wasteasing me.

"Yeah, | need an undead lover just about as bad as | need another holein my... head. Speaking of
vamps, you got acal from Wade. | think somebody's smitten,” | said, teasing her.

"You'rekidding. He called here?' Shedid her best to look pissed, but | could tell she wasinterested. An
excited light flickered in her eyes, and shewastrying to hideasmile.

"| seethat grin, o don't try to bluff me, because you can't. Y ou gave him your number, o you were
obvioudy interested. Now, come on, theré'salot tofill you in on. Chase and | took out the harpy today,
but not before she killed both L ouise Jenkins and an exiled Faerie.”

Menolly followed me upstairs, glancing at Chase as she took a seat opposite him. | introduced her to
Maggie, and she seemed surprisngly delighted, holding thelittle gargoyle in her amswith atender amile
flickering at the corners of her lips. While she snuggled Maggie, Chase and | launched into what had
happened with Rinaand the harpy.

"We enlisted a Corpse Taker, and | asked Rinahow to find Tom."



"What did she tell you?" Menolly asked.

"A riddle. 'He's mad as a hatter, mad as a hare. Go to the woodland, but be you aware. Look for the
ancients who shelter from storm, but first you must passthrough the lair of thewyrm." If you can figure
out what it means, be my guest.”

"Wyrm?"' Ddlilah frowned. "Dragon?’

"No dragons around the Pecific Northwest asfar as| know," | said. "Of course, OIA aso told usthat
the demons would never bresk through onto Earth.”

Menolly snorted. "The OIA has been doppy on anumber of thingslatdly. | agree with Delilah. Best guess
isthat adragon of some sort's hanging out there. Possibly he's protecting this Tom?"

| groaned. A dragon was so not what we needed. Generaly sdlfish and greedy, they made wonderful
mercenaries and were nearly impossible to kill. If Tom had hired one to protect him—or somebody hired
the wyrm for him—then we were going to have afight on our hands. And considering the state of our
little ragtag band, | knew that none of us had what it took to take on adragon.

"Okay, so let's cdl that roadblock number one," | said. "I wonder if Bad Ass Luke and the Psycho
Babbler know about this. The question is, how do we find Tom? He's supposed to be living near Mount
Rainier, either on the edge of the nationa park’s borders, or hiding within."

"It'stoo late to drive out there tonight, and the roads are going to be difficult—parts of the park are
aready closed for the winter. Tomorrow well makethetrip,” Chase said. "Ddlilah, can you help me do
some deuthing on him before then? We can go through everything a my office. Then tomorrow, well
meet here before heading out. I'll drive. Say we get started around eight tomorrow morning?”

"Sounds good," Ddlilah said. "Now, do you want to hear everything that happened a L ouise Jenkinss
apartment? As| said, the harpy was a step ahead of usthere, too. Actualy severa steps. Louisewasa
mess. She'd been dead long enough for rigor mortisto set in, so the harpy may have gotten to her before
she stopped at Rinas. | searched the gpartment but found nothing. | took along look at Louise, or at
what remained of her, that is." She winced and shook her head. "Bloody, terribly bloody. Anyway, |
noticed there was aring on her finger. Gold and diamond."”

"Wedding finger?' | asked.

"You got it. | wonder if Jocko married her and conveniently forgot to tell the OIA. They would have
kicked him out for that."

"Or maybe they were engaged,” Menolly said dowly. "I remember severd times he mentioned that he
was getting used to life Earthside, and how it wasn't so bad. He was respected because of his Size here.
Back in OW, hewasridiculed for being so short.”

| turned to Delilah. "Did you notice anything € se? Pictures? Anything to give usaclue of what kind of a
connection Louise and Jocko had?"

Ddilah squinted, thinking. After amoment, she said, "Her apartment wastrashed, so | couldn't make out
much about what she was like. No picturesthat | could see, but | didn't want to disturb the scene any

more than necessary.”

Menolly snapped her fingers. "Wait a second. Jocko had adiary. | saw himwriting in ajourna afew
weeks ago. It was small, with adrawing of ... it looked like an antique map on the cover. Did you find
anything like that in his room when you searched it after he was murdered?’ She turned to Chase, who



looked surprised.

"No. Not at adl. Infact, it barely looked like he lived there. | was surprised that giants could be so clean.
Could the diary be at the bar? An undercover OIA team member searched his office, but | don't
remember anything like that in the evidence they brought back. By the way, has Camille told you about
your promotion?"

Blinking, Menolly shook her head. " Promotion? What are you talking about?' Then understanding
flooded her face, and her pale skin glowed even brighter. "Oh crap and hell. They've put mein charge of
the bar, haven't they?"

"You got it," Chasesaid. "So | guessyou have to go back to work tonight. While you're there, take a
look around and find out if the diary ishidden behind the bar. Take Camille with you, and both of you be
careful—if there's an insde man, we haven't found him yet. And if he knows you're an agent, you could
beinalot of danger.”

"Chaseisright,” | brokein. "Only Jocko knew that were ssters, so | can just be alocal bookstore
owner, out for adrink. Then, tomorrow, well drive out to Mount Rainier. Okay, Chase and Delilah, get
busy with your research. Two heads are better than one. Just ask any dubba-troll."

Ddilah glanced & Maggie. "What about her?!

""She should be okay until | get home. She's sound adeep.”

"Okay. Get your butt in gear, Chase."

Chase brokeinto asmile. "My pleasure. Just don't go shifting on me when I'm not prepared for it."
| waved my hand. "Get out of here, both of you. If theré'strouble, call me on my cell phone.”

Oncethey l€eft, | hurried upstairs and dipped on atight, thigh-high black leather skirt, then laced up my
new magentaand black bustier, jiggling so my boobs were ready to bust out. | did my feet into apair of
round-toed pumps with four-inch stiletto heels and twirled in front of the mirror. Woo-hoo, good enough
to eat!

We needed dl the information we could get. If there was an inside person at the bar, they wouldn't talk
to Menally, but they might talk to me. Especidly if | turned on the charm.

| wrapped avevet stole around my shoulders and cautiously descended the stairs, careful to avoid
catching my hedl's on the numerous cracks that split the wood.

Menolly glanced up at me as | entered the kitchen. Her jaw dropped, and she coughed. "Damn good
thing Trillian isn't here to see you. I'd never get you out of the bedroom.”

"Y ou may have that trouble soon enough. | just can't get him out of my system. So, you ready?"
"Whenever you are.”" She held up the keysto her truck.

"I'll take my car. If were seen entering together, whoever'sworking on the inside might get suspicious.” |
made sure | had everything and nodded toward the door. "After you." And we headed out into the
gormy night.

The Wayfarer was rocking as usud. It had real Otherworld fedl—the lights were fashioned to ook like



kerosene lamps, and the decor appeared rustic on the surface but was polished when you |ooked
closdly. Long benches and tables served the crowds, as well as boothsfor private parties. In addition to
the standard beer and wine, the bartender kept afew goodies such as Cryptozoid Ale and Brownie Beer
behind the bar, al pricey and in high demand.

A dtaircase ran along the back wall, leading up to two floors of rooms that were alwaysfull. The porta
itself was secreted in the basement, and an OIA agent was on guard night and day to process the
passports of those entering from OW. It was where we'd first made our appearance Earthside.

Menolly wasin full swing at the bar. The lightswere dim, and she wasworking like crazy. The crowd of
subculture FBHs who thronged to the bar loved the fact that she was avampire, though they kept a
respectful distance, except for the few who were hung up on the mystique of vamp lore.

While acceptance of the undead was sill sorely lacking, things were dowly changing, dthough their
reputation hadn't been helped by al the horror movies and vamps who loved to play up the whole
000-5pooky image. Dracula, for instance, had been aresident of OW, and during his deportation to the
Subterranean Realms, he managed to escape and to flee Earthside before the guards could stop him.
He'd single-handedly destroyed potential relations between vamps and humans for hundreds of years.

| wandered up to the counter and pushed through the crowd. Women dressed so skimpy they made me
look like anun clustered in groups at the tables, dert for any sign of Sidhe men who might wander
through. They weren't Faerie Watchers though. No, the Faerie Watchers Club preferred to focus on the
magic and sparkles and unicorns. These women were looking for a party and maybe alittle more. They
caled themsalves Faerie Maids and afew—usualy the most interesting—had enough success that they'd
become addicted to sex with the Sidhe. Gods only knew what they'd do if they ever dept with a Svartan.

The women weren't the only oneslooking for alittle action. Severd men wandered through the bar, but
most of them knew they didn't have achancein hell. Menolly told me they picked up the women who
were |eft dtting alone at the end of the night. 1t was sad, really, but overdl, very few of the Sdhe paid any
attention to the open invitations.

| did onto astool, glancing around. Here and there, | spotted another Faerie or two. Even afew Weres
were hanging around the outskirts of the room—you could tell them from the gleam in their eyes. They
met my gaze, and some nodded, afew gave me ahaf wave, acknowledging our common roots.

Where should | start? A tinglein the back of my neck aerted me, and | turned around. In the corner
booth, | spotted a young man. He looked Japanese, but a glamour around him caught my attention.

"A glass of whitewine" | murmured to Menolly when she findly made her way over to me. "And who's
that? Over therein the booth?!

She glanced at the man as she set the Rieding down in front of me. In awhisper, shesaid, "I've never
seen himin here beforetonight. | can tell you, he didn't come over from OW. He smdlls like ademon,
but I'd bet my fangs that he's not from the Subterranean Realms.”

| sipped my wine and dowly pushed mysdlf off the stool, strolling over to the booth. As| approached,
the man looked up, and | saw that he wasn't quite as young as | thought. His face was smooth and
unlined, but his eyes were far older than twenty-something. | leaned againgt the wall separating his booth
from the next one.

"Won't you Sit down, beautiful lady?" he asked.

| accepted hisinvitation, diding into the opposite seet. As| cradled my wineglassin my hands, it dawned



on methat thiswas no chance meeting. He'd been waiting for me, though | didn't know how or why.
After amoment's silence the air around him rippled. Magic, al right.

"Grandmother Coyote said you might be ableto use my help," he said abruptly. Asheblinked, his
chocolate eyes turned a startling shade of topaz.

Bingo. | knew | sensed something familiar about him. His scent was thick with musk, but benesth the
masculine odor, | could detect the subtle smell of Grandmother Coyote's energy mingling in his aura—as
if sheld leaned againgt his shoulder or patted him on the back.

| took asip of my wine and contemplated this odd turn of events. "Perhaps.” Toying with my drink; |
gazed a him, trying to figure out just who he was. Menolly wasright. He wasn't from the Sub Realms.
That much | could tell, so he couldn't be the Psycho Babbler, as charming as he might seem.

That |eft the question as to whether he wasin league with Bad Ass Luke. Whoever he was, he was
handsome, with shoulder-length hair the color of charcoa, smooth and shining and gathered back ina
pony tall. He had no facid hair savefor asmal goatee and a pencil-thin mustache, and while his build

was dight, helooked wiry under the green cable-knit sweater. Hmm... heredly was cute. What might he
be wearing below that sweater? | couldn't very well ask him to stand up so | could see his pants.

Shaking myself out of my reverie, | said, "So, who are you?"'

The corner of hislips crooked into acunning smile. My pulserevved, and | shifted in my seat, wondering
if he could read me.

Hegavealittlelaugh. "Morio. | just arrived in town.”
Morio? That was a Japanese hame.

"Not from Otherworld, you didn't," | said before | could stop mysdlf. Y ou aren't one of the Sidhe. What
areyou?' Whoops... very rude. In Otherworld it was considered the height of bad mannersto ask what
someone was upon first greeting. | backtracked. "Excuse me... bad manners. My name's Camille. So
Grandmother Coyote pointed you my way? How did you know I'd be here tonight?"

"| followed you from your house." He brushed away a shoulder-length strand of hair that had come loose
from hisponytall.

Shit, then he aso knew that Menolly and | were connected. | prayed that he was really on our side.
"Y ou've been watching me? | don't appreciate that."

Morio shrugged. "Y ou wouldn't have noticed meif | hadn't told you, so don't worry about it. | arrived
from Japan yesterday." He glanced around the tavern. "I haven't been herein awhile. The giant'sgone.”
With aquick gesture at Menolly, he leaned forward. "I won't tell your secret. Or hers.”

| sucked in adeep breath. Direct questioning wasn't going to work on him. "What do you want with me?"

He traced an intricate pattern on the table. | tensed—the weave looked like spell work, but | couldn't
fed any magic emanating fromiit, so | tried to relax. "It'snot what | want with you,” he said. "It'swhat |
can dofor you."

"And what can you do for me?" | leaned forward, redlizing that | was asking more than one question.

"I can help you find that which you seek,” he said. "I know the forest. | know how to track, to sniff out
and seek.”



Helifted his head, locking meinwith hisgaze. Hisdow smile ran through my veinslikefinewine,
disorienting me asthe energy of the woodland closed in around us. Dark and deep, old and wild, it wove
itsdlf like acloak around his shoulders. "Whatever you want beyond that, I'm sure | can provide.”

As| caught my breeth, | redlized he was an Earthside spirit and that he belonged to thisworld. "Did
Grandmother Coyote call you in on our behdf?"

Another smile, another yank into a swirling kalel doscope of |eaves and twigs and roots plunging deep into
the earth. "Not exactly, but she showed me those who threaten thisworld. My world. I'm at your
disposd. Put meto work."

Helifted his glassto salute me, and | returned the compliment, wondering what to do next. My question
was answered when Menolly caught my attention. She hadn't lifted afinger, but we were ssters, and |
could fedl when she called me. | glanced over at the bar to where she stood, asmall book in her hand. A
traveler's notebook, an elagtic band held the pages closed. Jocko's diary.

"Y ou'd better go talk to her. I'll wait for you," Morio sad.

As| dowly stood, keeping my eye on my new companion, it occurred to me that Morio had affected me
in away no man had since before I'd met Trillian. Whether that boded for good or ill remained to be
Seen.

Menolly gave me aquizzica look as | approached the bar. | asked for another white wine, then leaned
over the counter. "We need to talk.”

"| can't get off duty right now, and after work | want to look around and seeif | can figure out who was
helping Bad Ass Luke from here. But take the journa with you. By the way, who's the hot-to-trot?
Please don't tell me he's on Shadow Wing'sside.”

| raised one eyebrow and glanced back at Morio, who lifted his glassin my direction. "I'm not sure yet,
but hel's an emissary from Grandmother Coyote, and if he's ademon, he's an earthbound one. I'm certain
he'snot in league with our big bad boys from the netherworlds. I'd smell them on him.”

"Redly?' Menally topped off my glass and pushed it across the counter, dong with the diary. "1've been
watching you two. Y ou've got something going on there. Be interesting to find out just what heis...
maybe awizard?'

| shook my heed. "Don't think so, but can't tell yet. Okay, I'm leaving, and I'll probably take him with
r],E.ll

"Planning on doing some undercover work?' she asked, snickering.

| started to make asmart-assed retort, but who was | kidding? "1 wouldn't mind finding out what's under
that smooth exterior, I'll tell you that. His name's Morio, by theway. If anything happensto me, go to
Grandmother Coyote and ask her what's going down." Sliding the diary into my purse, | drained the
glass, then strode back over to the booth, where | nodded to Morio. ™Y ou coming?’

Without aword, he stood, did his shoulder bag, and followed.

The rain whipped so hard that | cringed; my legsfelt like they were under attack by a swarm of bees.
Morio didn't seem to notice, but he did know where I'd parked and led me directly to my car. As|
unlocked the doors, | wondered if | was crazy getting behind the whed with this strange creature by my



sde. Inhaing deeply to cdm mysdf, | fastened my seat belt and waited while he did the same.
"We're going back to your house?"' he asked.
| glanced a him quickly. "Why?"

"That seems mogt logical. Y ou need to deep before tomorrow. We are going looking for Tom Lane,
arent we?"'

| Sighed. "Listen, | don't know what you are, or how you know so much, but bad manners or not—I
want some graight answers. Y ou say Grandmother Coyote told you about me, you say you watched our
house, and you knew which car was mine. What's going on?"

He grinned then, afull-fledged, ddightful grin that made me want to lean over and kisshim. " Camiille,
your temper's showing."

Charmer or not, | was at the point of ordering him out of the car when | caught a glimpse of something
darting toward usfrom the adley. | gasped as alarge black silhouette legpt toward the front of the car and
smashed arock into the windshield. The glass shook but didn't shatter, dthough a crack dowly stresked
from one side to the other. Dazed, | stared dumbly at the creature who loomed in my headlights. Thet is,
until | redlized that it was coming around to my side.

"Fucking hell!" | screamed, suddenly noticing that Mono had hold of my wrist and was yanking me over
the gearshift onto his seet. He'd dready thrown his door wide and was outside like alight, dragging me
withhim.

"Run,” he said, pushing me toward the lighted intersection. "Run!"

| had only taken afew steps before my hedl caught on aholein the sdewalk and | went diding, face-firs,
aong the concrete. Wincing aswet gravel lodged itsdlf into my palmsand chin, | forced mysdlf to rall to
my feet, kicking off my shoesas| did so. | whirled around, but al | could seewasablur.

Then, in the midst of the downpour, | caught sight of Mono. Our attacker was nowhere to be seen.
Mono glanced around, then turned my way. | saw that he was holding something, trying to get it into the
shoulder bag. | managed to catch aglimpse of an ivory rounded object with glowing red eyes. A skull?|
couldn't be certain, but it looked likeit.

He closed the bag, then leaned his head back, asif sniffing the air. After amoment, he strode over to me
and held out his hand. Still wary, | took it, and he scooped meinto his armswith no more effort than I'd
have scooping up Maggie. It would seem that Mono was alot stronger than he looked.

"What the hell wasthat thing?' | asked, not bothering to ask why hewas carrying me. | figured he had his
reasons, and | had no objectionsto being in hisarms. Infact, it fet pretty damned good.

"A skinwalker. Earthbound, but probably in league with darker forces. | warded it off, but it won't stay
away long. Come, we haveto get out of here beforeit returnswith reinforcements.” He carried me back
to the driver'sside of the car. Assoon ashewasin, | peered around the cracksin the windshield, pulled
into traffic, and shot off.

Along theway, Morio remained sllent, enjoining me to wait until we were safe to ask any more questions.
| had to warn Menally, though, so pulled out my cell phone and punched number three on the speed did.

Two ringslater, Menolly answered.



"Listen, weve got trouble.”
"Morio?" Asusud, shewas blunt and to the point.

"No. WEe're on the way home right now. We were attacked by something called a skinwalker after we
|eft the bar. 1t was only afew blocks from the Wayfarer, so you need to be careful. Get someone you
trust to walk you to your car when your shift isover. If you haveto, cal Chase, but | don't know if
bullets would work on that thing. Call me before you leave and again when you're safely on the road.”

| could hear the hesitation in her voice. "Are you sure you're safe with Morio?

With alaugh, | shook my head, even though she couldn't see me. "I'm not sure we're safe anywhere,” |
sad. "Tdk toyou later.”

Therest of the ride was uneventful. As| pulled into our driveway, | tuned into thewardsI'd set up
around the property. They glowed at the corners of the land, asoft white, holding fast. Nothing happened
to Morio as we passed through them, so he couldn't be too bad.

| parked and turned off theignition. Thank the gods we'd made it home safe. But if Morio had found our
house, had anybody ese? | thought about Maggie, in there done, and bounded up the porch stairs,
barefoot. | fumbled with the key, finaly managing to unlock the door, and hurried into the darkened
halway.

Morio was right behind me. "I'll help you check the house," he said, aseasily asif helived here.
"Okay, you can help, but no going through things that are none of your business. Got it? No funny stuff.”
He shrugged. "Funny isgood, it kegpsasoul hedthy. Lead on, lady."

We searched the house from top to bottom, athough | conveniently ignored the basement. The entrance,
hidden behind the bookcase door, stayed safdly off-limits. Menolly's lair was sacrosanct.

Aswe returned to the living room, satisfied that nobody was lurking in the hall closet or under the beds,
Morio set his bag down on the love seat and quickly assumed the lotus position next to it. Mighty
flexible, | thought, wondering in what other ways he might be flexible. My body was jumping on the
bandwagon my mind had aready commissioned and set into motion.

| offered him adrink, and he accepted abeer. As| handed it to him, he stared a me, appraisng me from
head to toe, and the gppraisal looked good. | licked my lips. While | was used to men staring at me—if
only for the Sze of my breasts—thiswas different. This could lead to something, and coming so soon on
thetrall of Trillian'svigt, | wasn't sure whether that was agood idea or not.

| settled down inthe recliner. "All manners asde, tell mewho you are.”
He cracked asmile. "I can see you won't be satisfied with asmple explanation.”
"Not on your life. Spill it, asthelocas say."

He shrugged. ™Y ou know my name—Morio—and | told you the truth. Grandmother Coyote sent meto
help you. I'm one of the yokai-kitsune."

"Kit what?' For al | knew, it could be afamily clan name, atribe, or some secret fraterna order.

"Y okai-kitsune. Fox demon would be aclosetrandation.”



Demon ? Oh shit! | jumped up and looked around wildly for the nearest weapon. The silver short
swords my father had given to each of uswere safely ensconced in acabinet in the parlor. Sincethe
closest thing | could reach was a sofa cushion, | held out my hands to gather the moon's energy, hoping
that shewouldn't fail me now.

He cocked one eyebrow. "Y ou're going to attack me? Oh, that's nice.”

Hestating, | sared a him, waiting. "Then you redly aren't from the Subterranean Realms? Why would
Grandmother Coyote send you here?”’

Morio snorted. "No, I'm not from down under, and she sent me because you obvioudy can't handle this
situation on your own. If 1'd been from the netherworlds, you'd be toast by now, and 1'd be feasting on
your bones." He patted the seat beside him. "Now, sit down and quit being a drama queen!™

Of dl the arrogant, smarmy—I paused when | looked into his upturned face. He was patiently waiting for
meto do astold. | wanted to sscomp off into the kitchen; however, this Situation was going from bad to
worse, and we needed al the help we could get. | sat down, sighing.

He smiled, satisfied. "Good. Y ou know how to listen. As| said, I'm ayokai-kitsune. | come from Japan,
though I've been to the U.S. severa times before. | owe Grandmother Coyote abig favor, and she's
cdlingitin, so herel am. Shewants meto help you find the spirit sedls. After hearing about what's going
on, | am more than happy to be of service. Nobody's going to invade my world and get away with it."

| examined hisface. Now that | had a chanceto look closer, | could seethat his ears were dightly
pointed and that his teeth seemed alittle sharp for ahuman. But he wasn't Faerie—not in the sense that
my father was.

"You say youreademon?' | asked.

"In amanner of gpesking. Demon, nature spirit, what have you. The terms aren't important. What matters
isthat I'm not human, even though | take the form for the most part.”

"A Were?'
Again, ashake of the head. "No. Demon."

| could see | wasn't going to get much else out of him, so changed the subject. "I thought Grandmother
Coyote wouldn't interfere.”

"Shewont, but she can ask othersto step in. Shadow Wing is upsetting the balance, and the Hags of
Fate don't likeit when the scales are off-kilter." He opened his bag and pulled out the object held been
holding earlier. As1'd sugpected, it wasaskull. "Thisismy familiar. | have to havethisin order to change
into ahuman. If | loseit, the next time | changeinto afox, | can't change back until it's returned to me. It
was given to me at birth. I'm telling you this so you don't get any bright ideas about swiping it for one of

your spells™

| blushed. "I'd never think of it," | said, though it occurred to methat | still owed Grandmother Coyote
the finger bone of ademon, and here was one, ditting in my living room. But | was agood hostess. |
wasn't going to conk this guy over the head and make off with his skull, let lone cut off hisfinger,
especidly after she'd asked him to help usfight Shadow Wing. Besides, | was more interested in other

body parts.
"So, what did shetell you?'



"Everything | need to know. Y ou're looking for the spirit sedlsthat have beenlogt. If you don't find them
before Shadow Wing does, we're in big trouble. What | don't understand iswhy the OIA won't stepin
with amass attack and take care of this problem.”

"Because they can't.” The voice from the front door startled us both, and | legpt up, catching my breath.
Trillian. Again. And he didn't ook happy to see Morio stting there.

CHAPTER 10

"Will you stop that? Next timering the bell!" | glared at him as he wandered in and did into achair, his
eyesnever leaving me after asingle glancein Morio'sdirection.

"Why should I?" he asked. "Y ou know you'l let mein, so why bother with outdated niceties?!
"And that is one of the reasons we're no longer together,” | said, exasperated.

"We were together last night, and you had no complaints, | noticed." He turned to Mono. "Let me
introduce mysdif. I'm Trillian. Camill€slover.”

"Stop right there! | may have dipped and dept with you again, but I'm not your lover. Not anymore.” |
sighed. "Y ou're boorish and arrogant. And terribly rude.”

"Andyour pointis... 7' he asked, eyeing me with aspeculative look. Irritated, | turned away as he
continued. "The OIA can't intervene directly because the Queen has her head so far up her assthat she
can't seewhat's going on. And the generds are Sitting tight and cozy in their fancy homeswith their
gtashes of opium and their feasts and orgies. Even if they figure out what the hell's happening, the troops
aren't equipped to do battle. | hate to tell you this, but that ragtag army couldn't fight their way out of a
box. The only hopeis subterfuge, because by the time the roya s figure out something's wrong, Shadow
Wing will have discovered the spirit sedls and it will all be too late!"

He leaned back, his gaze flickering around the room.
"Did Father tell you dl that?" If that'swhat my father was saying, wewerein red trouble.

"Y our father isn't donein his assessment. There's trouble on the wind for the Queen. Old enemiesjust
don't fade away, even after athousand years. She needs to remember those she's crossed in the past.”
After amoment, Trillian looked over a Morio. " So the old hag sent you? A wolf cub to do aman's
work?Wadll, | suppose you're better than nothing."

"Y okai-kitsune, thank you." Morio bristled, and his pupils narrowed. "I know what you are. I've seen
your kind in the northern mountains before. Don't push me, Svartan.”

Grest, atestosterone match. Just what we needed. " Chill out, both of you. Morio, | welcome your help,
and my sigterswill too. Trillian, back off."

Trillian arched his eyebrows and gave me adow, sensuous grin. "Do you welcome my help, too? You
didlagt night.”

His eyeswere gleaming. Uh-oh. | caught my breeth, forcing mysalf to shake my head. The next moment,
Trillian had did in besde me, hisfingers running up my arm.

"Stopit!"

"Y our fedings are transparent—" he started to say, but before he could get the rest of hiswords out,



Morio's hand latched on to my other wrist, dragging me out of Trillian's grasp.

"Leave her done. It's obvious the lady doesn't want your attention.” Morio pushed me behind him ashe
glared & Trillian.

"Cub, you'vejust overstepped your boundaries. Y ou'd better keep your nose out of Situations that don't
concernyou.” Trillian was standing, hands on hips, at the ready.

| knew that he carried along knifein hisboot, and | had the feding he'd upgraded to more modern
wegponry since coming Earthside. Thelast thing | needed was for him to take a potshot at Morio with
some purloined handgun.

"Enough!™ Thoroughly irritated, | squeezed between them and glared at them until they both backed
away. "Takeit down anotch, boys. | meanit."

When they were Sitting again, dbeit grumpy and eyeing each other like hostile dogs, | headed toward the
kitchen. "1 need to check on Maggie. If either of you starts up again, I'm going to come in here and blast

you both. And you know you can't count on the side effects of my spells—you could end up a couple of

puffbals, for dl | carel™

Trillian's gaze burned into me, and he gave me ady smile, then returned to staring down Morio. | paused
to make surethey werereally in truce mode, then dipped into the kitchen.

Maggie was snuggled in her box, curled up adeep on an old blanket. My irritation evaporated as |
looked down at the beautiful swirls of orange and black and white downy fur covering her little body.
Gargoyleswere smdl when born, and they aged so dowly that it would be years before she grew to
adulthood. | knelt beside the box and gently stroked her fur. She snuffled in her deep.

While I'd wanted a cat—a black one who stayed a cat and didn't turn into a person—feinesdidn't like
being around Menolly. And Ddlilah would have been jealous and territorial. So Maggie was a perfect
compromise. Shewouldn't be afraid of vampires unless she'd aready been treated badly by one, and she
wouldn't threaten Delilah's seniority. The last thing we needed was alitter box dispute. Maggie turned,
blinked once, then closed her eyes and fell back adleep.

| made sure there was water in her bowl and then chopped up afew ounces of steak and added some

bread and milk. As| set the saucer down next to the box, Maggi€e's eyes opened, and she peeked over
the edge. Shelet out alittle mooph, then yawned as | lifted her over the edge. She lapped up the water
and the food.

When sheld finished, | rubbed her belly, then carried her outside and set her on the ground. She dribbled
afew pellets and a puddle on the grass near the steps, and | picked her up again and carried her back
ingde. It would be along time before her wings were big enough or strong enough to carry her weight,
and | didn't want her crawling around by hersdlf outside.

. After | put her back in the box, | poured myself aglass of wine and returned to the living room, hoping
that Trillian and Morio had been able to restrain themselves. Apparently, my absence had been too
taxing. They'd sarted talking to fill the silence.

"The Queen will never understland how much danger thereredly is" Trillian was saying. " She'stoo caught
up in her opium dreamsto pay attention. The Generd Commander istrying to whip thingsinto shape, but
he's getting afight every step of theway. The last meeting of the ruling council was afarce. Men are
leaving the Guard in droves because of poor management and lack of organization. And the OlA is
dividedinitsloyaties"



"What'sthis?' | asked. "How in theworld did you find that out?"

"I don't just talk to your father," he said, snorting. "I have my spies. One of the Council membersisa
good friend of mine. I'm serious, Camille. Don't expect help from the Crown and Court—they've
become so corrupt over the years that there isn't a person there who has the authority to change matters.
Not yet."

| jerked my head up to stare at him. Not yet? Trillian never said anything without reason, but until | knew
what was going on, | decided to kegp my mouth shut. | till didn't know Morio well enough to trust that
he might not repeat what he heard. And if word got back to the Queen that her competence was being
questioned, we were al so much dead meat—or would wish we were. Lethesanar was an expert at
persuading her prisonersthat they'd be better off dead. A number of them took that route—using
whatever method they could find to kill themsalves before her next round of amusements.

"Soyouresaying OIA isonitsown?'

Trillianinclined hishead. "I'm saying OI A will do what it can to help you, but that may not be for much
longer. Don't put your trust in them, and for the sake of the gods, don't count on the Court and Crown to
back you up.”

Sumping in my chair, | let out along sigh. My family had never been close enough to the Court to be
privy to itsinner workings. Mother's presence had been enough to keep my father out of the loop. And
aslower-echelon operatives, my sstersand | weren't privy to the relationship between the Court and
Crown and the OIA.

| suddenly wished my father was here. He knew something, or he wouldn't have sent Trillian. But | dso
knew that he would take his own time about telling us what was going down. Father wasloyal to his
bel oved Guard. Whatever was happening must be bad, for him to admit to Trillian that there was need
for secrecy.

"What's next?' Morio said as the door opened and Ddlilah rushed in. She dammed it behind her, then
turned to sare at al of us.

"l see we have company,” she said, dropping her backpack on a chair.

| stared at her. Something was different, but | couldn't figure out what. Her cheeks were flushed, but
since the temperature was dropping, | could chak that up to being cold. There was something else,
though. She waswalking differently, and she sounded breathless.

All of asudden | knew. Chase and Ddlilah had dept together! Chase, who for months had been spooked
by the idea of the werecat, and who had been chasing after my skirts, had fucked my sister. | took her by
the elbow.

"Comewith me; | want to talk to you.”
Trillian groaned. "Y ou're going to leave me done with wolf boy again?’

"Fox, you imbecile—I'm ayokai-kitsune, not some lycanthrope!" Mono growled and held out his hands.
As| watched, hisnailslengthened into long claws, and his eyes sparkled.

"Down, boys." | stepped in between them again. "Do | need to hire a babysitter to keep the two of you
avil?'

Morio gazed at me for amoment, an insolent look on hisface, then he retracted his claws. "No problem,



Camille"
Not to be outdone, Trillian jumped on the bandwagon. "WEell be good. Go gossip dl you want.”

Ddlilah stared at them both, clearly confused, as | steered her into the kitchen, where we sat down next
to Maggie. Delilah petted her for amoment, then sucked in a deep breath. She met my eyes.

"Y ou know, don't you? Y ou can tell?* She ducked her head.

"Of course | cantdl. | can smell him onyou." And indeed, Chase's cologne lingered on her skin. | braced
her by the shoulders. "The only thing that mattersto me isthat you're happy and safe. He didn't hurt you,
did he?'

Her eyeswent wide. "Hurt me? No, in fact | accidentally scratched him." She sobered, and | had a
sudden flash.

"Oh no, you didnt?' | saw where thiswas |eading and wasn't sure | wanted to go there.

Ddlilah looked scandalized. "No! At least not during... but afterward, | guess the tension got to me. We
were cuddling when | shifted. | scared Chase so bad that hefdll out of bed,” she said, giggling.

| stifled alaugh. Old Chase got more than he bargained for. Humans aways underestimated the power
sex held for the Faerie, even ahaf-breed. Morelivesin Otherworld had been lost to primal lust thanin
al thewars combined.

"Areyou upset?' Delilah rummaged through the cupboards for abag of chips and opened them with her
teem. "I know he's been after you for along time. | wasn't sure...”

"Y ou know perfectly well I'm not interested in Chase," | said, grabbing the bag from her and filching a
hendful.

"l know you are... were... avirgin. Areyou okay?' She didn't have to worry about pregnancy or
disease—wed been to the Medicine Mother before we left Otherworld and had our fertility temporarily
stopped and been magicaly enchanted againgt iliness. But her emotiona state could be at risk.

Shenodded. "Yes, I'mfine. I'll keep watch, though. Thiswas my firgt time and, even though it was with
an FBH, | know therisks." About onein ten thousand Sidhe went stark raving mad from their first sexua
encounter, usualy ending up wandering the world as a crazed seer.

"Chaseisredly quite aswestie," sheadded. "And | just wanted to find out what it waslike."

"So, what do you think? Was he any good?' | pulled a carton of milk out of the fridge and poured her a
glass

"l don't have much to compare himto,” she said, taking the milk. "It was fun—nothing earthshaking, so
I'm not surewhat al the brouhahais about. | have more fun chasing mice, to tell you the truth, but | didn't
want to trounce Chase's ego, so | told him hewas greet.”

| gazed at her, wondering just how bad in bed Chase must be. The Fae usually responded to most sexua
encountersin away that left porn starslooking like Pollyanna. Or maybe it was that Chase was human
and Ddlilah was... well... only haf-human. Whatever the case, | hoped that she wouldn't regret her
actions.

"Aslong asyou're okay. We have some serious problems going down.” | filled her in on what had



happened at the bar, and about the skinwalker. "So Morio's here to help us, thanks to Grandmother
Coyote, but it sounds like we can't count on either OIA or the Court and Crown. Whatever's happening
there, it doesn't sound good.”

Ddlilah was about to say something when a fracas sounded from the front door. She raced down the hall,
and | followed, close on her hedls.

"Youidiot, don't kill him! Jesus, he got away—can't you do anything right? I'll go get him!™ Morio'svoice
rang.

Delilah and | collided &t the entryway. The front door was wide open, and Trillian was standing on the
porch, holding ajacket, aconfused look on hisface. Mono was racing down the driveway faster than I'd
seen any human or Faerie run, but | couldn't see who or what he was following. Had the skinwalker
found us? But the cresture hadn't been wearing clothes, that wasfor sure. | quietly took the jacket from
Trillian's hand and, with a glance a Morio, who had apparently given up the chase and was headed back
to the house, motioned for Delilah to follow me.

Once back in the living room, we checked out the coat, finding two things: aknife and a small notebook.
Asl| pressed a hidden switch, anasty seven-inch blade sprang forth, barely missing my fingers.

"That's no pocket knife," | said, gazing at the switchblade as | closed my eyes, examining the energy of
the knife. No dangerous aura, dthough it didn't fed al that clear, either. No sign of demon-light or
Faeriefire.

"Whoever hewas, | think hewashuman,” | said. "The knifeisn't enhanced. No magic running throughit.”

Ddlilah flipped through the notebook. " There's a name written in the front. Georgio Profeta. No phone
number or address, though." She gasped, and | peeked over her shoulder. There, in neat and tidy printing
on the page, was an exact copy of what we'd read about the spirit seals. And taped below the writing
was a photograph that showed avery large, very snaky, brilliantly white dragon hovering next to one very
tired-looking lumberjack. The name next to the photograph read Tom Lane.

| stared at Ddlilah. "Wheat the hell isgoing on?" Taking the notebook from her, | skimmed through the rest
of the contents, but beyond afew incomprehensible poems, there was little more than the info about the
spirit seals and the picture. | held the photo up to the light. The dragon appeared to be ablend of Eastern
and Western heritage, awhite, snaky beast with mgjestic wings and long whiskers and horns. The
lumberjack was atal mountain of aman with awild look in hiseye, unkempt beard, and long, flowing
hair.

"Helooks three sheets off the mainsail,” Delilah said. "There's something about his eyes.”

| squinted. She wasright. An otherworldly glow filled hiseyes. And then | caught aglimpse of achain
hanging around his neck. "Want to make a bet thisreally is Tom Lane? If he's been wearing one of the
Spirit sedsfor along time, it's probably had an effect on hismind.”

Just then, Morio and Trillian came trooping back through the door. | motioned them into the living room.
"What happened?’

"Your guessisasgood asmine,” Trillian said. "I heard somebody outside on the porch, and when we got
there, that little weasdl was snesking around. But wolf-boy herelost him."

Morio shot him awithering look. " Fox, Svartan. Fox. And yes, | lost him. I've never known ahuman to
run that fast, nor have | ever lost a scent so quickly. It'slike he vanished into thin air. But he wouldn't



haveif you hadn't let him get away." Heturned to me. "Thisidiot had hold of the man's coat, but he didn't
have hold of the man. The guy did right out of the jacket and was off the porch like ajackrabbit.”

"How was | to know he'd be so dippery?' Trillian jabbed hisfinger at Morio's chest. "'Y ou weren't much
hdlp either—"

"And again, chill out!" My voice echoed through the room. Trillian and Morio backed away, darting
accusatory stares a one another. When they'd goneto their corners, | continued. "Nothing tripped my
wards, so I'm thinking he's not really athreat. Well figure out who heistomorrow. We can ask Chaseto
run acheck on him before he comes over. Meanwhile, Trillian, you and Morio take turns watching the
house—make sure nobody getsin. Ddilah, before you head to bed, give Menolly acall to make sure
shel'sokay. That skinwalker istill out there. I've got to get some deep so | can recharge. The fight with
the harpy wiped me out, and | can barely keep my eyes open.”

The weight of the day suddenly came crashing down on me. | sorely needed to lie down in aquiet, dark
room. Heading for the stairs, | was grateful for the sturdy railing, grateful that Delilah had the third story
of the house and not me, grateful that there was somebody to keep watch so | didn't have to.

In my room, | stripped off my clothes and climbed under the covers, after making sure the door to the
bal cony was firmly locked and that nobody was out there hiding. Within moments, my eyes had closed,
and | drifted off to deep.

| don't know how long it was before | sensed a presence in the room. Still dazed, | fought through the
layers of consciousness while images of the skinwaker and Rinaand Bad Ass Luke raced through my
mind as | struggled to wake up. And then, as my eyesfluttered open and | started to Sit up, the bed
cresked as someone crawled in behind me.

Frantic, | pushed mysdf to asitting position, but hands reached out to pull me down and roll me over
onto my back. And then | knew who it was. Trillian leaned over me, one hand holding mefast by my
waist asthe other stroked my hair.

"Oh good gods, can't you wait? | was adeep,” | said weakly.

Trillian just shook his head. " Shush... you know were meant to be together. Let mein." Hisvoice was
like smooth velvet.

"Trillian, you'reincorrigible. Let me go back to deep.” | pushed against him, but my body rebelled against
my mind, and he seemed to sense my ambivalence as he sought my lips, fastening his mouth to mine.

Heloomed above me, and | melted into the kiss, which went on and on, histongue darting like
quickslver to touch my own, hisicy eyes glowing against the jet black of his skin. He had unbound his
slver hair from the braid, and now it cascaded around me, tickling me with its soft strands.

| thought of al the reasons why thiswasn't agood idea, why it had been a mistake the night before and
was il amistake, but none of that seemed to matter. When he touched me it was with asilken fire, and
our auras flowed together. | gasped as his mouth did along my breasts and shoved aside dl the reasons
why | shouldn't be doing this. What we had between us was too good to deny, and | wanted him,
wanted his heart, wanted his body, his cock insde me.

Reaching down, | clasped hold of him. Hewasrigid and firm, ready &t the hlm, but then he pushed my
arms over my head, holding me down by my wrists as he covered me with kisses, lingering at my breasts,
then diding hislipsaong my belly. | moaned, and the sparks we created lit up the room. As| spread my
legs, he nuzzled me, lingering over the neetly trimmed hair, then pressed my thighs open and plunged his



tongue into the nexus of my body, sweeping meinto avortex of pleasure.

"For the sake of the gods, don't stop,” | said, my hands gripping the long strands of his hair as his head
bobbed up and down between my legs. The fire between us built, lightning and ice, and | cried out once,
then twice, as| neared the peak. He raised his head to stare a me with atriumphant gleam in his eyes,
and then quickly plunged himsdlf deep within my core. At firgt thrugt, | let out achoked scream, and then
| was moving, riding him as he rode me, and al the gods in the heavens couldn't have torn me away.

| could fed him nearing the edge even as | teetered on the cliff, and then welet go, falling. Trillian let out a
muffled shout, his head buried between my breasts, as| let down my last guard and gaveinto le petit
mort.

Asthe shock wavesrolled away, | fell back on the pillows, savoring the ripples racing through my body.
Trillian murmured something | couldn't hear, then curled up next to me, hisarmswrapping around me like
acomfortable and well-worn cloak.

"I've missed you so much," he said. "It hasn't been the same without you. No other woman can do to me
what you can, and believe me, I'vetried tofill your place.

| stared at him. Trillian was admitting to having fedings for me? | knew he enjoyed mein bed, but to hear
him say he missed mewas like hearing Donald Trump say he was giving up hisempiretojoina
commune.

"Did you redly missme?" Seepy and sated, | snuggled degper under the covers. Damn, it felt good to lie
next to somebodly.

He nodded, dowly at first. Theflicker of ascowl passed over hisface. "Nobody's ever |eft me before,
though I'veleft plenty of women behind. But Camiille, theré's something about you. | couldn't stop
thinking about you while we were together, and | couldn't stop thinking about you after you left. You're
like the honeysuckle wine the dryads make—one sp and you never forget.”

"| thought that was the peril of loving a Svartan,” | said, pushing mysdlf up to agitting position. | dipped a
couple of pillows behind my back to cushion mysdf. "Trillian, do you know why | |eft?"

"Y ou told me once, but | didn't pay any attention,” he said and for amoment, the Trillian I knew so well
shone through. Unlessit pertained to his comfort, he never listened to anybody el se. At the core, hewas
sdfish, asto some degree were dl Fagrie.

"| left you because | knew you'd leave me. Svartans are notorious for casting away their partners. In fact,
most of your people are so hedonistic you make the Sidhelook like saints. | was trying to protect my
heart, Trillian. | an Sidhe; | don't have a problem playing with acrowd. But I'm also human, and when |
fdl, | fal hard. | couldn't face rgection.”

Thirsty, | dipped out of bed and padded into the bathroom, where | poured mysdf aglass of water.
Technology and itswonders. Gotta love it, | thought.

Trillian rose, and once again, | found myself mesmerized by him. His musclesrippled under the moonlight
shining through the window, and he stretched, luxuriating like acat. He gave meady smile.

"Camille, ohmy Camille... | told you before that | wouldn't cast you away like the others. Why won't
you trust me?' As hetook a step forward, there was a knock on the door, and it opened. Morio peeked
around the corner.

Trillian whirled around, an angry look on hisface. Before he could yell at Morio, | stepped between



them, unfazed. | was seldom embarrassed by nudity, unless the voyeur showed discomfort. Morio
perked up. In fact, he looked downright pleased when he caught sight of me.

"What'sup?' | asked.

"Y our sster Menally's on the phone. She wantsto talk to you. And the gargoyle iswhimpering. | think
she'shungry.” He glanced at Trillian, and his expression changed to one of boredom. "Y ou're dueto
relieve my watch in ten minutes," he added, then closed the door behind him.

Trillian gazed at the bed, then looked a me. ™Y ou want to fuck him, don't you? | could sense the spark
between you downdairs.”

| sighed. "What can | say? He'sthe first man since you that I've found attractive.”

He cleared histhroat. "Play with thefox if you want. Just don't let him get intheway of us." | heard a
warning notein hisvoice.

| held up my hand before he could go on. "Get dressed. Y ou need to let him get some deep. | don't want
thetwo of you fighting."

Sliding into my new nightgown—which Trillian liked as much as| thought hewas going to—I didintoa
pair of fuzzy dippers, then headed downgtairsto find out what Menolly wanted.

CHAPTER 11
The minute | picked up the phone and said hello, Menolly snorted.

"I know what you've been doing, but the question is, with who?" Ever since she'd become avampire,
Menoally had the uncanny ability to ferret out sex, whether it be by smell, sound, or maybe just abuzzing
in her head. "Never mind. I'll get thejuicy detailslater. | just called to let you know that I'm headed to my
car now. Y ou wanted meto let you know when | |eft the bar."

| glanced at the clock. Two am. Right on schedule. "Okay, but call me when you get in your car and are
on the road. Where did you park, by the way? That thing—that skinwaker—is il out there. Also,
somebody was prowling around the house tonight. Trillian and Morio couldn't catch him, but we have his
jacket and one very interesting notebook."

"Hmmm..." | could dmost hear the whedlsturnin her head. "I'm parked in Ayers Garage, the one on the
corner of Broadway." She hung up, and | dowly replaced the receiver in the cradle. The Capitol Hill
district was home to the tattooed freaks and gothic geeks who were about as on the fringe as you could
get and till be consdered human. They were alot of fun to hang out with, but the areaa so housed the
junkiesand lowlifes.

| glanced up a Morio, who was leaning againgt the wall, staring at me. "What? What isit?" | asked,
uncomfortably aware of hisscrutiny.

He raised one eyebrow, shrugged, and said, "I don't know what you see in him, but you obvioudy have
some connection. If you ever want to talk, just tap on my shoulder.”

| had afeeling the word talk was fraught with meaning for the fox demon, but he turned away as Trillian
lightly ran down the steps, fully dressed, with his smug smile back in place.

"All right, go on, get somedeep,” Trillian said.



Morio glanced around, then looked at me. | pointed to our rarely used parlor. "Y ou can stretch out in
there. The sofas comfortable, and you won't be bothered unless Mr. Profeta decides to make areturn
vigt."

He nodded and withdrew as| stared at the phone, willing it to ring. Come on, Menolly, | thought. Be
careful . Even vampires could be taken down by some of the creatures we were facing. Trillian seemed
to sense my worry, because he did an arm around my waist and just held me againgt him, for once not
pushing. | rested my head againgt his shoulder, trying to breathe. Maybe things were different. Maybe
he'd changed. But that would be like aleopard changing its spots, wouldn't it?

Before | could quiet the argument taking place in my head, the phone rang. | snatched it up. "Menolly?1s
that you?'

Shelaughed. "No, it's Santa Claus. Y es, it'sme. I'm safe in the car and on the way home. I'll betherein
half an hour. Y ou should get some deep, unless you have other plans, that is. Who'sthere, by the way?
Just Morio?' Aha, shewasfishing to find out if I'd dept with the fox demon.

"No," | saiddowly. "Delilah'sadeep... Morio'sresting... and Trillian'shere." | let out along sigh, and
she caught it.

"Oh good gods, you dept with the Svartan again!" Exasperation filled her voice, along with atouch of
irritability. "Well, tell himthat | said if he hurtsyou, I'll drain him dry of blood and hang him out for the
vultures”

| swalowed the lump in my throat. "I don't think that's agood idea—"

"Doit!" When Menally wanted something, she usudly got it. While | was the oldest, when she was
feding her oats, weall ate oatmed.

"Okay, but if he gets mad, it'syour fault." | leaned back to look at Trillian. "Menolly saysthat if you hurt
me, shelll drain you dry and leave you out for the vultures.”

A brief flare of anger flashed across hisface, then disappeared as he began to laugh. "Give me the
phone" he said.

| handed him thereceiver.

"My dear, lovely, deadly Menally, I'll have you know that | plan to treat your sister as honorably asl'd
treat any lady of the high Court." Trillian paused as she said something, then laughed again—hisvoicerich
and deep and racing through me from breast to toe. "I'll count onit.”

Gods above, | thought as | took the phone back and hung up. | redlly wasin troubleif they were joking
together.

Trillian kept watch, occasondly stepping outsde to seeif he could pick up any unwelcome scents or
sounds, while | padded into the kitchen to check on Maggie. She was curled in her box but avake. She
reached for me, and | lifted her to my breast, then settled in the rocking chair to doze for afew minutes.

The sound of Menolly's car pulling into the driveway startled me awvake. Smoothing my robe, | set
Maggie back in her box and put on the teakettle. I'd grown fond of orange spice teasince coming
Earthside, and kept seven different brands of it in the cupboard. | dropped four teabags into the teapot
and poured the steaming water over them, closing my eyes asthe fragrance drifted up to envelop my
senses. While the tea steeped, | mixed up abatch of formulafor Maggie, setting the bowl inside the box



50 she could reach it. Shewould eat two semisolid meals and drink three bowls of formulaaday until
more teeth camein.

I'd barely settled at the table with my mug of teawhen Menolly entered the kitchen, Trillian right behind
her. Her eyes did over me, then back to him, and she shook her head.

" il think you're nuts,” she said. "Trillian, no offense, but you're bad news dl the way around. Don't
takeit persondly.”

He snorted. " Of course not, my dear. I'll takeit for what it's worth—coming from a vampire.”

"Enough, both of you." | lifted my cup. "We're facing along day tomorrow, and | need some more deep,
but first | wanted tofill you in on what were planning, since you won't be able to come with us, Menally.”

She did into the chair opposite me and reached for my hand. Her own was cool and bloodless, but she
was my sdter, and that was enough.

As| gazed into her eyes, | thought about dl the late-night talks we'd had when we were young,
sometimes giggling and giddy, other times somber and in tears, trying to sort out the taunts thrown our
way because of our human heritage. Now she faced far worse. Vampires weren't respected anywhere
except in the Subterranean Realms. In Otherworld, lesser vamps were merely tolerated. And Earthside,
they were mostly feared.

| squeezed her hand. Vampire or not, | loved her and considered mysdlf lucky to still have her around.
The Elwing Clan could have let her die. Perhaps that would have been for the best, but we'd never know.
She was here now, and that was dl that mattered.

Trillian watched usin slence. After amoment, he leaned forward. "Shal wefill her in?'

| took a deep breath and told her everything that had happened, showing her the blade and the
notebook. "We have a skinwaker after us—although | suppose that could be coincidence. And we have
somebody prowling around our house who knows about the spirit sedls. | don't like the idea of leaving
you home while we'relooking for Tom Lane."

"Wdl, | can't very well gowith you," shesaid.

Trillian cleared histhroat. "I'll stay and watch over the house and your gargoyle. Y ou've got this Chase
person going, and wolf-boy is champing &t the bit to help—"

"Y ou'd better quit caling himthat,” | said, glancing toward the hdl. "One of thesetimes Morio'sgoing to
take aswipe a you, and even though he looks wiry, my guessisthat he's pretty damned strong.”

"I'm sure you'll find out soon enough,” Trillian said with agrin. "Bethat asit may, I'll Say herewhileyou
and Ddlilah go with the others.”

| let out along sigh. Trillian was good to hisword, if nothing else. His ethics might come into question,
and any move he made had to have ulterior motives, but he wouldn't let us down.

"That would make mefed better,” | said. "I'll show you how to mix up Maggi€'s cream, and what to feed
her, and you can keep an eye on things."

"Thenit'ssettled.” He leaned forward, sniffing a my tea. "I don't see how you can drink that stuff.”

"Wait aminute," Menolly brokein. ™Y ou mean you're asking this Svartan to babysit me? | don't think so.”



"It's ether that or weleave Chase here."

Shelet out aloud sigh but backed off. | debated on whether to give her the scoop about Chase and
Ddilah but decided to leaveit up to our golden-haired sister. Menolly would pick up on it soon enough
on her own.

"Okay, | guessthat'sit." | drained the last of my tea. The knotsin my shoulders were beginning to work
their way out, and | was ready for more deep. "Off to bed. Thank the gods the full moon isn't for another
couple of days, or we'd be facing one hdll of amesstomorrow. Night, Menolly."

She nodded. "What about Maggie? Will she be safe down here?"
"Trillian's kegping watch the rest of the night. Shelll befine”

Asl sretched, Menolly leaned over and cooed afew wordsin Maggie's ear. Maggie reached out with
her long pink tongue and licked Menally'sface, and my sster laughed, without the grating cynicism I'd
grown accustomed to since the Elwing Blood Clan changed her. Maybe, just maybe, Maggie and
Menolly could help each other cope with the fates that had played into their lives. | headed up to my
room.

I'd barely fallen adegp again when an earsplitting screech broke through my dreams, and | shot out of
bed. The noise echoed up the stairs. | glanced at the clock. Five am. Dawn had broken, though the sun
wouldn't be up for an hour or so. | was ill in my gorgeous nightgown, so didn't bother to stop for a
robe; instead, | just went racing down the steps. | dmost collided with Ddlilah as she turned the bend
from the third floor, dressed in her Hello Kitty pgamas.

"What's going on?" she said, scampering down the stairs ahead of me.

"l don't know—" | grasped the railing as something clanged my inner darm with apiercing shriek. Asl
doubled over and clung to the newd pogt, Delilah grabbed my arm to keep me from tumbling down the
dairs.

"What happened?' she asked.

| shook my head, clearing away the fog. Warning bellswereringing so loud that | thought 1'd go desf.
"Something's broken through the wards and isin the house. | hopeto hdll it'snot Bad AssLuke!”

Another earsplitting shriek broke the silence as we hit the bottom step and raced down the hal. We
entered the living room just in time to see Morio go flying through the air to land against the opposite wall.
A large, hairy creature turned his attention away from the yokai-kitsune to hunker down over Trillian,
who lay on thefloor, till asdeath.

"The skinwaker," | gasped.

"Die, you bastard!" Morio shouted as he picked himself up. His hair was|oose and rippled around his
shoulders. His ears had grown longer and tufted, and his nails were gleaming, long, razorlike claws. Eyes
shimmering with agolden light, he legpt forward again and diced through the air, catching the skinwaker
across the back, ripping into the flesh. Dark blood oozed from the wound, matting into the wiry hair that
covered the cresture.

| tore my attention away from Trillian and stretched out my hands. Chance of backfire or not, | had to do
something. The clouds outsde the window roiled with energy, so | caled on the lightning instead of the
moonlight. A flash echoed through the room as it answered, and fire raced down my arms, into my



hands. | couldn't aim and shoot; | might hit Morio. Instead, I'd have to actudly touch the creature.

Ddlilah raced back into the room, carrying a huge cleaver from the kitchen. She raised the blade and
brought it down just as the skinwaker backhanded her, knocking her over the sofa. | heard aloud thud
and an "Oh fuck!"

As she pulled herself up using the back of the couch, | took a chance and leapt forward, hands out. The
lightning branched from my palms as | made contact againgt the creature's Side, and forks of the
white-hot energy shot through him, the smell of singed hair choking the air.

The skinwalker howled and turned on me, catching hold of my wrist with one hairy paw, the other
wrapping around my neck.

"Kitsune-bi!" Morio shouted, and an orb of light came racing my way. It missed me and hit the
skinwaker's eyes. He shrieked and | et go, struggling to cover hisface asthe brilliant fox lantern blinded
him.

Asthe skinwaker sumbled, | dapped my hands againgt him, and the lightning that coiled in my body

again jumped from my fingersto his skin. Full-force, abolt of pure power knocked him off hisfeet, and
the creature fell backward onto the floor, where Ddlilah thrust her cleaver deep into his chest.

| dumped back, breathing hard. "1s he dead?"
Morio scrambled over to check. "Y eah, he's dead. Very much.”

"What's going on?" Menolly drifted into the room, looking haggard. "I was amost adeep when | heard a
ruckus—well, | seewe have avigtor.”

| crawled over to Trillian's side. The skinwalker had |eft a bruise around my neck that | could fed!
growing darker, and | was pretty sure that both Morio and Delilah were covered with bruisestoo. As
Menolly tended to Delilah, Morio knelt next to me.

"Ishe—?" Morio's eyes asked the question hislipswould not.

| leaned over my dark beloved, listening for bresth. There—faint, but definite. "He's breathing, but he's
badly injured. He needs help, now. Delilah! Cal Chase, tell him to send an OIA medica team over here,
stat. It'san emergency.” Forcing mysdlf to remain cam, | took Trillian's hand in mine and held tight.
"What did the skinwalker doto him?"

Morio shook hishead grimly. "I think he hit him with those claws. Skinwalkers arefilled with venom. If
they bite or scratch someone, thereés agood chance they'll poison them.” He searched Trillian's other
arm. "Hereitis—along gash. Not much blood, but see how it oozes?!

The wound was shallow but covered with athin layer of bubbling pus. My stomach lurched as| watched
it fester up and trickle across Trillian's beautiful skin.

"Will hedie?' | whispered. " Svartans have anatural immunity to So many things. The skinwaker's venom
must beterribly potent.”

"Itis. Think komodo dragon on two legs. Trillian hasachanceif help reacheshimin time. He can't stay
here, though. Hell need care that isn't available Earthside.”

Frowning, | nodded. | didn't like the thought, but if he wasto survive, he was going to need stronger
magic than they could work here.



"You'reright, of course. He hasto return to Otherworld." And then afaint odor caught my attention. |
turned back to the skinwalker and leaned close, till nervous, even though | knew it was dead. "Demon
scent. Thisthing isn't ademon itsdlf, but it's crossed paths with one. | didn't get close enough downtown
to smdl it, but... Menally, can you identify the type?"

Menolly knélt by the creature and sniffed, a disgusted ook on her face. "Demon, yes. A lesser one. My
guessisthat Bad Ass Luke had ahand in this. He's probably paying the dregs around Belles-Faire to
keep an eye on us. And to come after us. Which means he knowswere OIA."

| glanced outside. Dawn was breaking in the east, and | could see the glimmer of sunlight on the horizon.
Though clouds were coming in, we wouldn't seerain for afew hours. "Firg light! Menolly, you haveto
get downgtairs. Go, and make sure you barricade the doorway."

She stroked my face. "'l wish | could help you today, but | can't. Be careful, dl of you. I'll seeyou
tonight."

As she disgppeared into the kitchen, Ddlilah sat next to me as| clutched Trillian's hand. | might be
meaking a huge mistake by getting involved with him again, but damned if I'd give him up to hisancestors
without afight.

"I caled Iris," shesaid. "Shell watch the house and Maggie while we're gone today. The shop can stay
closed for once."

| nodded, unable to speak. Morio did down on my other side and wrapped his arm around my
shoulders. Wesarily, | leaned my head againgt his chest. Aswe sat there, watching Trillian's breath grow
frail, the sound of sirens echoed in the distance. Help was on the way, but would they betoo late to save
him?

Chase camerushing in, an OIA emergency team behind him in ascene that was beginning to look al too
familiar.

| forced mysdlf to move so they could examine Trillian. One of the medics, ayoungish ef whom |
recognized as being Sharah, aniece in the éfin high court, patted me onthearm. If she felt any distaste
over tregting a Svartan, she kept it well hidden.

Morio and | told them what happened. One of the medics looked over the skinwalker, while the others
concentrated on Trillian. | stood back, watching with amuted sense of horror asthey stripped off his
robes and jabbed hisarm with asyringe full of ashimmering blue liquid. The eixir would keep his heart
going while his body fought against the neurctoxin.

Asl glanced over at Chase, | saw that his arm was around Delilah's waist. Neither one noticed me
looking at them, and | suddenly felt very much done. If only Menolly could have stayed up longer. Just
then, Morio edged in next to me, and | reached for his hand as we watched the frantic scurry to save
Trillian'slife

Findly, one of the techs sat back and wiped his forehead with a cloth. "He's stable enough to transport,

but we have to get him back to OW immediately. If we don't, his condition will deteriorate, and hell die.
Herecelved alethd dose of the skinwalker's poison. If he wasn't so strong, he'd already be dead.” The
medic glanced at the rest of us. "Did anybody else get cut? Even aminor scratch?”

Morio shook hishead. "I got bruised up, but no cuts. Not that | know of. Camille? Delilah? 'Y ou were
both attacked. Areyou dl right?"



Dazed, | glanced down at my body. My neck was tender, but | had no ideawhether I'd received any
gashes from the skinwalker.

"] don't know," | said.

"Comeon." Ddlilah broke away from Chase and held out her hand. "Let's go in the other room and we
can check each other for cuts.”

| gave one morelook at Trillian, whose eyes were closed in deep dumber, before letting her lead me
avay.

In the bathroom we stripped and looked each other over carefully. A few scratches on my shoulder, but
those were from Ddlilah in kitten form and were amost healed. No new gashes, cuts, or anything that
looked like an abrasion. | did back into my nightgown, which was now shredded, and dumped on the
edge of the tub as Ddlilah pulled on her pgamas.

She sat down next to me and took my hand. "They'll save him. Helll be okay once he gets back to
Otherworld."

"If they treat him right when he getsthere. Svartans aren't looked on highly, you know." | stared at the
floor bleskly.

"The hedlersdon't dl answer to Court and Crown," she argued. "Helll be okay, Camille. He'stough. And
he'sin love with you. Why else would he come back? Svartans never go back to their lovers, but he
came back to you."

| shook my head. "No, I'm not going to convince mysdlf of something that might not be true. Especidly
when hislife hangsin the baance. | can't let mysdlf believe that he loves me. If helives, then well figure
thisout." But in the sillence of my heart, | begged the godsto let him live. Eveniif | never saw him again, |
didn't want himto die.

Ddlilah pulled me to my feet. "Come on. Wed better get back out there so you can... so you can say
good-bye to him before they take him away.”

Aswe headed back into the living room, | wondered if it would bethelast timeI'd ever see Trillian dive.

Once the medics had attended to our bruises they took Trillian and the skinwa ker with them. Sirens
screaming, they headed for the Wayfarer. They'd have to take him through the most accessible portal,
and while Grandmother Coyote could lead them to her portal in the woods, the trip through the
undergrowth might be enough to kill Trillian before they got there.

When the medics had gone, Ddlilah and | went upstairs to change. We left Chase and Mono to clean up.
As| brushed my hair, | glanced over a Ddlilah, who had swapped her PJsfor jeans and a sweatshirt. |
dressed in acotton gauze walking skirt, a cami top, and then a gossamer-weave jacket over everything.
As| buckled my ankle boats, | looked up to find Delilah smiling gently.

"What isit?" | asked. Her smile had artled me, reminding me so much of Mother's. And right now |
wanted nothing more than to run home, to leave Earth and the demons behind, and cuddle in the bosom
of my family. But Mother was dead, and we were duty bound to protect both this world and our own.

"l wasjust thinking how pretty you are. Y ou know, you remind me of Aunt Rythwar."

Aunt Rythwar was one of the Court and Crown beauties. She was more securely placed than Father,



having married up in caste, but she was aso unpredictable, and I'd heard that sheld killed more than one
lover who displeased her. No proof, however, meant no charges. And even if they'd had proof, she
might have been excused if the Queen thought she wasjustified. Her current husband was well-behaved
and never raised hisvoicein complaint.

"I haven't seen her in ages. Thank you, by the way. | consider that acompliment. So tell me, how do you
think you'll handle Chase now?"

Ddlilah shook her head. "What's to handle? We had sex. We may have sex again. We may not. | don't
think it gets much smpler than that.”

| shook my head. Bone-weary to the core, | dreaded the rest of the day. "Don't be so certain. Onething
I've learned the past few daysis never to say never . Especidly when it comesto friends and lovers.”

Grabbing my purse, | headed for the stairs. Delilah followed, backpack in hand. When we reached the
living room, the mess had been cleaned up and the furniture was back in place. | smelled something good
coming from the kitchen, and we peeked around the corner. Chase was frying up scrambled eggs and
bacon, while Morio was feeding Maggie. Touched by the gentle way in which he patted her as she
lapped up her cream, | knelt beside him and gave him a quick kiss, which he returned without hesitation.

"For everything, thank you." | said. "Without you we would have died.”

Morio held my gaze. | couldn't read what was behind those ancient eyes, but he winked at me. "My
pleasure to be of service. Anything you need meto do... anything... just ask.”

Chase held out hisarm to Ddlilah, but she just wrinkled her nose and blew him akiss. "Food, man. Give
usfood. That smellswonderful, and I'm tarved.”

Looking mildly confused, he turned back to therange. "Not aproblem. | figured we might aswell get an
early sart, especidly after what just happened.”

Ddlilah and | set thetable.

After we ate, Chase pushed back hisplate. "I received notification from the OIA headquarters today.
They've officidly acknowledged that three demons broke through the portas. They do not, however,
acknowledge that Shadow Wing sent them.”

| dammed my fork down. "Fools. They'd better get off their asses and smdll the brimstone. So what do
they recommend we do about this Stuation?”

"They want you three to track down the other demons and terminate them. However, they specificaly
told methat they have no official resourcesto offer you at this point. And that's all they said.”

Chase offered me another dice of toast. | shook my head, and he handed it to Morio.

"Did they say anything about Tom Lane and the spirit seals?' | asked. "Do you know if they heard
anything about what the Corpse Talker said?”

"They didn't mention it, so I'm betting the answer isno.”

"S0... our assgnment callsfor usto wipe out the demons that aren't supposed to get through the portals
inthefirg place?' My bet wasthat until we had the spirit sedl in hand and rubbed their nosesinit, HQ
would chak the whole thing up asafluke. But Father had dealt with Bad Ass Luke before. And Father
aready suspected something was dragticaly wrong.



Chase shrugged. "Sounds likeit. They madeit abundantly clear that going through the officid channds
won't do usany good.”

"Right," | said, staring a my plate.

Ddilah carried our platesto the counter. "' So, did you find out anything more about Tom Lane and where
helives? Wewere a adry well when | left [ast night.” Sheflushed, asmile creping to her lips.

Chase ran his gaze over her in the way he had been running it over me, but with less"letch” and more
"like." "Yeah, actudly | did. | dept for acouple hours, then woke up early and hunted through some old
databases. TherésaTom Lanethat livesjust outside the national park. Hishouse islocated a half mile
from Goat Creek, dthough from what | can ascertain, it's more of a shack than ahouse. He doesn't seem
to have aregular job, but he's not on any of the wefarerolls or food stamp programs. That's about al |
know."

"At leadt it givesussomethingtogoon,” | said.

Chase pointed at the calendar. "We're deep into October, and by now, agood share of Rainier's roads
are closed. Wed play hell trying to get through the park, so I'm hoping we find Lane where we need him
tobe"

A knock at the door told us Iris had arrived. She radiated concern and compassion, and just being in her
presence made me fed better. Through those brilliant blue eyes, sheld seen alifetime of misery, war, and
famine, yet she dtill maintained her love of humans, for dl ther foibles.

Chase had arrived in abig old SUV so that we could travel together. While he and Delilah loaded it with
supplies and—I assumed—discussed their tryst together, Mono and | showed Iris how to feed Maggie
and keep an eye on the house. Despite her stature, Iriswas more than capable of bringing down an
assailant, and since she was of Faerie blood, she was adept in defense magic at agtartling level of skill.
Aswefinished up, | took onelast look around the house, hoping that it would still be in one piece when
we returned—and Menally Hill asdive as shed ever be.

Jocko's diary was till on the table. With dl the excitement over the skinwalker, 1'd forgotten al about it.
| jammed it in my tote bag before heading out the door. We clambered into the SUV. Chase and Morio
sat up front and Delilah and | behind them, aswe set out on our quest to find Tom Lane.

CHAPTER 12

Along theway, we told Chase about our mysterious visitor and the notebook we'd found in hisjacket
pocket. He pulled to the side of the road when | flipped the notebook open to the picture and handed it
up to the front seet.

"Shit, isthat adragon?' He looked ready to jump out of the car and, in the infamous words of the Monty
Python clan, " Runaway!"

"Chase, your powers of observation astound me." | shook my head. "Of courseit'sadragon. What did
you think it might be? A gecko?'

Chase flashed me ascathing look. "I've changed my mind. | like your sister better than you. She'snot so
abragve.”

"Shedept withyou,” | said, snorting. "Of course you like her better.”

"Hey, | have ears, you two!" Delilah said, blushing. | redized that her nonchalance over Chase might just



be a put-on. She had that smitten look in her eye, and so | flashed her asmileto let her know 1'd been
kidding.

"The dude beside the dragon'sabig muthah,” Chase said. "Faerie?'

| shrugged. "Hard to tell. Doesn't look likeit, but that doesn't mean I'm right. Or, he could be just
humen.”

"Okay then," he said, handing the picture back to me and starting up the car again. "' Say, what happens if
we come face-to-face with the big lizard? How do you subdue one, anyway?"

| groaned. None of uswere ready to take on something of that Size. "Y ou don't, unless you happen to be
apowerful wizard or witch. And I'm not nearly strong enough, even if my powers weren't subject to
short-circuiting. If adragon attacks, your only hopeisto ether beg for mercy, outrun it, hide until it gets
bored—which may be weeks—or kill it."

Morio cleared histhroat. "Killing adragon isbad luck. Itskin will know who did it, and they will hunt you
down for therest of their lives. The only way to stay in one piece after you've dain adragon isto vanish.
Change your name, go undercover, and hope that you're lucky."

| leaned forward, peering around the headrest to look at him. "That's true, especidly with Eastern
dragons. They're adifferent breed than Western ones. Some of them aren't as bad-tempered, but they're
al arrogant.” Turning to Chase, | added, ""Remember this: do not tromp on adragon's ego. Bite your
tongue, let them insult you, whatever they want. Just don't challenge them, because that's the quickest
way to become acrispy critter.”

He glanced at mein the mirror, then a Morio, who nodded. "Point taken. | won't forget it. Tell me, do
you think the dragon's mixed up with the demons?’

"No," | said, settling back in my seat. "1 doubt it. Dragons est lesser and minor demonsfor lunch. If we
could cgole one onto our side, we'd have no problem until we ran up againgt Shadow Wing, but I'm
afraid we don't have much to offer. Dragons are mercenary creatures. Y ou have to make it worth their
whileto help you."

Chase shifted gears as we exited off 1-405, onto SR 167. "We're headed toward the Nisqually entrance
to the park. Goat Creek is somewhere before there, and welll be looking for a graveled path leading into
atangle of bushes."

"Road have aname?' Morio asked.

"Nope. Maybe amailbox, though Mr. Lane may get hismail at the nearest post office. | did find out that
there are two giant holly trees on either sde of the road. That shouldn't be too hard to spot.”

| fished through my tote bag for Jocko's diary and opened it up. Delilah leaned over to get a better view,
and we began thumbing through the pages. Most giants spokein aguttural didect of Faerie, and their
writing was a phonetic version of their gpeech. Jocko was no exception. While trandating took alittle
time, we could read the entries if we transposed some of the verbs and nouns. When we were able to
decipher his handwriting, that is.

Thefirst few months of entrieswere pretty standard fare for someone who wasworlds away from his
home. Jocko had been lonely, hed missed the mountain air even though he didn't miss being picked on
for hissize. He missed his mother but was glad to be out of hisfather's reach. Apparently Jocko, ., had
atendency to violence. Jocko wasloyd to the OIA, but even he seemed to notice the lack of support



foreign-based operatives got.

And then, about midway through the diary, we cameto the first mention of Louise.

She came in again today and | asked her for her name. Louise. What a strange name, but
beautiful. She's so nice, and she told me that she likes hanging around with Faeries. | said, "I'm
just a giant, and not a very good one at that," but then she said | was cute. She's going to take me
to a movie this week. I've never been to one. I've heard of them, but was too nervous to go by
myself. Everything still seems so strange.

Delilah gave me abroad smile. "He had acrush on her." "And it soundslike she might have returned the
feding.” | glanced out the window. | was uncomfortable prying into Jocko's persona affairs. Even though
he was dead, it went againgt my nature to snoop into thoughts that he had expected to remain private.
But we had to know what went on and why L ouise had been killed.

"Weredmost a Puyallup,” Chase said.

"Thisiswherethat big fair is, right?" In September, Chase had invited meto go to the Puyalup Fair with
him, but | had declined. Now, as the highway raced beneath the whedls, | could see that the city had that
just-passing-by fed to it. Automobile dedlershipslined the highway, and the requisite convenience stores,
gas stations, taverns, casnos—al the road stops that would beckon aweary traveler driving long
dretchesin the night.

"Right. And over therés Rainier," he said, nodding to the southeast. "We're about an hour or so away
from the entrance to the park.”

After staring at the glacier-covered mountain for afew minutes, | went back to Jocko's diary, skimming
pages again until about aweek before hisdeath. There, | found an interesting entry.

Louise loved thering and as soon as | can put away enough money, I'm going to sneak her
through the portal. She spends just about every evening with me. | know my family won't accept
her, so we'll strike out on our own when we get home. OIA will be pissed, but | don't care. They
don't do nothing for me anyways.

Last night, Louise caught Wisteria in the basement. | warned Wisteria to quit going down there.
She's not authorized to be around the portal. Neither is Louise, but | know she won't touch
nothing. Wisteria said that she just wanted to check on some inventory she thought was down
there so | guessit's okay.

| don't know what HQ was thinking sending her to me—she's not much help, and she's a bitch.
Won't work nights when Menolly's around, says she hates vamps. | tried to tell her that Menolly
isn't like the other vampires, she's good people, but Wisteria won't listen.

"So Jocko was planning on sneaking back through the porta with Louise, and they were going to vanish
after that. And who the hell isWigteria? Did you ever hear Menolly mention her?' | frowned as | thought
back, trying to recall if I'd ever heard the name before.

Ddlilah sguinted. "Not that | can remember, but then | never paid much attention to the goings-on &t the
Wayfarer. Do you think she's our legk?"



"Maybe. We haveto look into it when we get home, that'sfor certain.” | glanced at Jocko's last entry.
Hed been planning on taking Louise out for takeout the night he died, and then going bowling. It was so
routine, so daily-grind life, that my stomach knotted. Jocko hadn't a clue that hislife was about to end.
He hadn't redized that his presence put Louisein danger. If he would have known that he and Louise
were about to die, they would have crossed through the porta and disappeared. Of that much, | was
certain. So Jocko was clueless, and now he was dead.

When | looked up again, we were pulling to astop at a convenience storein asmall town named Elbe,
whaose main claim to fame was the Mount Rainier Scenic Railroad Excursion, a one-and-a-half-hour,
fourteen-mile round-trip train ride through the lower-lying foothills surrounding the mountain. It actualy
sounded fun, and | made a note to come back later, once things had calmed down, and take theride. |
could do with abit more wild energy than was provided by the woodlands surrounding our home.

"Anybody need to use the restroom? Get a bite to eat?' Chase opened the door and went to fill the gas
tank. Delilah and | hopped out and wandered around.

Set near Alder Lake, the little town managed to keep afl oat, thanks to the numerous tourists on their way
through to see Mount Rainier. The Ashland Market, the store at which we'd stopped, overlooked the
lake, and | meandered over to the edge, staring at the wide expanse of water. The clouds were thick,
threatening to break open with a deluge at any moment, and the wind whipped the waves on the surface
of thelakeinto anicefroth.

Delilah joined me, though she hung back afew feet from the bank. Like the mgority of catkin, shehad a
natural reluctance to go near the water, and though she bathed without a problem—thank the gods—she
had only learned to swim through the ins stence of the OIA. Since she recelved her certification, she
hadn't set foot in abody of water bigger than ahot tub.

Shetightened her jacket, stuffing her hands under her arms. "Damn, it'scold. | don't likeit here. It'stoo
wild, too old."

| stared at her. "Too old? We come from Otherworld, and you think this placeistoo old?"

With ashrug, she said, "Maybe not thet... | guess... it'sjust that thisareafedswild in away Otherworld
doesn't. The magic in Otherworld's forests makes the trees sparkle and brings them to life. Here, the
treesdon't talk to people. They grow in their own dark realms, and | can't hear what they're thinking.”

What she said wastrue. In Otherworld the land was so linked to the inhabitants thet it felt like a
community. Even in the dark woods, there existed a sense of comprehension and understanding.
Earthside, agreat chasm divided the forest from the people, underscoring the sense of distrust that | felt
from the mgority of humansthat | met. They didn't trust the wild, they feared the primal, and went out of
their way to tame everything within reach. It was asif the wild placeswere at war with humanity. If only a
compromise could be reached.

We watched as a hawk flew low over thelake, hunting. "Sometimes,” | said, "1 wonder what it would be
likeif Otherworld and Earth were fredly linked once again, like they were in the past, with no rulesor
regulations about who came and went. How would that change things?*

"It would be death to both worlds." Morio had crept up behind us, so silent that neither one of us had
heard him. Startled, | jJumped, but he put his hand on my shoulder. " Sorry, didn't mean to scareyou.” He
glanced a Delilah, then back at me. "With the progression Earth has taken, it would be ahuge mistake to
open free movement between the worlds at this point. Maybe sometime in the future, when both sdes
areready for the culture shock."



"Ready?' Chase cdled to usfrom beside the SUV, looking vaguely disconcerted. We hustled back to
the car. He was holding abag full of snacks, but adisturbed look told me that he had more on his mind
than potato chips.

"What'swrong?" | glanced around, wondering what had happened in the past fifteen minutes.

"| was chatting up the clerk. There have been some pretty strange goings-on around here lately.
Abandoned buildings burned to the ground, afew cows and sheep missing, and some blood splattered in
the area. Strange UFO sightings being reported. What's that sound like to you?”

"Dragon on theloose, that'swhat." | glanced & Morio and Ddlilah. "I have the nasty fedling were going
to meet old smoky."

The prospect of battling a dragon made me queasy. And for that matter, what the hell wasit doing
around here? And how was it connected to Tom Lane? The photograph in Georgio Profetal's notebook
seemed to indicate they were linked. And what was so specia about Lane, anyway, that he possessed
one of the spirit sedls?

Aswe climbed back into the SUV, the clouds darkened, and the storm finally broke, sending sheets of
rain to pound the pavement, the fat droplets bouncing asthey hit the road. Chase navigated carefully. The
highway was far narrower than the freeway asit curved through the rural area.

"Once more, tell me exactly what | should do if we run into the dragon,” Chase said, glancing in the
rearview mirror.

"If you seeit firdt, cautioudy and quietly back away. Hideif possible. If it ssesyou, it may immediately
attack—in which case you're toast. Or, it may try to talk to you. If it speaks, listen, and don't argue.
Don' let your pride get in the way, don't threaten, and don't give it your real name. That's asking for
trouble. Apologize for entering itsterritory, ask politely if you may leave. Whatever you do, don't draw
your gun or that'sdl shewrote, folks." | picked through the snacks and found a Milky Way bar.

Chase coughed. "Sounds lovely. | takeit that for humans, it'salose-lose stuation dl the way around?”
"Actudly," Morio said, clearing histhroat, "I've met one dragon that was quite friendly."
| stared at him. ™Y ou've faced a dragon before?"

"A couple, but don't get your hopes up. | lucked out with the friendly one. He was looking for dinner,
and | happened to know where afarmer with aherd of cows lived. The other time wasn't quite so
bloodless" He grimaced. "1 was traveling with ayoung priest who decided he was more powerful than
the dragon. He wasn't.”

"Oh Jesus, that's just what | needed to hear,” Chase said, dowing as we cameto aturnoff to theleft. A
graveled road led us through atangle of undergrowth. Huckleberry and bracken, brambles and juniper
encroached on the road, and giant Douglasfirs rose out of the thicket, along with wild crab apple, vine
maple, and red cedar. Here and there, patches of fireweed long gone to seed dappled the area. Aswe
bumped aong, the wild energy that Delilah had mentioned spread like mist rolling aong the ground.

When we rounded a bend, to the left up ahead we saw an old house. Theroad ended inacircular
driveway, where a couple of old trucks sat, rusted out from the looks of things. Further back, three
outbuildings|looked ready to tumble. | scanned the area, looking for any sign of the lumberjack. Chase
was craning his neck, probably looking for the dragon.

The SUV coasted to astop, and we piled out. Chase lightly tripped up the steps to the house, skirting a



broken patch that threatened to cave in under him. He knocked on the door, but nobody answered.

| dipped around the Side, veering toward the tenuous outbuildings, looking for any sign of life. Asl
approached the smallest one covered with moss, Chase screamed as an explosion rocked the area.
Hell-and high weter!

Racing back to the house, | saw that Chase had been thrown clear of the porch by some sort of blat,
and the sparklesthat indicated magic at play wereflying everywhere. He was lying on the ground with
Ddlilah knedling beside him. Morio was cautioudly approaching what had been the door. | dashed up the
dairs, taking them two at atime, skidding to a halt beside the yokai-kitsune. He held hisfingersto his
lips

"Theré's someoneindde," he whispered.

Inhaling deeply, | mustered up as much energy as| could. Even though it wasraining, lightning felt along
way off, but the Moon Mother—invisible as she was behind the cloud cover and daylight—ran strong
and clear. | summoned her power, and it raced through my body, into my hands.

"Okay." | nodded at Morio. "I'm ready. Let's go see what we're up againg.”

Aswe rounded the archway, we found oursalves face-to-face with one of the Fae. She had pale
mint-colored skin, and her eyes were the same color as mine, lilac and lavender. Tiny shoots, tendrils of
some plant, emerged from various parts of her body, peeking from beneath adress so sheer that she
looked more naked than if she'd been nude.

Magnetic and lovely, she gave usalong look and then motioned to Morio, who took a step toward her. |
grabbed hisarm.

"No! | smdl demon,” | said. And then | knew who we were facing. It was Wigteria, from Jocko's
journa. And asfar as| was concerned, that meant Bad Ass Luke couldn't be far behind.

Wigteria shifted her attention to Morio. She held out afinger and again crooked it. | glanced at his glazed
eyesand jabbed him inthe arm.

"Snagp out of it; she'susing aglamour on you!" Morio shook his head and blinked. Widteriagave mea
dirty look and pulled her lips back, showing sharp little teeth. Oh yeah, she wasn't on our Side; that much
was obvious. Just then, Delilah and Chase pushed through the door.

Seaing the four of us standing there, Wisteria seemed to think the better of afight and turned to run.

| was on her like snow on amountain, sending a bolt of energy zinging in her direction. | hit her squarein
the smdll of the back, shoving her agood ten feet forward, but then to my horror, the bolt continued to
ricochet off thewalls. Before | could stop it, the energy dammed into Chase, knocking him off hisfeet.

"Crap! Chasg, areyou okay?' As| kndlt beside him, Mono and Ddlilah converged on Wigteria | heard a
scuffle and glanced their way. They had managed to catch her. Mono was holding her down, while
Ddilah atempted to muzzle her mouth with the deeve of her coat.

Chase blinked a couple of times, then dowly sat up. Thank the gods, he hadn't received the full blast, or
he could have died. He glanced down at his shirt, which was scorched, and winced.

"Anything broken? Do you need adoctor?' | helped him to hisfeet.



He dusted off hisjeans, then gingerly prodded his scomach, where the materid had turned soil brown.
"Thanksalot. I loved thisshirt. Damn, that stings. Y ou pack awadlop, girl."

"You didn't get the full effect. Be grateful for smdl favors” | said grimly. In the best of al possible worlds,
the bolt shouldn't have ricocheted like that, but consdering the haywire effect of my magic, there was
aways achancefor something to go awry. Actualy, in the best of al possible worlds, Menolly would il
be dive, my magic would work perfectly, my sstersand | would be &t the top of the OIA food chain,
and we wouldn't be stuck running after a Degath Squad of demons who'd decided thetimewasripeto
take over Earth.

After making sure that Chase would survive, | turned my attention to Wigteria. Delilah and Morio had
managed to restrain her near abig oaken table that was covered with afaded linen cloth. A place mat
and napkin sat neatly in front of achair. | shook out the napkin and advanced on our prisoner.

Ddlilah pulled her hand away as| did the cloth in place over Wigerias mouth. " She's strong,” Delilah
warned. Just then, the Faerie twisted savagely, atempting to free herself. My sister dammed Widteria
againg the floor as Morio strengthened his grip.

| knelt down, trying to get ahandle on just what race Wigteria hearkened from. She was obvioudy
connected with the woodland. The vines and leaves weren't adornments on her dress, they were part of
her flesh, part of her very essence. | stroked her hair, smoothing the long, wheet strands away from her
eyes. Thefaint outlines of abrand appeared in the center of her forehead—atrefoil leaf.

"An offshoot of thedryads, | think." | struggled to remember my schooling.
"A maenad?' Morio asked. " She's volatile enough.”

| shook my head. "I don't smell any meat, and maenads eat mesat. She's never touched ahamburger in
her life, I'd stake my reputation on it. No, | think Wisteria here is adryad who's gotten into a snit over
something and falen in with the wrong crowd. Problem is, now she'slinked to two murders.”

Chasejoined us and stared down at the Faerie. " She's got plants growing out of her."
"Genius, aren't you?"
"Hey, give me abregk. After dl, you dmost killed me."

| glanced at him quickly but saw that he wasteasing. Then, sngpping my fingers, | said, "I know what she
isl She'sone of the floraeds, arare branch of the dryad family. They redly hate humans." | frowned.
What to do with her? Floraeds were fairly powerful when they were near enough foliage, and we were
smack in the middle of woodland central.

Morio seemed to grasp the Situation. "We can't let her go. She's dangerous to both us and the mission.”
"Do you think shell understand what's at stake if wetak to her?' Delilah asked.

"Doubt it, but | supposeit'sworth atry,” | said. Wigteriastruggled, and | gave her acold smile. "Hold
your horses, sigter. Just chill out and listen to us."

| patted her down, looking for any weagpons. Floraeds didn't usualy carry them, but it couldn't hurt to
check. When | withdrew along, narrow tube and severa wicked-looking darts from the folds of her
gown, | was glad I'd taken the timeto frisk her. Better safe than sorry. | sniffed the tips of the darts.

"Poison, and adeadly one at that. Were lucky we caught her before she shot one of us, or it would be dl



over." | motioned to Chase. "Tear that tablecloth into strips, please. We need something to tie her hands
with, because if they're free, she can cast pdlls. We have to question her."

"Will my handcuffswork?' Chase asked, holding them out. | glanced at them. Cold sted. They wouldn't
be comfortable, but they wouldn't burn her likeiron. Even my sstersand | got anasty rash from the
metal, and we were only half-breed.

"They should work, but we need to bind her hands behind her back." | took the cuffs from Chase and
glanced around the room, assessing our options.

Freestanding floor-to-ceiling beams were spaced evenly through the living room. | had them hold
Wisteriaso that her back was flat to one of the posts, then pulled her arms around back of the beam and
handcuffed her. She struggled, her skin smooth as slk under my fingers. | gauged the size of her hands,
reassuring mysdlf that she wouldn't be able to dide out of the cuffs. Her fingers were dender, but not that
dender.

"Okay," | sad, standing back. "We're about as safe as we're going to be around her. Remove the gag,
but watch her feet."

Morio lowered the gag. Wigteria coughed severd times, then yanked her head up, fixing her glare on me.
"Bitch," she said, eyes narrowing. "'Y ou don't belong here—thisisn't your home." o

"My mother was human. Earth is my home as much as Otherworld.” | leaned in, examining her trefail,
which had started to glow. "Again, just chill. We know you're in league with the demons, and we know
you wereinvolved with Jocko's death. Probably L ouise's degth, too."

Sheflinched. A true flinch. While most of the Fae could lie without blinking, surpriselit up her expression,
and | redlized that she had no idea Jocko had been murdered.

"What do you mean?' she said. "Jocko and Louise are dead? Who killed them?"

"Y our pas. The deviants you snuck through the portal. Y ou told them about Louise, didn't you? That she
saw you near the portal? | bet that's why she was murdered. To shut her up.”

The look on Wigeriasface told me everything | needed to know.

"Wonderful," | said. "So you not only turned traitor and, by your actions, inadvertently helped murder a
fellow OIA agent, but you aso were instrumentd in the death of a human. What happened after you let
them through? Did Bad Ass L uke and his croniestell you to go home and forget you ever saw them? Did
they promise you nobody e se would get hurt? Maybe feed you some line about restoring earth to her
former glory?Isthat what happened?’

Shedidn't answer, but | could tell I'd struck anerve. | was so angry that | wanted to dispatch her right
there, but | restrained myself.

"Isit true?' she asked, looking a Morio. "Y ou're earth-bound. Y ou wouldn't lie to me, would you?'

Morio's gaze flickered my way, and | kept my mouth shut. Fox demons were excellent at illuson and
camouflage. Deception went hand in hand with their nature, though | hadn't picked up on any liesfrom
him yet. Some of the fox demons used their powers for harm; Morio had chosen a higher path.

He crossed hisarms and stared at Wisteriafor amoment before speaking. 1 swear on Inari's heartbeat
that I'm not lying. Jocko is dead, and the demonskilled him." He held up one hand inasign that | didn't



recognize. "By the bregth of the Rice Maiden, it'strue.”

Wigteriastared at her feet. "I didn't know they were going to hurt him. He was nice enoughto me..." |
wondered if she regretted her actions enough to cooperate with us, but then she lifted her head, her eyes
cold asglacier water.

"The giant's degth is regrettable, but as the humans would say, consder it collatera damage. Asfor
Louise, what do | care? She's human, and that's dl that matters. The days of raping the earth are soon to
be over. Weretaking it back, and thistime, we won't let go so easily.”

Chase sputtered, but | held up my hand for him to be quiet.

"Wigteria, when the demons get through with the land, there won't be anything for you to protect. Y ou
know what they'relike," | said. "Mogt of them hate growing things. They despise life and abundance and
have aslittle regard for the birds of the air and the beasts of the forest as they do human and Faerie
dike"

| narrowed my eyes. "Y ou might say they have the same regard for the natura world that you did for
Louise. Shadow Wing and his crew won't rest until theland israzed. Life under the demonswill be
worse than life under any human you could ever despair to know."

"Bullshit!" She struggled againg the cuffs. "They gave metheir word—"

"Areyou too stupid to live?' Morio dammed hisfist againgt the beam next to her. "Do you redly believe
they're tdling you the truth? Grandmother Coyote was right—the balance istotaly out of whack, and nut
jobslike you aren't doing anything to help. Sure, humans have wrecked the land, but what they've done
won't even begin to compare to what Shadow Wing hasin mind. Who are you working with? Who
contacted you about helping Bad Ass Luke?"

Wisteriagpat at him, hitting him squarein theface. As he turned away, fists clenched, | stepped in again.
"If you don't believe him, theré's not much we can do, but you're abandoning both our worldsto hell by
refusing to tell uswhat you know." When she stubbornly shook her head, | turned back to the others.

"She's not going to budge. Floraeds are stubborn asticks, and she'sgot it in that pea brain of hersthat
the demons are going to sashay up to the nature spirits and turn the keysto Earth back over to them once
al the humans are dead or subjugated. If our effortsfail, | only hope | get to see her face when she
understands what's really going down. Because, with the gods as my witness, | sweer I'll tear her apart
with my bare handsthat day."

Furious at the veg-heed, | ddlegated Ddlilah and Morio to search the house for anything that might tell us
where Tom Lane was. Meanwhile, | stepped outside to seeif | could conjure up aspell that might help
rather than bite usin the buit.

Thewind had picked up; it had passed chilly and was downright cold. Blowing in from the southwest, a
downpour threatened to swamp us before nightfal. | sucked in adeep breath, inhaling the scent of mossy
treesand Douglasfir and molding fungi that padded the ground and made walking dippery.

The maples and oaks and other deciduous trees were dmost bare now, their leaves whipped off by the
frenzied gusts that swept through the area. Otherworld had its storms, some of them violent and
awe-inspiring, but | had never experienced the continua drenching that the Pacific Northwest received
for agood nine months out of the year. | longed for the sun, but according to Chase, that wouldn't be
happening in any measurable amount, anytime soon.



Asl| stood in the soggy afternoon, shivering despite the thick weave of my jacket, | began to sensethe
presence of magic. Old magic, deep from the forest, deep from the ground. It wasn't the magic of
wizards or witches. No, thiswas the magic from benegath the soil, growing out of the very eement from
which it was born. Earth magic—dark and loamy, filled with secrets buried under the years of leaves and
branchesthat had decayed back into the planet herself.

There was something ponderous about the energy, something so heavy that it muffled my hearing and
sucked me under. Dark asin degp nightsin the thick of the woods, dark asin thewild hunt that raced
acrossthe sky. Dark asin ancient secrets that worked neither for good nor evil, but were smply aforce
unto themsalves. A sparkle of green flared around me, and | understood that 1'd contacted aminor earth
elementd.

| knelt, steering clear of apuddie forming in one of the whed rutsin the drive, and placed my hand on the
dick earth. Listen, | told mysdf. Just listen. No casting spells, no calling down the moonbeams or
starlight. Just tune in and respectfully ask where we might find the man called Tom Lane.

And then, | saw him—clear asavision. Lumberjack, yes, but not alogger a heart. Hewastdl and
strong, and benegth the grizzled beard, he bore anobility born in another time and place. Hiseyeswere
lit with the sparkle of madness culled from living too long and seeing too much. | gasped as hereached
out to me with an outstretched hand and begged for help.

Who was he? And why did he have the spirit sedl?

As| watched, the dark maw of acave opened up, and | understood that he was hiding insideit. |
fine-tuned my internal radar and was pleased when | received astrong signd leading into the woods
toward the side of afoothill. Tom Lane wasn't far, but it would take some navigation to get there, and the
rain wasn't going to make it awholelot of fun.

As| shook mysdlf free of the lingering tendrils of energy, a hoarse shout from the house startled me, and |
turned to race back inside.

CHAPTER 13

Wisteriawas laughing. | glanced around to find Chase, doubled over on the floor. Ddlilah and Morio
kndlt beside him.

"What the hell happened?’

"We should have gagged her again,” Ddlilah said. " Apparently, Wisteria can charm with her words.
Chase got too close, and she managed to kick him in the balls. Hard."

Morio wastrying to help him st up, but it was obvious the kick had been perfectly aimed. Chase was so
pale | wondered if he was going to be okay. His face was one big knot of pain.

| glanced over a Wisteria, who had atriumphant look in her eyes. Furious, | dammed her head against
the beam, holding her by the throat.

"Try anything more, and you die. That'sjust theway it is. I'll let our Sister come have some fun with you.
Y ou know Menoally? And you know that she's avampire? Wouldn't you be atasty treat for her?"

| could tell I'd made an impression. Wigteria swallowed—I felt her throat move—and | stepped away
dowly, keeping an eye on her feet. "Delilah, tear up that tablecloth and tie her feet to the beam.” |
repositioned the gag on Wisteria's mouth. By the time we were done, she'd be trussed tight as aturkey.



As Ddilah jumped to obey, Morio motioned me to Chase's side. "1 think helll be okay, but he's not going
to be hiking around the woods today, that much | can tell you. What should we do?"

| Sghed. "Leave him here to watch Wigteria. Secure him with some sort of cover. Morio, aren't your kind
good at illusonary magic?'

He nodded. "Mekuramashi . Theilluson-maker. | can fix it S0 Chase gppearsto be apile of clothes.
That way he can St on the sofa and rest while were out hunting.”

"Good. Get him up there, then. | know whereto look for Tom Lane, but | think he'sin trouble and needs
our help. We haveto get to him asfast aspossible.” | helped Morio gather Chase up and gently transfer
him to the sofa. Chase was trying to hold on to his dignity. He glanced up a me, and | gave hima
tentative smile.

"Just gt here and rest. Everything will be okay. I've gagged Wisteriaagain. Apparently, floraeds are alot
like the Sirens. Not agood thing when you're ahuman.” | fixed a pillow behind his head as Ddlilah joined
me, taking Chase's handsin hers. | discreetly withdrew, leaving them to speak in private.

| joined Morio, who was ditting at the table. "I guess we're about ready,” | said. "What do you need for
thisspdl| of yours?'

He shook hishead and said inalow voice, "I just need my skull familiar, but | don't want her seeingit.
What she doesn't know, she can't use against me. Can you blindfold her?"

"Not aproblem.” | sighed. "She's far more dangerous than | suspected. | had no idea floraeds wielded
this much power."

"She's definitely not your typica wood sprite,” he said. "Theré's more to this one than meetsthe eye. | tell
you, Camille, we'd be better off if wekilled her. Thisisawar, and she's on the side of the enemy. | think
she can cause alot worse havoc than this, and | don't want to seeit play out.”

| bit my lip. Hewasright. | knew hewas and yet... she wasn't ademon or arogue vampire or a harpy.
She was one of the Fagrie. Evil, yes, but it was hard for meto raise my hand against my own kind.

But then again—was sheredly one of my own? She hated me for my human side, that much was
obvious, but even had | been full-blood Sidhe, she'd find areason to stand against me. Perhapsit was
that | didn't know just how much more violence | could ssomach. After seeing the skinwalker attack
Trillian, | was running on empty.

"l know you'reright and yet... | don't know if I candoit."”
"l can," hesaid, and | knew it was an offer.

| bit my lip, wavering. But | wasamember of the OIA and my father's daughter. If we decided to kill the
floraed, it would be my responsibility to carry out the deed. | shook my head. "L et methink for abit. We
gtill may be able to learn more about the demons plansfrom her. If wewrap her iniron cuffsand gag
her, then she won't be able to do anything.”

"If you try to wrap her iniron, you'll only be hurting yoursdf." He was frustrated, that much was obvious,
but then he shrugged. "Okay. WEell figure out what to do with her when we come back from looking for
thisLanedude. Ded?"

"Ded," | sad, relieved that I'd bought alittle more time to make up my mind. | blindfolded Wideria
Morio focused on Chase, cregting an illusion that the detective was apile of clean clothes. Even with my



Sight, | couldn't tell just what lay under theillusion.
"You'regood," | said, glancing a Morio.

He cocked his head to the side, contemplating theilluson. "Not bad if | say so mysdlf.” Andthenady
smile stole across hisface. "'I'm good in other ways, too, if you're ever inclined to find out. Very good.
Y ou know, Svartans don't hold the trophy when it comesto passon.”

Before| could say aword, he motioned to Delilah and headed for the door. Wondering if held meant
what | heard, and wondering if | had the gutsto find out, | followed.

We st off in the direction that 1'd been shown. Delilah glanced back at the house, aworried look on her
face.

"Do you think Chase will be okay?" Raindrops streaked her face, and she'd pulled up the hood on her
jacket. Not only did she avoid lakes, ponds, and oceans, but shewasn't al that fond of rain, either.

"l hope so," | muttered, gliding through the copse. "If he leaves Wisteriaaone, and if nobody shows up
at the house, he should befine. Morio'sillusion was pretty damned good.”

The undergrowth was so thick that even with our advantages, it took ustime to wade our way through. |
wasn't too thrilled about leading the way, but since | was the one who knew where we were going, it
didn't exactly take ageniusto figure out that | was the best choice.

"Morio, you've lived Earthside dl of your life. How have you managed to keep your nature hidden from
humans?' | asked, pushing between a huckleberry bush and alarge fern. Water splashed in my eyesasa
frond smacked mein the face, but with the pouring rain | barely noticed.

"l was borninasmadl village—there are il villagesin Jgpan—and lived there most of my life. My
grandfather taught me at home, and | recently got my degree from an online accredited university.”

"Areyou out, now that the Sidhe have shown up from Otherworld?' In away, our appearance had made
things easier for the earthbound Fae and other Cryptos. It alowed them to come forward. It was exotic
to be different now, and humans all over the world were suddenly in search of mysterious ancestorswho
might have originaly come from Otherworld. Of course, the vampires and undead hadn't found the same
acceptance yet, but that was understandable.

He shrugged. "To some, but | don't announce it to the world."
"Areyou sorry we showed up?' | asked.

Close behind me, he answered, "That's adouble-edged question. No, I'm not, because it wastime we let
humansin on our existence. And yes, | am, becauseit'sturned dl that ismagical and mystical into a
consumer circus.”

| snorted. "Like it wasn't before? People have been longing for magic since the beginning of time. | think
theré's auniversal memory that remembers the days when Otherworld was just a step away and before
Avaon traveled into the migts. Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter... al of these books I've been reading tell
me that my mother's people need us. They need to rediscover their sense of wonder about the world and
to develop their own innate powersthat al mortals possess. And perhaps we need humansto remind us
of what it meansto befrail, to be vulnerable.”

"I think we can learn alot from FBHs. Compassion is more of ahuman trait than one belonging to the



Sidhe. Surely you would acknowledge that,” Ddlilah brokein.

| thought about what she said. Our mother had been fiery and quick-tempered, but she had a heart of
gold. Our father was unusua among the Court and Crown in that he shared the latter qudity.. "Y ou may
beright, litlesster.”

Just then, we broke through the thicket into an open meadow. Surrounded on all sdes by aring of cedar
trees, it bore the markings of magic. A clearing, and one specificdly dedicated to some deity or being, at
that. | felt like | wastrespassing as we entered the ring of trees. Toadstools formed an inner circle, and a
mound of grassrose dightly in the center.

"A barrow?"' Delilah asked, frowning. "l didn't think the barrows were used much anymore, and | had no
ideathey were found on this continent.”

"Asfar asl'veread, most of them were abandoned during the Great Divide. But this—this one hasthe
energy of aporta. Not an OW portd, though. Where are we? And what isthis place?' | dowly
advanced on the dope of grass, looking for any Sgn of an entrance. "'l can dmost hear argentine pipes.”

And ligtening, | redlized that | actudly did hear music. There—whispering on the wind—atrilling mel ody
S0 wrapped in magic that each note quavered in the air, dive and vibrant, bidding me to dance. My feet
urged me to shed shoes and jacket and go skipping acrossthe lea. | sucked in a deep breath and threw
back my head, laughing, suddenly lighthearted and fancy-free.

Asl turned, Ddlilah leapt in the air and shifted into her golden tabby form. She began racing around the
meadow, chasing after raindrops and imaginary mice. | vagudly fdt that | should stop her for some
reason, but the music was so compelling that | turned back to the barrow. If only | could find the
entrance, | could find out just who was playing those pipes.

"Camille—Camille! Can you hear me?' Morio wasa my side, afera look on hisface. | gave himthe
once-over. He was looking pretty good, that wasfor sure, and | became aware of atingling that was
focused somewhere below my belly button. In fact, my entire body was buzzing, and | redlized that the
only thing that would stop theitch was... | licked my lipsand held out my hand.

"I need you. Right now, right here." | reached for him, my breath quickening as my pulse began to beet a
staccato of desire that reverberated through my breasts, my stomach, my thighs. Hisdark hair and
haunting eyes drew mein, and | wanted to throw him to the ground and climb aboard.

Morio let out alow growl, and he took a step toward me. "Be careful what you ask for," hesaidina
husky voice. "Because I'll giveit to you. | don't play games. Y ou want me, you've got me, but theré'sno
stopping once we begin.”

| could smell his musky scent. He was primed and ready; | didn't have to see him naked to know that.
The thought of him bearing down on me made me shiver with anticipation. My mind sputtered, asking me
what the hdll | was doing, but my body egged me on. | decided my brain could use a breather and
shoved any last reservations aside. Not that there were many to begin with.

"I don't want gentle. Take me here. Now. Forwards, backwards, any way you want," | whispered.
Ready to explode, | shivered as his eyes glinted with aprimal hunger.

"Let's see how far yourewilling to go," he said, and he was on me, grabbing my wrist as he fastened his
mouth on mine. | fel into hiskiss, mdting in the raging fire that roared to life between us. He braced my
shoulders, encircled my waist to pull metight against him.



| struggled with my dress, but Mono dapped my hand away and pushed me to the ground, shoving my
skirt up as he yanked down his zipper. He tore open my shirt and sought my breasts, covering me with
love bitesthat only fueled my need. Ashisdark eyes danted dangeroudly, | felt myself being swept under
by the wave of passion rolling through the meadow.

And then Morio was ready, and | opened mysdlf to him, sinking into the rich loam of the earth ashe
drove deep within me, thrusting with long, powerful strokes. | yielded to him, to the music, to my own
need. All the pretense and reserve of the fox demon disappeared then, and his eyes gleamed as he threw
back hishead and let out a yip of victory.

Themusic grew louder, and Morio smiled then, histeeth sharp and needielike as hisfingernail s extended
into claws. He nipped a my shoulder, and aglimmer of fear raced through me asit filtered through my
sex-addled brain asto just how aien he was. Fag? In a sense, but earthbound and connected to the
primal energy that permested the world.

Suddenly frantic and wondering what had gotten into me, | began to struggle, but the more | squirmed,
the harder he got. As| fought to free myself, abacklash of energy hit me, and | surrendered, soaring
higher than Trillian had ever taken me. | hovered, unable to breathe, wondering just who and what | was,
and the scent of rain-drenched roses washed over meas| dowly sank back into my body, touching
down with asense of power that | hadn't felt in along time. Immediately, | wanted more. Morio must
have felt theincreased desire, too, because he panted raggedly in my ear.

"Stop," he sad, hisvoice cracking. "We have to stop now—thisisaglamour, and it's adangerous one.”
Heforced himsdlf to roll away, struggling to keep his hands off me. " Get away from the mound, get out of
thering of toadstools."

Startled by hisangry bark, | scrambled to my feet.
Helegpt up, eyesblazing. "1 said run—now!"

And | ran. | raced toward the ring of cedars. The moment my feet passed the edge of the toadstoal circle
| felt asthough 1'd ripped myself out of some hedonistic womb. Stumbling to ahdlt, | dropped to my
knees, my head pounding like somebody had taken adedgehammer to it. My body had taken a
pounding, too, but of quite another kind. Asthe world swirled around me, | sucked in severa ragged,
deep breaths, and redity dowly fell back into place.

"What thehdl?' | mumbled.

From where| was, | could see Morio chasing Ddlilah. He suddenly vanished, and a mouse appeared
where held been standing. Ddlilah flicked her tail and began stalking the rodent, paws dowly inching
forward, whiskerstwitching. As she pounced, theillusion broke, and Morio appeared, grabbing her by
the scruff of the neck. He jogged back to my side.

The moment he crossed the toadstool ring, Delilah began to shimmer, and he set her on the ground afew
feet away, toward the cedar grove. As she shifted back, the surprise on her face made me want to laugh.
Almost. Whoever had put up this barrier had done a damned good job of it.

"Okay, what just happened?’ Still flushed, | accepted Morio's hand, and he pulled meto my feet. Ashis
fingers met mine, we sparked, and | redlized that we had managed to tangle ourselves together dl too
tightly. Wed play havoc trying to unknot this web, that much was certain. Especidly since we'd been
attracted to each other to begin with.

Morio held my gaze for amoment, then glanced back & the mound. " Sidhe magic, but different from



yours. How many Sidhe stayed Earthside when Otherworld broke away and went into the mists?”

| shook my head. "It was so long ago, no one knows. There are alot of nature spirits here, and alot of
Cryptos were |eft behind—or choseto stay. We'rerdated, but it's been along time since the initia
divide. Do you think thisis where Wisteriamakes her home?”

He shook his head. " Since she works at the Wayfarer and is aligned with the OIA, chances are she
probably has atree somewhere near Sesttle. No, this magic istoo powerful for her. The music makesme
think of Pan, but it's rumored that Old Shag has been staying close to homein Greece."

| took astep closer, and we locked eyes. Morio held out hisarms, and | stepped into his embrace. He
kissed me, long and dow, tender without the fury that had spurred us on earlier.

"We're going to haveto discussthislater,” | said. Thoughts of Trillian filled my mind, but even as|
worried over hislife, my body had awill of its own and I'd responded so strongly to the fox demon that it
made me afraid. And | liked Morio. Trillian thrilled meto the core. | loved him and | hated him. Buit |
redly didn't like him. Whatever came out of this mix was going to be interesting, that was for sure.

"I know." Morio let out along sigh. "But right now we need to focus on matters at hand and avoid being
caught up by that whimsy spell again.”

"Excuseme," Ddlilah piped up. "But what the hell are you two doing?'

| broke away from Morio and jerked my head toward the mound. "While you decided to take a kitten
break, we ended up in alip-lock that would hit atriple-X rating. Didn't you notice the nice layer of mud |
decided to add to my outfit?* Unfortunately, that wasn't ajoke. Thanksto Mr. Fox'swild ride, the back
of my jacket and skirt were soaked with dew and mud and soggy |eaves.

"I was wondering but was too politeto ask," Delilah said with acough. "Uh-oh. | can't wait to seethe
fadlout on thisone," she said, asnarky grin creeping across her face. "Well, I'm just glad you guys caught
me before | took off into the woods and got mysdlf log.”

"Thanks, wild child. Back to the matter at hand. If thisisn't Wisteria's doing, then whose? It's Sidhe
magic, but linked to Earth, not to OW."

Mono knelt to examine the toadstools. "Camille€sright. Thisisvery powerful magic and dangerousto
leave unattended.”

With afrown, Ddlilah stared at the barrow. "Then the question is, how do we bregk theilluson? | want
to know what's under there."

| studied the mound. "I can probably bresk through, but thereésavery red chance that when my magic
comes into contact with the barriers, | might cause some sort of animplosion. I'm not sureit'sworth the
risk. Maybe we can just go around it?"

Morio cocked his head to one side. "I can try to banish the force field, but | don't know if I'm strong
enough. Thisisnt just illuson. What about if wetry it together? Maybe | can deflect any misfire from your
meagic, Camille

"Brave, aren't you?' | rubbed my backside. I'd really taken a pounding. Morio was stronger than I'd
given him credit for. It was going to take alot of stretching to work out the knotsin my inner thighs. Y ou
sure you want to chance it? If something goeswrong, | can't guarantee your safety.”

He noticed my discomfort. "Need alittle massage there to straighten out the kinks?' he said, winking. As



| sputtered, he added, "Don't swest it. | think | can protect myself from anything you can manage to
botch up."

"Geg, thanks, | loveyou, too." | frowned. My back felt like it was being pricked by ahot needle. "What
the hell? Ddlilah, do | have anything under my shirt?" | lifted the cami so she could teke alook. Morio
stared with an unabashed leer. | stuck my tongue out at him while Delilah checked my back.

"Y eah, you managed to get a blackberry bramble under there." With aquick jerk, sheyanked, and | let
out ayep asthe thorn didodged itsdf from my skin. ""So much for sex in thewoods," | muttered. Except
for thewild places of Otherworld, brambles stayed in nice, tidy patches a home.

"Okay, let's get back to business. Chaseis going to be wondering where the hell we are if we don't hurry
up." | studied the barrow. "I'll focus on disrupting the barrier, you focus on sweeping aside any illusions
that might belinked toit. Y ou stand over there, agood arm'slength away."

Wetook up position, with Ddlilah guarding the rear. As| raised my arms and summoned the Moon
Mother's power, the energy of the leashimmered. The rain sopped as acold wind blew up, shaking the
trees. | focused my concentration on boring a hole through the force field, turning myself into amagica
power drill. Mono worked aongside me, dispersing the illusions that bound the area, breaking their hold
ontheland.

Asthe barrier began to weaken and we drove awedge in it, alow rumble began to vibrate through the
air, and the earth shook, waves rippling beneath our feet. | swayed, trying to keep my footing, but the
quake magnified and sent both Morio and me sprawling. Theforce field cracked, shattering into a
thousand invisble shards and then the leawas silent once more.

"Tak about shake, rettle, and roll,” | said as| staggered to my fest.
"What the hdl? Arewein the middle of awar zone?' Ddlilah asked.

The lovely grasdand was now a blackened mound in the center of aring of sickly trees that murmured
dark thoughts and desires. The ground had been scorched, and tree trunks charred into carbon lay
scattered around the area.

"Holy crap. Look at thisplace." Delilah sucked in adeep breath, her eyeswide.

"That about saysit dl." | looked around for Morio, who was rubbing his shoulder from where the quake
had tossed him. "What happened here?’

"Look," he said, pointing to a darkened hole againgt the mound. It led deep within the earth. "Isthat a
cave?'

As| sguinted through the rain—which was once again pounding the area—I saw that he wasright. It was
acave. The cave. And | knew that somewhere within, Tom Lane was hiding.

"That'swhere we want to go. Thisisit, folks. Let'smove." But as| moved forward, the rustle of wings
caught my attention. Before we could take another step, a shadow rose up from behind the mound.
There, snaky and huge and milky white, hovered adragon. And he looked hungry.

CHAPTER 14

"Dragon!" Delilah fell back, aterrified ook on her face.
"Stop shouting. | seeit." What the hell were we going to do now? The pastoral woodland setting had



suddenly become afield full of land mines, and any residua urge to dance had turned into an even
stronger urgeto turn tail and run. But that wouldn't help matters. Dragons were big. Dragons were
gtrong. Dragonswere fast. And most of al—dragons made lunch out of witcheslike me.

Thewyrm was ablend of Asan and Western heritage. His body was|ong and snakelike, and hiswings
were large but ornamenta; he didn't need them to fly. What |ooked like horns but were redlly antennae
graced the beast's forehead. The reptilian grace hovered above us, milky and pearlescent, shimmering
between pale pink and ivory.

Asl sared into hisicy gray eyesthat were ringed with black and held twin diamondsin the center of
each pupil, | couldn't help but wonder at how beautiful hewas. It had been many yearssincel'd seena
dragon, and never this close. Part of me just wanted to stand in awe, but | shook mysdlf out of my
trance. Dragons were notorious for being able to hypnotize their prey—it made for an easier time of
preparing crispy crittersfor lunch.

Actualy, maybe | was doing him adisservice. After al, not al dragons breathed fire, but by the looks of
the surrounding countryside | wouldn't put it past him. The meadow had been razed, and the perfect
circle of debris convinced methat aforest fire hadn't been responsible for the damage.

| carefully stepped back, onefoot at atime, my gaze fastened on the face of the dragon as| prepared to
run or freeze-frame, whichever my gut told mewould save my life.

The dragon let out alow rumble that sounded suspicioudy like alaugh. An ominous laugh. Dragon jokes
were usualy at the expense of the listener, and little good could come out of adragon's mirth, except for
his own amusement.

| glanced briefly at Morio. He, too, was playing statue. Delilah was nowhere to be seen, and | hoped
she'd had the chance to duck behind atree. Out of sight, out of mind, out of stomach.

"So, should | eat you here or save you for later?' His voice was lower than any bass1'd ever heard.
"Y ou've had your last feast—each other—so now it'smy turn.”

| struggled to remember everything | knew about the beasts. What had | told Chase? Don't try to
outshine adragon, don't puff up in hisface. Dragons were so arrogant that they'd make quick work of
anybody who chalenged their superiority. Y adayadayada On the other hand, some seemed to value
courage. Cowards weren't known for their luck in walking away from adragon-fe<, at least not with all
their partstill intact. | cleared my throat.

"We gpologize. We had no ideawe were intruding in your territory. Please, if you let usgo, well leave
and never return.” Compromise—that might just be the ticket. We made a mistake, we screwed up,
take mercy on us, and let us go about our business. Grovel, grovel, beg, beg.

The dragon snorted, and puffs of steam flared out from his nogtrils. ™Y ou expect meto bdievethat, little
witch? Y ou're one of those pesky Sidhe, aren't you?' Hisluminous eyeswhirled, and once again, | found
mysdf saring into them, but as his mind touched my own, | jerked away.

Helaughed again. "Not full-blooded Sidhe after dl. Half-breed. Human and Fagrie... ddicious
combination. Dessart, that's what you are. But tell me, Witchling, what are you doing here? Y ou're not
earthbound, unlike your companion.” The winding neck swerved in Morio's direction.

| let my breath out. I'd been holding it so tightly | felt like I'd just busted out of a corset. Mono casudly
did his handsin his pockets and gave the dragon anod. He was going for the buddy-buddy routine. |
slently wished him luck.



"Greetings, Ancient One. We'retruly sorry for the interruption. We were searching for someone and
were led astray.” Morio's voice was smooth and silken. He couldn't be trying to use hisillusion to deceive
the wyrm, could he? Dragons wereimmune to most charm. | forced mysdlf to kegp my mouth shuit.
Morio knew what he was doing. At least | hoped so.

The dragon hiccupped, and another cloud of smoke emerged, smelling decidedly like roast mest.
Definitely, | did not want to meet hislast meal on aface-to-face basis. | just prayed that Tom Lane
wasn't down therein his belly, along with the spirit sedl. Guitting adeer was hard enough; gutting adragon
was afull-blown expedition into monster surgery, and first wed haveto kill him.

After another moment's pause, the dragon said, "Fox-man, you'd better cease your attempts to enchant
me, or I'll start with your head and pick my teeth with your bones. Now, tell me the truth, why areyou in

my territory?"

Morio glanced a me, aquestion on hisface. We had dl of about three minutes before old Smoky here
was going to start blasting. If the dragon was in league with the demons, we were dead. If the dragon
was out for himsaf—adistinct possibility—then who knew?What | did know was that dragons were
terribly clever a sniffing out liars.

| findly shrugged and said, "We'relooking for aman named Tom Lane. We need to talk to him."
Smoky'seyeslit up. Y ou want to talk to that meddiesomeidiot?!

Uh-oh. By the tone of hisvoice, it was obvious hewasn't Tom'sfriend, but | didn't sense ademonic aura
around the dragon. Maybe he and Tom just had issues. But why hadn't Smoky aready resolved them
with a puff of fire? | couldn't be sure, and | didn't think it was diplomatic to ask.

"Weneedto find him," | said. Then astroke of genius hit me. "If you tell uswhere heis, well take him
away, and hell never bother you again.”

The dragon shifted, hunkering down on the mound. His neck bobbed like aking cobrain a snake
charmer's basket before stretching out to zero in on my face. Those glittering, glacial eyeswere about ten
feet away, the dragon's head huge in comparison to me. He was scrutinizing me. | did my best to appear
wide-eyed and innocent.

"Witchling, what's your name?"

Another no-no. Never give adragon your real name. Not agood idea. | shook my head. "'I'm not that
stupid. Y ou know I'm not going to give you my name, so don't even bother.”

A deep rumblefilled the air as he huffed and then laughed. "I like you. Funny and brave, arare
combination. Y our quarry ran into the cave early inthe day. | chased him asfar as| could, but he got
away. If you take himwith you, I'll let you live and walk in my forest. If you fail, then I'll egt you for
breskfast.”

| sighed. | was starting to fed like the universal ooge on the end of the bad-dedl train. Bring mea
demon'sfinger bone, or I'll take one of yours. Terminate the demons, or they'll destroy the world.
Get Tom Lane out of my sight, or I'll eat you for breakfast.

"| guessthat's our only choice. It'sadeal.” What more could | say?"But you haveto let usinto the cave
s0 we can go find him. And no scaring him off while were trying to catch him. And no funny business”

Morio suppressed asnort, and | knew what he was thinking. Wed redlly dug ourselvesin with thisone. |
gl couldn't sense where Delilah was.



The dragon gave his best imitation of ashrug. "My word of honor, on my smokestacks and whiskers,
littlewitch.”

Word of honor indeed. Dragons were good at twisting words, and | didn't trust Smoky's jovial nature.
But it was the best we were going to get, barring the protection of awizard or awitch far stronger than 1.

He dipped his head and pointed toward the cave in the mound. "I chased him in there. Just get busy and
find him. I'm feding irritable today."

AsMorio and | cautioudy approached the cave, | forced myself to stare straight ahead. | wanted to look
for Delilah, but the dragon would suspect something. We were at the mouth of the dark tunnel when |
glanced back.

"So tell me something. Why didn't you catch Tom yoursdf? Why haven't you eaten him yet?"
Smoky's eyes sparkled, scintillating and brilliant. "1 didn't fancy about of indigestion,” wasal he said.

Aswe passed by him, | could fed his hot breath warming the air. Actually, compared to therain it was
pleasant, and part of me wanted to stand there for amoment to dry off from the downpour, but then |
thought the better of it. After dl, adragon giving you apet name like Witchling only spelled trouble. The
smell of charcoa and meat was so thick around him, though, that | shuddered and hurried past.

Morio followed close behind, his hand on my shoulder. Aswe came to the entrance of the cave, | forced
myself to walk sedately. No use in exciting the dragon into amistake that we'd regret. Onceinside,
however, | dumped againg thewall, shivering.

"That was one encounter | never expected to have. Nor do | fancy arepeat. Okay, wherethe hell is
Tom? Let'sfind him and get out of here." | shook my head and looked around.

The walls of the cave glistened. Phosphorescence, perhaps? Faeriefire? | closed my eyes and reached
out, searching for any sign of life. There—aflicker, just amind's touch, down the tunnel and to theright.

"Someone'sin here, that'sfor certain,” | said, not exactly keen on theidea of tramping through the dark. |
didn't like caves. | preferred the open sky or at least ahouse where | knew | wouldn't be falling down
any mine shafts or tripping over rocks or getting squashed by rockdides.

Morio glanced at me. "Y ou're claustrophobic, aren't you?"

Shrugging, | stared at thefloor. "Kind of. And I've got vertigo, and I'm squeamish when it comesto
babies digpers. I'm just amess, aren't 17" | let out asigh and reluctantly leaned againgt the wall of the
cavern. "Actudly, I'm not claustrophobic in the truest sense of the word, but my magic comes from the
moon and gtars. | don't like being trapped under the earth. | never went to visit the dwarven city back in
Otherworld because mogt of it's buried in the mountain. My father took Delilah and Menally, but |
couldn't faceit.”

"Did your mother go?' Morio asked.

"No, shedidn't want to go either, so | stayed with her, and we went on aweeklong shopping spreein
Aladril, the city of Seers by the ocean." We'd come away with some pretty good dedls, too, athough
Father had choked when he saw the bills come in. But he paid them without aword. He never denied
Mother anything she might warnt.

"I'd liketo vist Otherworld someday,” Morio said, looking around the cave. "Here, help mefind astick
or twig, and | canilluminateit.”



"With fox fire?" | squinted, looking around. There, abranch that must have been about afoot long. |
handed it to him, and within seconds he had enchanted it so that we could dmost see the entire chamber.
The sparkling ball of light on the end of the bough was brighter than candldight but didn't shed quite as
much light as akerosene lantern.

"Fox fireisacommon term for it, though not totally accurate,” Morio said. "In Japan, we call it
kitsune-bi . Here, let melead the way."

He brushed past me, and the scent of his sweat set me off again. | fought the desire to reach out and
touch him. Grest, what would | do when Trillian returned? If Trillion returned, | thought somberly. If he
even lived. That thought snapped my mind out of the sheets like abucket of ice water.

"You'd like Otherworld, I think." I swung in behind him and cautioudy picked my way aong the corridor.
The cave was damp and chilly. The moisturein the air had condensed dong thewalls, and | could see
patches of dime mold clinging to the rock in some places, dong with bloated white fungi and alot of
creepy crawlies,

The bugs didn't bother me—I was used to them from childhood—but the mold made me nervous. Back
home in Otherworld, it took on alife of its own with arudimentary consciousness and could be
dangerousto the unwary traveler. Even though it was different here, | couldn't help but shrink away from
the walls when we passed by.

"What'sit like?' Morio asked.

"Otherworld? It's open and vast. The Court and Crown holds sway over Y'Elestriad, the home city of the
Sidhe, but there are so many other citiesand lands. The citiesarelovely, for the most part, but the
villages are another matter. Mogt are dirt poor, and the people live hand to mouth.”

"|sthere one governing council for Otherworld?*

| shook my head. "No. Each city-state is self-contained. However, the inhabitants of Y'Elestria arethe
ones who have the most interaction with humans, and we're the ones who control the portas. Otherworld
aso hasavast network of wild woods and dark lands that house odd species of Fae. They seldom have
much to do with the Sidhe. Or anybody elsefor that matter.”

Once again | wished | was home, not trekking through an Earthside cavern in search of amysterious man
running from demons. A changein career seemed like just theticket at this point, but | knew | wouldn't
doit. My father wasn't aquitter, and held raised his daughters with the same sense of loyalty.

Mono said nothing, and | wondered if he could read my thoughts.

"There, ahead about ten yards, aT in the passage. Do we go |€&ft or right?' He motioned toward the end
of the corridor.

"Stop for amoment, and I'll find out.” Hesitantly, | leaned againgt thewall, taking care to avoid a patch of
white fungi. | closed my eyes and reached out, trying to touch the spark I'd felt earlier. There, behind the
cavernwal?No, it was only ascurrying, acouple of ratslooking for lunch. To theright | sensed the
movement of some specter—a ghost or spirit that was passing through. Probably the remains of one of
Smoky's lunches, | thought.

Asl cast around, | began to sense adow, steady pulsing of magic. Heavy magic, to the left. Ancient
magic, o strong that it dmost floored me. Earth magic, deep and resonant, emanating from the very core
of theworld. And yet atop note played over it, sparkling with stars and the movement of thewind



through the trees. And connected to thisforcein away | didn't understand best the heart of aman. He,
too, felt old—far older than me. Tom Lane. It had to be him.

"Thisway," | said, mesmerized. Aswe hurried down the passage, | told Morio what I'd felt.

"If it's Tom you're senaing, then I'll bet the other energy belongs to the spirit sedl. Didn't the history say
that the seals were given to the Elementa Lords? That each Elementa Lord received one, and they dll
lost them over the eons? Deep earth energy could indicate thiswas the sed given to Robyn, the Prince of
Oaks."

Of course! Robyn, who ruled the forests of Earth, who walked between worlds, dancing in the
woodlands. "That makesalot sense.”

The Prince of Oaks spent more time with humans over the years than dmost any other Elementa. He
loved mortas, he cared for them, and the destruction of the jungles and forests wounded his heart. I'd
met him once, long ago, when he came to pay homage to the Court and Crown.

Morio'sfoxfireled him around the bend, but he held up ahand as| followed. "Wait for amoment. |
sense anilluson nearby. Let mefed thisout.”

| hung back as he tentatively moved forward, one dow step at atime, testing the ground before him
before putting his weight down. Suddenly, he teetered and amost lost balance. | jumped forward and
grabbed him by the elbow, holding him steedly.

"What happened?’ | couldn't see anything that might have thrown him off balance.

"Therésapit just ahead of usin the center of the passageway. It's been covered over with anillusion so

we can't seeit, but it'sthere, and probably deep enough to break our necks. Give me a moment, and I'll

dowhat | canto dispe the mirage.”" He handed me the light and mumbled alow chant that seemed to go
on and on. After amoment, the ground began to shimmer, and | could see the vague outline of an abyss.
Then theilluson broke, and the pit wasthere, easily visble.

"Hell, that looks nasty," | whispered.

Morio took the branch back and cautiously held it toward the mouth of the hole. He peeked over the
edge. "ltisnasty. Watch your step.”

| edged over to him, wary. As| inched forward enough to see over the edge, along, dark shaft opened
up into a pit that was agood hundred feet deep, if not more. From the bottom, the sound of rushing
water burbled up. An underground stream of some sort. Thefall would be deadly.

"Ohjoy. Sothisisasure sign that we aren't welcome, but | can't sense Tom down there. | don't think he
fel in." The pit took up agood two-thirds of the corridor; it would be dippery footing to skirt it. The very
thought of tiptoeing around the edge gave me the heebie-jeehies.

Morio examined the edges of the chasm. "I wonder if he's the one who crested it. Could he know the
demons are after him and be trying to hide from them? The dragon didn't seem al that concerned about
him, and theré's no way the wyrm can fit in thishalway. But ademon..."

"A demon could. But Tom is human. How could he creste an illuson like this? Most of the humanswho
work with magic only have rudimentary skills. There are afew adepts, but very few." | stared at the pit,
trying to figure out what was going on. "' Could theillusion be a permanent fixture? Maybe Tom aready
knew about it?"



Mono shook hishead. "lllusonswear off. The pit is probably an ancient sinkhole, but theillusion couldn't
have been here longer than afew hours. Come on, let's get amove on. If Tom thinks demons are close,
then they probably are, and the last thing we need is an underground dud to the death.”

"I don't like thosewords," | muttered.
"What words?'

"To the death. There's such aring of findity about them, and | don't have Delilah or Menally here.
Speaking of, | wonder how Ddlilah's doing. | just hope she managed to avoid Smoky out there."

"She probably went back to the house to check on Chase once she saw what was happening. She'sa
smart girl. Don't write her off astoo naive.”

| shrugged. "Smart, yes. Wise? Not so much. Okay, so how do we get me around the pit?”

Mono laughed, then lightly tripped around the edges, showing no sign of unsteadiness. Once he reached
the other Sde, he set the light on the ground and braced his back against the wall, hisleft hand
outstretched toward me.

"Facethe wadl and take my hand. Then inch across. I'm strong, I'll be able to hold you if you fal."

"Right, just likel canfit inasizetwo dress." But with no other choice, | pressed my face againg the stone
wall and began a shuffling sde step dong thelip of the pit. Morio grasped my fingers, giving me enough
sense of balance that | was able to scoot the rest of the way across without incident. | was not looking
forward to the return trip.

When we were on solid ground again, Morio picked up the light, and we dowly progressed dong the
corridor. Morio tested each step before putting his weight down. Where there was one trap, there might
be more.

Wed traveled another thirty yards when the passage branched again, thistime with our path leading
straight ahead, and afork to theright. The fork would take us deeper into the mountain. Again, | reached
out. Thistime, the energy was stronger and to the right.

"Takethefork," | told Morio.

We had barely turned onto the branch in the road when Morio stopped. "L ook—straight ahead. Seethe
light? That'sno illuson." Sure enough, afaint glimmer of light filtered through acrack in the solid rock.
We hurried adong to the end of the passage, which stopped short. A dead end. End of theline.

"There has to be a hidden door," he said, running his hands over the crack. "But | don't senseanillusion.
At least not any I'm familiar with."

| stood back, thinking. If there wasn't adoor on the end of the passage, had we missed one coming
down the hal?1 began to hunt around, listening closdly. At firg, al | could hear was a gentle susurration
astheair currents shifted, but then | began to hear breathing—dow and rhythmic.

| soread my hands againgt the rock, and sure enough, athin stream of air flowed over my hand. The
rough granite was cool against my skin as| squinted, trying to see the edges of the door. Sure enough,
thereit was—faint but ill visblein the dim light. The door was roughly six feet tall by three feet wide.
The question was, how to open it?

| motioned to Morio. As| traced the outline, he held up the foxfire light, and we inspected the rock for



any sense of indentation or latch.

Near the ground, we found ahandhold. | swallowed hard and reached into the dark opening. My fingers
met acold lever and—damn! | snatched them out and held them up to the light. Faint red blisterswere
beginning to form aong the pads of my fingertips. Iron welts. The metal burn hurt like ason of abitch,
but | managed to keep my mouth shut. Morio gestured for me to stand back.

He reached down. | heard afaint click, and the door began to swing out, the stone block swiveling on its
hinges
We jumped out of the way, and the minute it was open, we squeezed through to the other side.

| gasped. The chamber into which we had stumbled was huge. Stalagmites and stalactites formed aforest
of columnsthroughout the cavern, but most of the chamber was open and glistening. Limestone waterfalls
cascaded in frozen brilliance down the walls, and arim stone pool sat off to one Sde, pearls of cdcite
creating aglistening stone bubble bath around the edges of the minera tub. A faint illumination emanated
fromthewadls.

"We aren't in Kansas anymore, Toto,” | muttered, glancing back at the door. Sure enough, asparkling
barrier confirmed that we'd entered a different reelm. This part of the cave wouldn't be found on any map
or surveyor's guide. Wed crossed through anatural porta into. .. where? Could we bein Otherworld?
Or wasthis someplace entirdly different?

"Wherearewe?" | whispered. Even the low flutter of my voice echoed throughout the chamber. |
stepped closer to Morio, who was gazing at the alabaster beauty of thewalls.

Hisarm curved protectively around my shoulders, and | felt hislips press gently againgt the top of my
head. "1'm not sure, Camille. I've never felt thistype of energy before, and it makes me nervous. Areyou
surethat Tomis here?!

| nodded. "I sense him. But how did hefind this place? This portd isn't listed with the OIA, that much |
cantdl you." Snuggling closer, | shivered. The damp air was gone, but the tingle of magic rippled up and
down my arms. Whatever had created this place—or whoever—was powerful indeed.

And then, before Morio could answer, anoise caught our attention. | stepped away, readying mysdf for
an attack. But it wasn't ademon we werefacing. A voluptuous woman over six feet tall and awe-striking
stepped from behind one of the limestone pillarsin the center of the room. Her dressflowed like
cobwebs draping down from her shoulders, and she stood regal and serene.

"Who are you?' The words tumbled out of my mouth before | could stop them. "And whereis Tom
Lane?'

She blinked once, then a smile broke across her face. "'Y ou mean my pet? My poor precious boy?"

| glanced at Morio, who shook his head, as obvioudy confused as| was. "'l don't understand. Y our pet?
Who are you?"

Assheamiled, | saw theflecks of slver in her eyes. Was she one of the Sidhe? But then my memory
sparked to life, and | knew who she was. The legends were true. So she'd refused to cross over when
Otherworld severed connections with Earth.

"You're Titania, aren't you?"

Asshe gently inclined her head, my stomach flipped. The Faerie Queen emeritus, Titaniawas dangerous



and unpredictable. Shewasfar less human than the Sidhe of my own world, even though she'd remained
Earthside.

Titanids gaze never left my face. "And now would you tell me" she said, "what you want with my poor,
besieged, gone mad asaMarch hare, Tarn Lin?"

CHAPTER 15

Tam Lin? Tom Lane? It dl made sense now. But Tarn Lin had been returned to the morta world eons
ago. Tom couldn't be Tam Lin, who lore said had lived out the rest of hislifewith hiswife and children.
Or could he?

"How isthat possible? Tam Lin's been dead for hundreds of years." | dowly skirted to the left, not
trusting Titaniato play fair. Rumor had it shed gone over the edge and had lost al sense of reason.

"Has he now?' Titania spoke to me, but her eyeswere on Morio, and | sensed adanger in the making.

Morio must have sensed the same thing because he seemed to grow taler, moreimposing. "L et us speak
toTom."

She ducked her head and smiled. Glamour, | thought. She was becoming more seductive by the moment,
her face softening, the glow in her eyes growing brighter. Her breasts seemed to swell just enough to
makeit look as though she'd taken along breath and held it. "Our Witchling won't tell me her name, but |
know who sheis. Camille, am | right?"

| blinked. So much for secrecy. "How did you find out?"

Ignoring me, Titaniahomed in on Moario. "Y ou, however, | don't know. Perhaps you'll be gracious
enough to give me your name?"

| glanced at him. Titania sounded three sheets to the wind. Maybe she was drunk, or the magic in the
room had clouded her sight. Or maybe the years spent aone cut off from Otherworld had been too much
for her to bear. Or perhaps, just perhaps, Titania had tripped off the degp end and gone mad. Whatever
the case, | didn't fed safe around her.

Morio seemed to be thinking the same thing | was, because he warily held hisground. "It'satrick. He's
probably not TarnLin."

Titaniatook hisbait. "Areyou cdling mealiar, morta?"

"Proveyou're not." The gauntlet, thrown down. Morio was a handsome man, and Titanialiked handsome
young men.

After amoment's hesitation, she narrowed her eyes. ™Y ou know theré'sno way | can prove such athing,
nor do | need to. I'm the Queen of Faerie here, and don't you forget it. When the Elementd Lords
divided theredms, | choseto remain with thisworld and with my roots.”

"Tdl usabout Tom," | said softly. "Please?’

She sghed, then like adrowning woman clutching at alifesaver, dumped down on one of the limestone
benches and began to talk. | had the fedling she had few friends or companions|eft in whom she could
confide.

"I knew after afew years of brats and a nagging wife who grew older day by day, Tam Lin would return



tome. And | wasright. One day, he was outside the barrow, waiting for me. | took him back and kept
him here for hundreds of years, feeding him my Faerie bread and | etting him sip from the nectar of life.
Over theyears, Tam Lin lost his mortaity. He now belongsto me, wholly and fully and forever." But
there was acatch in her voice.

"Something went wrong, didn't it?" | asked. "What happened?’
She flashed me acunning look, but then her eyes softened.

"Girl, half-human or not, you have the sght and no small amount of power. Consder this. Y ou were born
to your life between worlds, you know how to cope with the passing of years and the growing weight of
your thoughts. Tam Lin was born mortd. He couldn't adjust astime went on.”

| nodded, understanding. My father had offered Mother the option of drinking the nectar of life to extend
her life far beyond her alotted years, but she'd been smart enough to recognize the pitfalls. She'd refused,
and when she was thrown from the horse, desth claimed her.

"What happened to him?* Morio's voice was gentle. He, too, understood the implications of what Titania
had done.

A singletear trickled down her cheek, gleaming like adiamond, faceted with a hundred perfect prisms.
"He logt hismind. He ran in the woods for months a atime with the animals. One day the Prince of Oaks
found him and brought him back to my barrow. He chastised me—me! Titania, Queen of Fagrie. He
scolded melike awayward child." Her voice rose, and her cheeks flushed. She paused amoment, then
continued.

"He made me promise to try to help Tam adapt, and he gave him a pendant to protect him. So Tam Lin
became Tom Lane, and for atime each century, heresidesin theworld. | use my contactsto get him the
accoutrements he needs for human society. It's harder now that humans require such extensive
identification. Then, we find him asmple job that kegps him occupied. Near the end of each cycle, when
he beginsto tire or when someone gets suspicious, my darling comes homewith me, and | wipe his
memory of that life. After atime spent in my chambers deeping, he wakesto yet anew life."

Speechless, | stared at her. How selfish could you get? Firgt, sheld bound Tom to her when she snatched
him out of hisworld and kept him captive. Then after he escaped and returned home, she encouraged
him to come back to her. Instead of wiping his memory and sending him back to hisfamily, shedd given
him alife span hismind couldn't cope with.

"By dl the gods, why don't you just let him deegp? Put him in stasis until the end of time? Hed probably
be happier." She could blast meif she wanted, but what she'd done went against every code I'd been
raised with. Unfortunately, alot of my full-blood kin would have agood laugh at the Situation.

Titaniashot off the bench. A nimbus of anger flared around her, and | automaticaly shielded mysdif.

"Y ou're o righteous, so virtuous, are you? | can smell the Svartan on you. Don't play coy. Y ou're playing
the devil's mistress, so what gives you theright to judge me, you half-breed?1 am Titania, Queen of
Faerie. Tremble before mel" Her eyesflared with magic, but there was no comph behind the fireworks,
and | redlized that al Titaniahad |eft wereillusons and memories. A faded beauty queen, clinging to old
photos.

"I'm not compromising anyone else with my actions” | said, striding forward. "1 didn't deceive anyone.” |
pushed her back down on the bench and leaned over her. "Listen to me, and listen good. Y ou choseto
give up your crown and remain earthbound. Well, I've got news. The Queen of Elves adapted. And



there's anew Queen of Sidhe and sheld est you dive.”

Titanias glamour wavered in the wake of my words. Y ep, | knew how to pitch afit, adl right. "You're
alone, Titania. Your timeis past and you'd better walk into the shadows gracefully before | report your
actions, in OW. Now, let ustak to Tom. By the powers of the Y'Eledtrid, the OIA, and the Guard
DesEdtar, | will take himwith me.”

Mono stepped up to my side. The Queen emeritus hung her head as | pulled out my badge.
L eather-worked, it was enchanted so that if it were out of my reach for more than a day, the emblem
would sdf-destruct. That | held it in my hands was enough to prove authenticity.

Titaniawrung her hands, and | ddmost felt sorry for her. For agood share of history sheld been the most
beautiful creature on earth, commanding thousands of the Fae. Now she was forgotten. A dinosaur.

"What if we take her—" Morio started, but | stopped him, knowing what he was going to say. | pulled
him off to one side and kept my voice low.

"Sheld never fit into Otherworld. Sheld loseit for good, just like Tarn Lin logt it. Titania hastoo much
pride to admit that she's outlived her time. Some of the Sidhe drag on millennia, but most choose to exit
mortd lifefar earlier, when they grow tired or bored.”

"I'll call Tom," Titaniasaid, looking up. | had afedling shed heard us. ™Y ou may do asyou like with him.
Weve played this game for athousand years. | supposeit'stimeto cal it adraw."”

Sherose and glided to the far wall of the cave, peering down atunnel. | could hear her whisper faintly on
thewind, caling for Tomto join us. Returning to us, she gazed into my eyes, and al artifice was gone.

"l suppose | should thank you, Witchling. Y ou've reminded me of what | was. | will not fadeinto a

wa king shadow, nor will | subject mysdlf to the rule of ajaded Queen who deserted the world to which
shewasborn. Take Tarn Lin and leave. The dragon will let you passif you present him with this." She
held out asigil, cast in slver that had been forged under the moon. | could fed the power coursing within
the talisman, and glanced up at her.

"You don't haveto do this" | said, and she understood | wasn't talking about Tom.

"Oh, but | do," she countered. "The world has grown too smdl, and with Otherworld rgjoining the human
race, there'sno place for me. | couldn't walk inthe citiesif | wanted to, and the wild places of the Earth
arefew and far between.”

| turned the talisman over in my hand. Dragon rune. So Smoky had formed an dliance with Titania
Without the talisman, Titaniawould have no leverage to protect herself. Sipping it in my pocket, |
noticed that Tom was standing in the archway to the cavern. Grizzled and worn, hewas atrue
lumberjack, aman who had once been aknight. But his eyeswere empty, and | redlized that held long
ago | eft the world. Where Tom's soul roamed, | wasn't sure, but he was walking wounded, half aman,
his spirit existing only in the fragments of selvesthat the Faerie Queen had provided for him.

A pendant hung around his neck, an emerald cabochon caught in agold and silver weave. Thegem
flickered, swirling into anew pattern every time | looked at it. Thefirst spirit sedl.

"My Tom, ligento me," Titaniasaid, her voice gentle.

Morio and | exchanged looks. Regardless of her reckless choices, Titania cared for Tom. She had loved
him once. Now, fractured into a hundred lifetimes, | had the feeling he/d become her pet, abeloved old
lapdog whom one took care of until the end.



"Y ou areto go with these people. They will treat you well.”
Helooked confused. "Where will | deep?Who will feed me?’

Morio stepped up and gently tapped him on the shoulder. "Well make sure you have al the comfort you
need, Tom. Will you come with us?'

Tom hesitated. Then, with aprompting from Titania, he nodded. "AH right, I'll go."

| drew Morio to one side. "We could just take the pendant. That's what we're after. Now that I've seen
him, it seemswrong to separate them.”

Morio shook hishead. "1 think the sedl is connected to him. If we separate the two before consulting a
wizard, we could drive him utterly mad. We have to take him with us™"

"Thisjust keeps getting worse and worse. What was the Prince of Oaksthinking?' | could only see
chaos and destruction coming from the messwe werein. "A lot of innocent people are going to be hurt
beforethisisover.”

| glanced back at Tom and Titania. She had brushed aside alock of hair that fell across hisforehead, and
he caught her hand, bringing it to hislips.

"I wishwe didn't haveto do this," | said. "l waswrong to speak so harshly to her. But | guessthere'sno
going back."

"Tomwill forget,” Morio said, lifting my chin so that | was staring into his eyes. "He aways does, you
know, each time she wipes his memory. Perhaps your hedlerswill be able to free him from the wine of
life, or they may be ableto send himto hisfind dumber.”

Rip Van Winkle, only deeping for athousand yearsinstead of twenty. Or, they might just kill
him—swiftly and without pain. The Court and Crown sedom concerned itself with humans, and this
would be another blot on our history when the truth came out.

"All right, let's take him and get back home. I'll go as escort when we ship him through the portd. | just
wish Trillian were here," | said, rubbing my head. What | wouldn't give for someibuprofen. "I'd fed alot
safer with him around.” Trillian had no compunctions about defending himself and those he was sworn to
protect, evenif it meant fighting dirty. And now, we didn't even know if he was going to live.

Morio seemed to understand what | was thinking. "Asmuch as| resent his presence, | wish only the best
for him. Well find out how helsdoing. | promise you that. And if necessary, I'll go with you to
Otherworld to ddiver Tomto the OIA."

We turned back to Titania, who reached up on tiptoesto kiss Tom gently on thelips. "Farewell, my
brave knight. We've had along run of it, but the play is over, the curtain falls, and it'stimefor the actors
to go home." She cocked her head, looking mein the eye. "Take care of him, please. Don't let anything

happen to him."

| nodded, my mood plummeting even farther into the black. "I'll do my best to keep him safe. Titania,
know that you're helping to save two worlds by letting ustake him. He carries avita secret, evenif he
doesn't know it. I'll let you know what happensto him.”

She shook her head. "No, it's better that he just be cut out of my life. Go now, please just go, and leave
meto my slence”



Morio took Tom gently by the arm and, with me leading the way, we headed out of the cavern, leaving
the ancient Queen behind. | hadn't thought her capable of love, and perhaps | was right, but apparently
she had more fedingsthan | gave her credit for.

Thetrek back seemed quicker than finding our way into the barrow. The pitsthat guarded the
passageway were still an obstacle, but together Morio and | hel ped Tom make it past without incident. |
wanted to touch the spirit sedl, to fedl the power that resided within, but was smart enough to keep my
fingersout of the cookiejar.

Tom seemed rather chipper for leaving hisladylove. At firgt, he acted like held been drugged, but the
farther away from Titaniawe got, the more aert he became. Aswe approached the entrance to the cave,
he stopped, staring at the opening.

"I don't want to go out there," he said, his gaze locked on the entrance.
"Why?What'swrong?'
"They'll be coming to get me," he said.

| glanced at Morio. Just what did we have here? "Whao's coming to get you, Tom? |s somebody after
you?'

He hesitated, then—like achild deciding to put histrust in an authority figure—shrugged. "I don't know
who they are, but early this morning, somebody was sneaking around outside the house, and | got
scared. So | ran through the woods and hid with Titania."

| stared at Tom for amoment. He wasn't as out of it asI'd thought. Maybe being near Titaniaacted likea
drug in his bloodstream. "Did you see what they looked like? Do you know how many were out there?"

Tom scrunched hislower lip, thinking. After amoment he said, "I think there were three of them. Two
men and awoman."

Two men and awoman. | looked over at Morio. "Hasto be Bad Ass Luke, the Psycho Babbler, and
Wigeria. Once the harpy died, they must have recruited Wigteriafor more than helping them dip through
the portd. I'll bet they threatened to kill her if she didn't do what they wanted.”

Morio concurred. Y ou're probably right.” He turned to Tom. "They were outside your house?'

"Yep," Tom said, shaking hishead. "I was out in the woods fishing for breskfast. The trout run real good
inagream that | found. When | was coming back with my catch, | heard something in the driveway. |
snuck up aong thetrail first to seewho it was. | don't like strangers. | saw three people near my place. It
was till too dark to get agood look at them, and | didn't stick around "cause they felt nasty,” he said,
amost gpologeticaly.

| sghed. Obvioudy, the demons had come looking for him. We were lucky that Tom had been foraging
for his bregkfast. Otherwise, they'd have the spirit seal and be on their way back to the Subterranean
Redms. But where were they now? They'd left Wigteriain the house, but what about Bad Ass Luke and
the Psycho Babbler? Would we be able to smuggle Tom back to the city before they tried to snatch him
from us?1 bit my lip, trying to decide what to do next.

Morio peeked out of the cave. "Smoky's still out there," he said.

| glanced at the dragon. "I wonder... Titaniagave us an emblem to pass asfriends. | wonder if that might



be enough to convince him to guard us while we hustle Tom back to the car?”

"Can't hurt to try. Or rather, we don't have achoice, so we might aswell ask him." Morio turned to Tom.
"Areyou afraid of that dragon out there?’

Tom shook his head. "Nope. He's agood sort, for adragon. | always come out here and have a chat
with him when I'm lonely. He threstensto eat me alot, but sncel belong to Titania, hewon't doiit.”

"Wdll, we can't just stay heredl day,” | said. "Y ou two wait while | go have atak with Mr. Fire-breath.”
| stepped out of the cave and whistled to Smoky. "Hey you, dragon!”

He swiveled his head to stare down at me. "Where's the pest?'
"Inddethe cave." | held up the emblem. "Titaniasaid to show you this."

That had an effect. Smoky blinked and reared back. " She gave you her pass? Well then, little Witchling,
you must be specia indeed. Go on your way, and | won't make you my dinner."

All thetalk about dinners and desserts was beginning to annoy me. "Listen, Smoky—"

"What did you cal me?' Heleaned in, and | found mysdlf staring into agiant eyebdl that looked likea
wall of ice. "Littlewitch, don't be too forward.”

"I don't know your name, so | haveto call you something other than 'hey you' or 'dragon,’ don't 1?7 So I'm
caling you Smoky aslong asyou refuseto give usyour name." | sighed. Thiswas getting us nowhere, or
worse—could be netting us an invitation to dinner.

But he laughed. "Too bad you can't stay awhile and play.”

"Listen, we could redly use your help,” | said. ™Y ou could do wondersfor usif you'd be willing to give us
ahand."

"So now you need my help, do you?' He blinked; the gust from hiseydids actudly ruffled my hair. "What
do you want?'

| cleared my throat. "We have Tom, and we're taking him with us. We need an escort to his house. There
are demons prowling the woods, Smoky, and they're bent on capturing Tom. They're not exactly
planning apicnic for him, ether. If they take him away from us, the whole world's going to suffer.”

Sure, dragons could be downright mean, and they often snatched up passersby for a snack, but they
weren't evil in theway that demonswere evil. And lucky for us, they usudly didn't like Demonkin. I'd
studied my dragon lore in school.

Smoky frowned—not an easy task for a dragon—and after a pause that seemed to last forever, said,
"Demons, isit? They're bloody well unwelcomein my woodland. Come on, I'll guard you on the way
back to the house."

| whistled for Morio and Tom as the dragon drew back. A brilliant flash of light blinded me, and when it
disspated and | could see again, atal man in along white cloak was standing next to me. He had flowing
slver hair that reached his ankles, and his skin might have been made of aabaster. But his eyeswere
those same twin glacial poolsthat had stared me down. I'd heard that dragons could take human
form—at |east the older ones—but had never known whether it wastrue or not. | guessthis answered
my question.



Morio's eyes went wide as he looked up at the lean giant. "Y ou are—"

The man gave usathin smile. "Smoky, apparently. Come then, let's get you back to Tom's house before
| get bored.”

We traipsed through the woodland with Smoky in the lead. | hung back alittle, studying the
creature-turned-human. He was handsome, though stern, but there wasfar moreto hisaurathan to his
looks. That ancient dragon energy imbued him with arega stance. While he might eat me up in dragon
form, he would never be rude or crude as ahuman. He might take what or who he desired without a
second thought, but he would do so with courtesy.

"Y ou find me perplexing?’ he said without turning around.

| blushed. Somehow he'd sensed my fascination. "Judt... different,” | said, sumbling over my words. All
my charm, poise, and experience seemed to have just flown the coop. Out with the bathweter, just like

the baby.

Mono stared at him openly. "So tell me, if a human were to sumble on you in the woods, and you knew
they were coming, what would they find?"

Smoky chuckled. "Why me, of course. As| am now. They'd find me a pleasantly eccentric hiker, out for
ajaunt. Of course, I'd be wearing jeans and aleather jacket. Unless, of course, | was hungry and they
were done and there was no chance of me being caught.” He let out alaugh that reminded me | was
talking to adragon, not a man.

"Doyou egt alot of people?" | asked, not sureif | wanted to know.

"The question is, how many do you consder a lot!"

| glanced at him, and he flashed me a smooth grin. Oh yeah, dragons were charming, dl right.
"I find my food as| needit,” he said.

| could tell | wasn't going to get astraight answer out of him on that question. Or probably many others.
Dragonsloved to speak in riddles.

Aswe came up on the edge of the path leading to Tom's house, | began to get nervous. What would we
find? Would the demons be there? Were Delilah and Chase okay? Smoky went firgt, hislong white robe
swishing around his legs as he strode out in the open.

"Wel, he'snot afraid,” Morio said in alow voice.
"He doesn't need to be afraid,” Tom answered.

| laughed. "Y ou're absolutely right, Tom. Say, listen to me for aminute,” | said, sobering. ™Y ou haveto
stay with us. Unlesswetdl you that somebody's safe, don't go off with anybody else, and don't let
yourself trail behind. Y ou need to bewith usat dl times.”

"Okay, but I wish | knew what you guys wanted me for. I'm nothing specid.” He frowned, looking
vaguely disconcerted.

| tried to think of areasonable explanation that would hold him off until we got back to Otherworld. |
didn't want Tom knowing anything about the pendant hanging around his neck for now. He might get
some half-cocked ideato play hero and try to use whatever other powers the pendant might have. |



could sense that there were strengths hidden in that stone that hadn't been mentioned in the book that
Grandmother Coyote gaveto me.

Smoky whistled, and we dipped out of the undergrowth. Aswe entered the clearing, the door to the
house opened, and Delilah came out, followed by Chase, who had apparently recovered enough to walk.
They looked from Smoky to Tom, and started down the Sairs.

"Everything's okay—" | started to say when | was startled by anoise from behind an ancient cedar
growing near the house. In unison, we turned to look as aman stumbled out from behind the tree.

He waswild-eyed, with hair sticking out from his head, area Albert Eingtein type, and he wore acrazy
getup that looked alot like chain mail. On closer look, | had the sneaking suspicion it was made of tinfoil.

"Oh boy," | muttered under my breath. " Just what we need—another Froot Loop."

"Froot Loop isright,” Smoky said, turning abland eyeto our visitor, who was busy trying to extricate
what |ooked like along knife out of a shegth attached to hisleg. "I see my buddy's back."

"Y our buddy?' Morio asked, inserting himsdif in front of Tom. ™Y ou know thisguy?'
"He's not one of the demons,” | said.

Smoky snorted. "Demon? Hardly. No, | have arun-in with thislittle fellow every few months. He must
have at least twenty tries under hisbelt.”

"Twenty tries?' | sad, feding alittlelost. "Triesto what?"

"Tokill me" Smoky said, striding forward. "Witchling, meet Saint George. Good old George has been
trying to kill adragon for the past fifteen years, and apparently | am il histarget of choice.”

CHAPTER 16

Saint George?| stared at him, confused for amoment, then snapped my fingers. "Georgio
Profeta—that'shisname, isn't it?"

At that moment, Delilah came running down from the steps. Georgio—or Saint George, whatever his
name might be—didn't notice her until she'd legpt on his back, knocking him to the ground. Chase
followed more sedately. He still looked alittle green around the gills, and | had afeding held have his
jeweson ice before the day was out. Delilah, wouldn't be getting any tonight, that was for sure.

Smoky sauntered up to the would-be hero. He knelt down, giving Delilah aquick look before turning his
attention to the man sprawled out beneath her. "George, George, George. What am | going to do with
you?| told you to giveit up. You're never going to kill me, so just go home, forget this happened, and
next time go hunt windmills" He sounded amost fond of the man.

Delilah jumped up as| skidded to a hat next to them. "Who are these people?’ she asked.

| blinked. "Well, | think that we've seen Mr. Profeta before—or at least hisjacket. And this," | indicated
Smoky, who had crossed his arms and was observing the whole scene with alook of mild amusement.
"Meet Smoky the dragon.”

"| thought Smoky was a bear," she said, snickering.

"No, no, no. D-r-a-g-o-n, dragon. Meaning no names, got it?'



She clagpped her hand to her mouth. "Oh... oh! Yeah, got it."

Dragons were cunning, and as much as | was beginning to like Smoky, it wouldn't do usany good if he
had our names.

"Y ou're a harsh-hearted woman, my little Witchling," he said, leaning down to plant afaint kisson my
forehead. | dmost swooned under the swirl of energy as hislips met my skin but managed to backtrack
from that thought quick enough to keep it from getting me in trouble. The edges of agrin played around
hislips as he motioned to Ddlilah, who was staring a us with an incredulous ook on her face.

"Y ou—girl—help him up. He can't hurt me, and he won't hurt you.”

Ddlilah looked a me. | nodded. She reached down and grabbed Georgio by the elbow, helping him up.
As hetried to smooth his wannabe chain mail, she helped him shake out the armor. Chase had reached
us by then, and as he reached for hisgun, | shook my head.

"Not agood ideg,” | said, giving alittlejerk of my head in Smoky's direction.

Smoky took along look at Chase and flashed him awide, beguiling smile. "How do you do. Y ou must
be—?' Helet hisvoice drift. It was acharming voice, an inviting one, one that made you want to spill

your guts to the person speaking.

Chase garted to open hismouth, but | grabbed hisarm and yanked him off to the side, reaping an
"Ouch" for my troubles.

"I'm sorry, | know you must still be hurting, but trust me, you do not want to give that man your name.
And whatever you do, don't address any of us by namein front of him. Remember the dragon we were
talking about? Welcometo hisworld.”

"Dragon?' Chase'slook changed from confused to Oh God, not again.

"Yes, | said dragon. And apowerful one at that. Smoky may look al man, but trust me, under that
gorgeous hunk of man fleshisapure, fire-breathing dragon. And if he learns your name, he can useit to
contral you."

Chase glanced a Smoky, then back at me. "Gorgeous, huh? He doesn't look like a dragon, athough I'll
admit he has an arrogant enough stance to him."

"Y eah, wdll, an hour ago he was big enough to squash your house.”

"Y ou mean dragons can change shape into humans?' He groaned. "Oh gredt, so | may havetaked to a
dragon say... oh... twenty years ago and never known it?"

"That about sumsit up,” | said. "Though most of them don't make a point of meandering through the city
Streets chatting up humans. They tend to... well... to eat them ingtead. Or endave them.”

Once again he flashed me adry smirk that held just enough fear behind it to tell me that Chase believed
me. "Say," he said, 0 casudly that | knew he was putting up afront. Y ou don't think Ddlilah thinks he's
cute?'

| repressed asnicker. "Chase, dude... get red. Do you drool after supermodels? Heidi Klum? Tyra
Banks?'

For once he blushed and stared at the ground. "Uh... uh..."



"Y eah, that'swhat | thought. So just dedl with the fact that Smoky's a supermode to the Faerie world.
Gorgeous, sexy, and as apha-male as you can get. He makes Trillian look like a Boy Scout, and trust
me, that's hard to do." Once again, the thought of my Svartan lover hanging between life and desth
choked me up, but I managed to push the thought to the side. Grief later. Take care of business now.

Chase grimaced. "Okay, okay. So, who's the dude on the ground?’

"Georgio Profeta, our mysterious visitor who had the picture of Tom Lanein his notebook. By the way,
we've found out something about Tom. He's actually Tam Lin of legend. He was ensnared by the Faerie
Queen's spell centuries ago and has been living aseries of wdll-planned lives since then, though he
doesn't remember who he was origindly or how old heis"

"Oh, thisisjust getting better and better,” Chase said, groaning. " So he'slike some sort of Highlander
character?'

| frowned, then understood the reference. A movie that Chase had recommended some time back.
Ddilah and I'd watched it but had been relatively unimpressed except by what a great voice Christopher
Lambert had.

"Well, not exactly. Tom's not going to end up ruling the world, and he's not immortd, though he's
probably one of the oldest humans on record, thanks to some well-timed nectar of life."

"Nectar of life?' Chase's eyebrows did alittle dance. "Weredly have to have along tak at some point.
Okay, so what do we do? Have the demons been out here? And what do we do with veggie-girl, who's
dill tied upingde?"

| frowned. By dl rights, we should return her to Otherworld for questioning. "WEell take her with us,
which means making sure she's bound and gagged al theway. Thisisturning into ared joyride, isn't it?
I'm going to go question Georgio and find out just what he was doing outside our house. Why don't you
take Ddlilah and Mono ingde and truss up Wigeriafor traveling?'

Chase glanced a Smoky. "Will you be safe with thet thing?”

| grinned. "Y eah, | think he likes me. Whether or not that's agood thing, I'm not entirely sure. Go on, we
want to get out of here before Bad AssLuke et d. return. I'd sure like to have Smoky on my side when
they do."

Chase motioned to Delilah and Morio, and they took the stepstwo at atime. Tom sat down, digging at
the ground with the hedl of one boot. Smoky gave me avelled look that | could barely decipher, though
what little | could made me nervous.

Dragons sometimes took human form to lure in mates—they were al aslecherous as they were powerful.
While no children were born of the unions, it could be abizarre and frightening match. Not that I'd ever
experienced it, mind you—though looking at thetall, lean, absolutely beautiful form Smoky had taken, |
understood the temptation.

| shook my head to clear my thoughts. Apparently my parayzed libido had been thawed full force,
thanksto Trillian and Morio, but it looked like | was leaning toward dangerous—al beit fun—territory. |
edged over to Georgio, who was dumped on the ground staring up at Smoky. Kneeling besdehim, |
tapped him on the shoulder. He looked like alittle boy who'd managed to get aboard the carousel but
who'd lost the brassring.

Helooked up a me, his expression both sweet and bewildered. "Y es?!



"Y our nameis Georgio, isn't it? Georgio Profeta.”
Heblinked, asif thinking about the question, then nodded.

Not very talkative. | tried again. "What were you doing outside my house? We have your notebook and
jacket."

After another moment, he said in awhisper, "l wasin the bar when you were talking to that Japanese
man about how you were looking for Tom Lane. | thought you were coming out here to kill the dragon,
and | couldn't let you do that. It's my destiny, so | followed you hometo find out who you were."

So he thought we were out to vanquish Smoky? "Georgio, we didn't even know about the dragon until
we found your notebook. How long have you known about him?

"A longtime" he said, his eyes downcast.
| glanced up a Smoky, who was listening with interest. " Just how many people know about you?"

Hewinked, onelip curling into asmile. "Too many. I've been around here along time. But most people
don't ever find atrace of me. I'm good with illusion, as you and your boyfriend know."

"He'sjust afriend,” | said.

"If he'sjust afriend, then I'd love to see how you treet alover,” Smoky said with asnort. A faint wash of
smoke wafted out from his nose, and | blinked, wondering just where the line stopped between dragon
and man. In apersuasive voice, he added, "Y ou don't have aboyfriend, Witchling?'

"Wipethat smirk off your face," | said. It just occurred to me that Smoky had probably had a perfect
view of Morio and me having sex. If so, he must have gotten an eyeful. "1 do have aboyfriend, and he'sa
Svartan, so play nice, because hewon't if he thinks somebody's bothering me.”

Smoky's eyesflashed. "Don't threaten me, girl. Don't you ever, ever forget who you're talking to when
you tak tome”

| cringed. Not good, nope, not good. No matter how smarmy they got, adragon was a dragon, whether
in human form or not. "I'm sorry,” | said in alittle voice. "Don't toast me.”

Helet out aloud grunt. "Faeries... you're dl abunch of pests." After apause, he sad. "So, you havea
Svartan boyfriend, and you're cavorting with afox demon? That'sanew one."

| held my tongue. Sometimes silence really was the better part of vaor.

He continued. "Anyway, I've been mistaken for aflying saucer more than once, which just goesto show
you how people see what they want to see. Humans are afanciful bunch.”

Turning back to Georgio, | said, "My friend, we aren't out to kill Smoky here. We werelooking for Tom,
that'sdl. But listen. Y ou can't go around daying dragons. It's dangerous, and you'll end up getting esten.”

Georgio'slower lip trembled. "But I'm Saint George. It's my destiny to day dragons.”

Asl saredinto hiseyes, | redized that Georgio truly believed what he was saying. Unlike Tom's
prestigious past, however, Georgio wasn't the actud saint he purported to be, and if hetried to day the
dragon, he'd be dead before he could lift his sword. He needed to be home safe, watched so he couldn't
hurt himsdlf. | reached out and fingered his chain mail. As1'd suspected, it was areplica, spray-painted
plastic—uncomfortable and of utterly no protection.



| stood up and walked over to Smoky, my nose quivering as| drew near. The smell of smoke and musk
filled theair, and | straightened my shoulders.

"Tel memoreabout him," | said, nodding at Georgio, who was playing with therings of hisarmor.

Smoky frowned, alook of distaste crossing hisface. "He thinks hesadragon dayer. When hefirst
started coming around | was wary, but for some reason the man fascinated me, and | let him live. After
the second time, | went into the city in disguise to do alittle digging. Turns out Georgio has afew bolts
loosein hishead, but he's not dangerous. He lives with his grandmother and worksin a market, sveeping
floors and doing other smple tasks."

Any other dragon would have dready snarfed down the poor man without a second thought. Before |
realized what | was doing, | reached out and rested my fingers on Smoky'sarm.

"Y ou fed sorry for him, don't you? That'swhy you don't kill him."

Smoky gazed a my hand for along minute, then gently shrugged me off. "I fed pity for no man." But the
look on hisfacetold me | wasright. "Besides, hed be too tough and stringy.”

"You didn't kill Tom either, though you had the chance," | said. "'Face it—you have a soft spot for
humans. When'sthe last time you ate one?"

Smoky grabbed me around the waist and yanked me close to him. My feet dangled off the ground. His
breath thick, he pressed hisforehead againgt mine, staring into my eyes.

"Witchling, once again | warn you: don't pressyour luck."

| struggled, but he held fast. Feding like anidiot, | ssammered out a contrite gpology. "I'm sorry, redly.
Pease, let mego.”

Smoky squeezed metighter. "1 could carry you off,” he murmured, sniffing my hair. "No one would dare
try to stop me. After dl, you owe me for my protection.”

"Smoky," | sad, trying to keep my voice even. "Please let me go. So much depends on getting Tom Lane
away from here before the demonsreturn.” | wasn't about to tell him that Tom's pendant carried a hefty
power behind it—that would ensure that Smoky became the new guardian of the sedl.

His eyes shifted, adizzying array of colors swirling in theicy depths of the glacier. | felt mysdlf being
suckedinas| logt interest in freeing myself. He buried hisnosein my hair and dowly, ddiberatdy, licked
my ear. | closed my eyes, but then helet go, setting me down gently.

Shaking, | said, "Thank you for letting me go. Again, I'm sorry.”

The dragon gazed a me with eyesthat were doof and coal. "Go," he said. "Don't worry about young
George here; I'll see that he goes home without being scratched. But, little witch, I'1l see you soon. |
Quaranteeit.”

| hastily backed away. "Come on, Tom, we haveto hurry,” | said. Aswe headed toward the house, |
glanced over my shoulder. Smoky stood at the edge of thewood, and | could fed him watching every
step | took. When he saw me looking, he briefly raised one hand, then vanished into the forest with
Georgio following him like apuppy dog.

We hurried up the stairsjust in time to see Delilah and Chase guiding Morio down the stairs. HeEd thrown
Wigteriaover his shoulder. She was trussed up tight as aturkey, and her mouth was firmly gagged.



"Let'sget moving," | said, asense of urgency pushing me on. "Eventsare moving. | can fed them onthe
wind."

We piled in the car. Delilah volunteered to drive, Snce Chase was still coping with hisbruises. Widteria
had come very close to ensuring he never fathered a child. Aswe swung out of the drive, back onto the
graveled road, | thanked my lucky starsthat we'd managed to get Tom away from Titania. All inal,
things had gone more smoothly than | expected, but we weren't home free by any means.

The mood on the drive home was heavy. For one thing, we had a gagged and bound floraed with uswho
was intent on hel ping the demons wipe out the human race. For another, Bad Ass L uke knew we had
Tom. A whisper on the breeze going past told me held found out and was cursing our names. The more |
thought about it, the more worried | became. Frustrated, | looked out the window.

"Can't thiscar move any fagter?"

Chase shook his head from the passenger seat next to Ddlilah. "Not agood idea, Camille. We don't want
the State Patrol stopping us. | have my badge, but even so, with Wigteriatied up in the back, it wouldn't
look good.”

He had apoint. | glanced back at Morio, who sat next to the bound and gagged floraed in the back of
the SUV. He kept his gaze trained on her, dert for the dightest hint that she might be up to something.
The OIA would need to know that therewas aspy in their midst. And Wisteria could potentialy shed a
lot of light on what Shadow Wing's planswere.

"Should | drive straight to the Wayfarer?' Delilah asked.

I mulled it over. That would be the most expedient route, but chances were, at least one of the two
remaining demonswould be therewaiting for us. | shook my head. "No. Menadlly said there are a couple
of secret entrancesto the bar, but to find them well need her. | think we should hole up a home until she
wakes, and then she can lead usin aroundabout way."

"We may havekilled the skinwalker, but I'm pretty sure the demons have other dlies besides plant-girl
here," Morio interjected. "So we'd better be on dert for more than just Bad Ass Luke and the Psycho
Babbler."

"Good point,” | said. "Head home, Ddlilah, but take the Side roads and enter viathe driveway in the
back. We don't want to announce our arriva."

Thefirst edges of dusk were cregping across the sky when we pulled into the rough driveway that led
through the acreage to our back door. As| dowly scanned the area, atingle raced from the back of my
neck down through my arms. Demonic aura, that much | could tell.

"Somebody's here," | muttered. "1 hope to hell everybody's okay."

Ddlilah eased her foot off the gas pedal, and we coasted to a stop next to a huge oak tree whose limbs
and boughs spread up and over the top of our house. Shelet the engine idle as she glanced back at me.

"What now? Do wejust get out and goin?"

| considered our options. "I think 1'd better go in. Chase, you come with me. Delilah and Morio stay here
to keep awatch on Wisteriaand Tom. If anything happensto us, get out of here fast. Head for the
Wayfarer."



Chase and | stepped out onto the muddy ground. He was still looking pained but seemed to be okay
overdl. When he reached inside hisjacket and pulled out hisgun, | sdled up to him.

"Bullets won't do you any good against a demon unless you've got blessed water on them.”
Heblinked. "Holy water?'

| shook my head. "Blessed—holy water may work, but blessed water is enchanted by wizards who
specificaly know how to handle demons.”

Chase cleared histhroat. "I don't suppose you have any on hand?"

"No," | said. "And | don't happen to have awizard of that caliber on hand, either. | wish we did; this
would be so much easier. But OIA has grown o lazy over the yearsthat we aren't prepared for things
likethis. However..." | paused, thinking about the Wayfarer. "Maybe there's a bottle or two down at the
bar. | doubt it, but maybe well luck out.”

"Should we head there now?' He hesitated, staring at the back porch. | realized that Chase was afraid.
Belonging to OIA had been afun game, onethat felt powerful and important, but now that we were
actualy facing an enemy, hisjob had lost some of its appedl.

| took the lead and headed up the airs. "We don't have that luxury. We'd put them on guard for sure.
Come on, Chase. Just keep your wits about you. Maybe I'm smelling the aura of some lesser cresture
that wandered through our grounds. An imp or something.”

| cautioudy edged the screen door open. We kept alot of our outdoor wear on the back porch, aswell
asafreezer and other odds and ends—the same as any human family would do. Though | had to admit,
most families didn't have hundred-pound bags of rock sdt sitting around, nor alitter box for one of their
sgters. Chase followed, his gaze never leaving my back. | sensed that he was taking his cues from me
and hoped | wouldn't |et either of us down.

The door to the kitchen was locked. | silently inserted the key, trying to peer through the crack where the
curtainsdidn't quite fal together. From what | could see, the way looked clear, but that didn't prove
anything, and | knew that some demons could blend into their environments,

Before | pushed the door open, | took a deep breath and summoned the power of the Moon Mother.
The charge built in my hands, and when | felt armed and readly, | gently pushed the door open with my
shoulder and dipped into the kitchen, taking in the entire room in one glance.

The kitchen was empty, but something felt off. As| looked around, trying to place the out-of-synch
energy, | redized Maggi€'s box was gone. And no sign of Iris, who normally would have her head stuck
intherefrigerator. House spritesliked to eat. Hell, what had happened to them?

Chase crowded up behind me.

"Step back acouplefeet, I've got energy hanging on my hands that could blast you in two—you don't
want to accidentaly get intheway," | said, kegping my voice low.

He complied, hisgun cautioudy pointed to the ceiling as he looked around nervoudy. "What next?'

"I want to know where Maggie and Irisare," | said, narrowing my eyes. "'l expected to find them both in
the kitchen, but they aren't. There may be alogica explanation, but | don't like the energy that's floating
around.”



When | tuned in, it was asif static had overtaken the airwaves. | couldn't sense Maggie anywhere, nor
Irisor Menally. | stared down the hall toward the living room. The demonic aurawas coming from there
and was growing in intensity. Whoever we were facing had more power than | wanted to meet at the end
of awand.

| debated summoning Delilah and Morio, but that would leave Tom unattended. We didn't dare bring him
in until we'd made sure the house was secure. The nasty thought that the demons had split up occurred to
me—it would be just like them. In which case, defeating one would be easier than two, but it also meant
we would have to be on guard for that much longer.

Step by step | made my way down the hall, praying that the demons hadn't found Irisand Maggie. |
hadn't thought about them being in danger this morning—our house was warded. But something had
gotten through. My stomach fluttered as | thought about the possibilities, and | breathed a silent prayer
that my imagination was working overtime. I'd been stupid to leave them unprotected.

Chase followed me. | could smell both hisfear and his anticipation, and | knew there was apart of him
enjoying this. The hunt, the chase. | understood that side al too well. The Moon Mother and all who
followed her—be they moon witch or Were or member of the Hunt—could be a bloodthirsty crew. She
was no gentle goddess watching over children and whispering Faerie stories, but a cold and stark
mistress who demanded her due.

We gpproached the end of the hallway leading into the living room, and | sensed movement nearby. |
inhaled deeply, readying mysdif.

As| swung around the corner into the living room, | saw atal man standing in the middle of the room. A
shocking gold spiky haircut topped his head, and his eyes were brilliant crimson, with no pupilsto be
seen. Hewas wearing asilk shirt and brown trousers, but they phased in and out a ong with his body,
and | redlized that | waslooking at anillusion. If Morio had been with me, he would have been able to
dispd it so we could see the creature's true form, but Chase pulled up short, fully taken in by the sight.

"He's beautiful—" Chase started to say.
"No," | cut him off. "It'sanilluson. HE's a Psycho Babbler, and he can charm you, so be cautious.”

The golden man laughed, but it wasn't friendly. Definitely not Santa Claus, | thought. I'd met Santa, and
hewastruly asaint in rough clothing. Thisman... not man—demon—this demon waswrapped upina
pretty package, but hewas evil incarnate, and if | didn't keep my focus, held take advantage of any dip
or opening. And we'd be on aone-way rideto hell.

"Don't look himintheface" | said to Chase, keeping my gaze on the Psycho Babbler's hands. | suddenly
redlized that | had no ideawhat powers this creature had besides his ability to charm humans and
half-humans. For al | knew, he was as dangerous as Smoky. What | wouldn't give to have that dragon
gtanding beside meright now.

"Givemetheman, and I'll let you live," the demon said.

"What man? Thisman?' | nodded at Chase, playing dumb. | wanted to ask about Irisand Maggie, but
on the off chance that they'd managed to hide, | didn't want to alert the creature to their presence.

The Babbler looked at Chase and snorted. For just amoment, hisillusion wavered, and | saw histrue
form. He was dark and thick, with reptilian hide, and looked like abipeda gecko with fangs curving out
of hismouth like warthog tusks. His fingers were tipped with razor-sharp claws. One swipe could gut
me



"Hell. Chase, get out of here and go get Morio and Delilah. Take their place and lock the car doors." |
blocked the way, inserting myself between the two men. When Chase hesitated, | said, "Now! Do as|
say, or you'regoing to die. Trust me."

Chase turned and ran as | focused on the glowing balls of moonlight that were bal anced on my fingertips.
Enough talk.

"Burn!" | ydled, thrusting my pamstoward the Psycho Babbler. The force shot out from my hands,
griking him full in the chest. He staggered back asaswirl of smoke rose from hisskin, and theillusion
he'd been projecting vanished. | darted back around the doorway, hiding behind the arch that led into the
living room as| summoned more power. As| drew the moonlight into my hands, | ran through my
repertoire of spdlls, but none were as direct asthe energy blasts. They were the least likely to backfire,
too.

| listened, trying to pinpoint the heavy breathing of the demon, but the air was silent. That was strange. |
should be able to hear him, especialy with the wards I'd set up in the house. | knew better than to just
peek around the corner, but | had to find out where held gone. If hewas just on the other side of the
doorway, dl it would take was one swipe from around the corner. However, he might have climbed
through the window out onto the porch.

Steding my courage, | cautioudy inched around the corner, peering into the empty room. The windows
were closed, yet there was no sign of him. Where the hell had he gone? It shouldn't be too hard to follow
his signature, but doing so would leave me vulnerable, because | couldn't keep my spell at the ready and
locate him at the sametime.

| reluctantly shifted focus and began looking for the auric signature of the creature. There! Hed moved
toward the center of the room, the sparkles of purple and crimson were as clear as footprintsin wet
sand, but then they abruptly vanished. Damn it. Hed teleported or muted histrail in some other manner.
He could be anywhere.

Frustrated, | dropped my guard. My first mistake. My second mistake almost killed me. | was so
immersed in wondering where the Psycho Babbler had gonethat | didn't notice arustling behind me. The
next thing | knew, thick hands wrapped themsalves around my waist as the demon caught me up.

"Give me the man, and | won't tear you to shreds,” he said, hisvoice raspy. But even as he spoke, |
heard another sound from behind us. The Psycho Babbler let out ashort scream as| fell to thefloor.
Catching mysdlf, | whirled around in time to see him towering over Iris, who had stabbed him in the back
with apair of pruning shears. He took a step toward her as she backed away, aterrified look in her eyes.

CHAPTER 17
"Iris, run! Go get help!"

Before he could hit her, | dropped to the floor, rolling my full weight against the back of hislegs. The
Psycho Babbler wavered, then began to fal forward, cursing in the Hellanic tongue—not to be confused
with Hellenic. As he thundered to thefloor, | crouched, squatting as | called down the lightning. No time
for adow, steady build, | willed the crackling forks to shoot from the heavens.

The demon flicked histongue as he staggered to his feet. His skin waslike armor, scaled and leathery
and a coppery shade of rust, and as he opened his mouth, | could see gleaming droplets clinging to his
tusks and teeth. Great, the dude had envenomed saliva, acommon trait with minor demons.

"Ugly bugger, aren't you?' | felt the niggling kiss of the lightning and opened wide to the power. Asthe



full fury dammed through my body, | struggled to keep conscious. If | passed out, the energy would turn
onmeand crigp medive.

| staggered to my feet. The Psycho Babbler did the same, and we squared off, like Jukon fighters from
theidand nations of Otherworld, awaiting the sgnd to begin. And, like Jukon fighters, we werein thisto
the death. Unlike the ocean warriors, | wasn't ready to die at a moment's notice.

"Giveit up, girl. You know you can't win against me," the demon said, hisvoice thick and whigtling
around hisbig, doppy tongue.

| ignored the taunt, narrowing my concentration asthe charge built in my body. | felt mysdlf growing tall
and terrifying as forks began to flicker off my body. Inhaling, | whispered a prayer to the Moon Mother,
and she answered. Strong, she was, and her quicksIver blood flowed through my body, blood to blood,
bregth to bresth, flesh to flesh. With one last breath, | raised my hands. Demon he may be, but | was
half-Faerie and awitch, and even if my powers did short-circuit on occasion, | ill summoned the moon
and lightning to do my bidding.

He paused, his eyes narrowing. "Witch—"

"You've got that right,” | said. "And you forgot Etiquette Lesson 101. Never, ever make awitch
angry." And then | loosed the lightning. Twin forks shot out of my hands, catching him squarein the chest.
He grunted, sumbling asthe smell of burning flesh hit my nodtrils. | immediately began readying for
another attack.

He lurched forward, swiping at me with one of his great paws, and | nimbly dodged the attack. The
demon took another swing, thistime missing me by mereinches. | hastily jumped aside, trying not to lose
my balance. If | didn't get somebody in herefast, | was going to end up on the bad end of the shish
kebab.

| strained my ears, listening for the sound of approaching help. Nada. And then | heard something—a
faint clicking from the kitchen. | shot aquick glance out the window and saw that dusk had fallen early,
thanks to the heavy cloud cover.

"Yo! Demon! Comekissmy ass," afamiliar voice diced through the room. Asthe Psycho Babbler
turned, | caught aglimpse of Menally, her eyes glowing crimson, fangs fully extended. As she vaulted
toward him, I hit him with another blast, aiming for hislegs. His hide was so tough that the energy charred
hisskin but did little other damage.

Thunder rumbled through the room as the lightning raced through his body. Menally grunted—the
lightning wouldn't hurt her, but shedidn't like it. The demon apparently liked it even less. He swung
around, and his claws barely missed me, but he managed to fall on me, knocking me to the ground. |
screamed as histoothy grin came within inches of my face, but then heroseinthe air asif amarionette on
adgtring, and | saw that Menolly, my dight, petite sster, had hold of him with one hand.

| made tracks, backpedaling out of theway. As| watched, Menolly reared back, mouth open. Her fangs
glistened like deadly needles. Enthralled by the bloodlust, she tossed the demon to the ground and fell on
him, biting deep into his neck. The Psycho Babbler struggled, but she held him down, and | could hear
the sucking noise as she gorged herself on his blood.

Queasy, | stared at her in morbid fascination. 1'd never seen Menolly feed before—at least not like this.
I'd seen her take blood from strangers, but she dways left them alive and relatively unharmed when | was
with her. Thistime, her intent wasn't to feed but to kill. I knew vampires were strong, but | hadn't realized
shewasthis strong. And even though it was a him-or-us situation, the sight of her thrall bothered me, but



| pushed aside my distaste. There was no room for mercy here, nor compassion. The Psycho Babbler
would havekilled dl of usif he had the chance.

Besdes, | was having my own problems. | began to shake as cramps raced through my body. Caling
down thelightning had its drawbacks, especialy when | summoned so much in such a short amount of
time. As| leaned against the doorframe, Morio raced in. He took in the Situation and crossed to my side.

"Areyou okay?' he asked. .
| nodded, cringing as the demon gurgled and collgpsed.

Menolly leaned over him in apreternaturd stance, bent dmost double, on her tiptoes. Blood trickled
down her chin... dark blood, aimost black, but blood nonetheless. A wild look filled her eyes, and she
held out her hand, warning usto keep away.

"Don't come near meyet," she said, her voice hoarse. "I'll be back in amoment." She eased out of the
room, retregting to the kitchen.

"Isshedl right?" Morio whispered.

"Shels dill inthe grips of her bloodlugt,” | said, wincing as aspasm hit my back. " Cripes, this hurts.
Anyway, Menolly will be back when she's regained control. Meanwhile, we might aswell have alook at
the Psycho Babbler." | stretched, arching my back as| tried to work out the kinks.

"Ready?' Morio asked.

| nodded, and with Morio guarding my back, dowly approached the pronefigure, kicking it gently to see
if any liferemained.

"I think he'sdead." Morio knelt beside the creature. He gingerly flipped the Babbler's head to the Side.
Two fang marks ill dribbled afew drops of black blood, but it looked like Menally had finished him off
by breaking his neck. And since he hadn't drunk any of her blood, he wouldn't be coming back. Two
down. Bad Ass Luketo go.

"Well, that takes care of one of our remaining problems,” | said, dropping onto the bench in the foyer.
"Let'sget Tomin here and plan how to smuggle him down to the Wayfarer. Luke's still out there, and
he'sfar worse than either the harpy or the Psycho Babbler. My father was almost killed by him, and
Luke got away from the entire divison unscathed.”

A noise gartled me, and | jumped, but it was only Menally, peeking around the corner. "He's dead?’ she
asked, her voice somber.

"Yes, heis. Areyou okay?' She looked even more pae than usua, and | wondered just what drinking
demon blood might do to avampire.

With ashrug, she said, "I suppose. Nasty-tasting cresture. I'm rather queasy, actualy. | think I'll go get
rid of thiscrap." And with that, she headed back to the basement. | wanted to go after her, but she
needed to be aone. Nobody wanted to be seen when they were tossing their cookies, vampire or not.

"Mono, go bring everybody insde. I'll look for Maggie and Iris."

"Irisis safe. Sheran out to the car when you told her to get out of the way." He kicked the demon again,
just to be sure. The Psycho Babbler didn't move. "Back in afew," he said, heading for the door.



Hoping that nobody would show up to gather the body—meaning Bad Ass Luke—I cautiously
approached the kitchen. The secret compartment leading to the basement was open, and | dowly
descended the steps. When | entered Menolly's bedroom, | heard retching sounds from the blood room.
Grest, | thought as my stomach churned. Now | was abad doughnut away from losing it mysdlf. Even
thinking about the taste of demon blood made me queasy, and for some strange reason, | was glad that it
disagreed with her. Not that | wanted her to be sick, buit...

"Mooph, mooph..."

The sound came from the other side of Menolly's bed, near thewall. | hurried over. There, snug in her
box and wide awvake, Maggie was playing with a Rubik's Cube. She hadn't solved it, but she was having
fun sucking on the corner. She reached for me, and | bundled her into my arms.

"Hey, swest thing. Did Irisbring you down here?’

"| thought we'd be safe here, when the demon camein.” Iriswas standing on the bottom stair. She was
the only one outside the three of uswho knew the secret entrance to Menolly's room, and she was sworn
toslence.

"Good thinking," | said. "I'm so grateful neither of you was hurt. What happened?’ Before she could
speak, | held up one hand. "Wait, you can tell al of ustogether. Let'sgo. Menolly will beaong in afew
minutes”

Making sure the entrance to Menolly'slair was closed, we returned to the living room. Ddlilah and Chase
were Sitting on the sofa, Wigteria till bound and gagged on the floor between them. Morio was keeping
watch out the windows. Tom sat in the rocking chair, looking confused and alittle tired.

As| negtled on thefloor in front of Ddlilah with Maggiein my arms, | gingerly stretched my neck. If I'd
been an FBH, I'd probably be sporting at least one broken bone, if not abroken neck. Asit was, | was
going to need agood masseuse as soon as possible. | leaned back againgt Ddlilah'slegs, and she began
to rub my shoulders. Maggie moophed again and snuggled deeper into my arms. Nobody said anything
at firgt, then everybody started' talking at once.

"Whoa—hold on there, people. One a atime, please. | have the beginnings of aheadache, and | hurt
like hell from where the Psycho Babbler body-dammed me." | handed Maggieto Ddlilah as| eased my
way to my feet.

Menolly entered the room at that moment, catching my gaze with her own. We didn't speek, but an
unspoken understanding passed between us. When things camed down, we'd have along talk about the
Psycho Babbler's death. Until then, | motioned for her to sit down.

Menolly glanced at Widteria. "What's she doing here? And why is shetied up?’

| shook my head. "Wait abit," | said. We needed to discuss what we'd learned, but it occurred to me
that doing so in front of Wisteriawould be a stupid—and potentiadly deadly—mistake. We had to store
her somewhere while we talked, but | didn't want to leave her where Bad Ass Luke or any of his other
croniesmight find her.

"We have to do something with Wigteria," | said, pointing at the floraed. Her eyes glowered, and | had
thefeeling that sheld take the first opportunity that came her way to wipe every one of us out of
exigence.

" 4till say we should just kill her," Morio said impassively. " She's adanger to both our mission and to us.



We can't chance her getting free.”

Whilel knew he wasright, it was hard for me to face yet more death and destruction. | glanced at
Menolly, who stared at the floraed with a puzzled |ook on her face.

Ddlilah frowned. She gave him afirm shake of the head. "We can't do that, aslogical asit sounds. The
best thing to do isturn her over to OIA and let them ded with her. They might be able to dredge up
some useful information that will lead them to more spies.”

"Spy? That'swhat thisis about?' Menolly asked. Sheturned on Wigteria. "Y ou've been aspy thiswhole
time you've been at the bar? Jocko trusted you! If you had anything to do with his death—" Her fangs
cameout as she hissed. "'l warn you, even if you don't have warm blood running through your veins, | can
aseadly kill youas| cankill afly."

"Hold on!" My headache was full-blown now, and al | wanted to do was crawl! under the covers.
"Menally, she had ahand in Jocko's deeth, yes, but | don't think she knew the demons were planning it.
She's more useful to usdive than sheisdead. But we need to find a place to stash her whilewetalk."

"That's easy enough,” my delicate, porceain sster said, and promptly backhanded the floraed with a
blow strong enough to knock her out. "There. Problem solved. Dump her in the parlor for afew minutes
whilewetak if you're still worried about her presence.”

Ddlilah raised one eyebrow, handing Maggie to Chase, but she said nothing as she and Morio carried the
limp figure of the floraed into the other room. | followed, wishing we had somebody to stand guard, but
sncewedidnt, | closed the curtains and | eft the door cracked.

Aswe headed back to the living room, Delilah pulled me aside. "Menally's sure high-strung today. What
happened?’

"She killed the Psycho Babbler when he was attacking me. Maybe drinking demon blood agitates the
temper?!

Aswe settled down in the living room, | thought about it. What would drinking the blood of ademon do
to avampire, other than give her an upset somach? Menolly fed on the miscreants of society. Did their
blood affect her in negative ways? It was something I'd never before considered, and | made anoteto
ask later when we were done with thiswhol e fiasco.

Morio and | ran through what had happened at Tom's cabin, introducing him gently to Menolly. She gave
him aquiet nod, as Iris scurried over to hisside.

"Would you like sometea?' she asked him, ever the nurturer.
He gave her afaint smile and nodded. "Thank you. I'd like that.”

"Iris, first tell uswhat happened, then you can maketeafor dl of usif you would." | winked at her, and
sheflashed me abroad smile of her own. It was nice to have someone around who liked to mother her
friends. It had been so many years since our own mother had died. Asyoung as she might look, Iriswas
far older than we were.

Shetook a deep breath and let it out dowly, folding her hands together in her Iap asif she were about to
begin arecitation. "l wasfeeding the last of Maggie's breskfast to her when | heard anoisein theliving
room. | peeked in and saw the demon, and before he could smell me, | grabbed Maggie and her box
and—" Pausing, she glanced at Chase and Morio. "And hid out where you found me. | heard you fighting
with him and came out to help.”



The Talon-hdtijahad very good hearing; they could pinpoint amouse a a hundred yards. | wasn't
surprised that she'd heard me, even through a secret passage. Grateful she hadn't given away Menolly's
hiding place, | cleared my throat.

"Asfar aswe know, the Psycho Babbler wasaone," | said. "Which may mean that Bad AssLukeis
probably hiding down at the Wayfarer. | wonder if he's got any way of knowing that hisbuddy just bit
the dugt.”

"Y ou think they might be telepathically linked?' Chase asked.

| shrugged. "I have no idea. Nobody from OIA has dedlt with demons for along time except our father

and the rest of his regiment, and he was the only survivor. Demonkin have avariety of powers, and they
delight in using them to the detriment of everybody else. | just wish we'd paid more attention to Father's
story about hisfight with Luke. Maybe there was something in there that would help us now."

| glanced a my sgters. "Can you remember anything that might come in handy?' With luck, they'd paid
more atention than | had.

Menolly squinted, leaning back in her chair. "Just that he amost lost hislife." She sucked on her lip. "Hey,
do you remember that he said that the demon had asword that could dice with ablade of fire?"

Blade of fire? What? And then | remembered. Father had said something about Bad AssLuke and his
fiery sword.

"You'reright. Father said that Bad Ass L uke cut down ten guards with asingle stroke—all ancient Sidhe
who had outlived battles that had felled countless of their kin. And Luke had managed to kill them al with
hissword. A brilliant blade of fire attached to a carved bone hilt."

"Crap." Ddlilah's shoulders drooped. "I'd forgotten all about that. The only thing | remember isthat
Father said every time he went to make amove, it seemed like Luke was one step ahead of him." She
looked up at me. "That doesn't sound good, doesit?'

"Not redly,” | muttered. A blade of fire? The ability to predict the moves of your enemies? Each by itself
was daunting, but together, the two abilities scared me out of my wits. | coughed, trying to find something
hopeful to say about the Situation, but al 1 could muster was, "Maybe we should rethink this? Maybe
Shadow Wing isjust looking for avacation spot for his crew?"

"l wish," Morio said. "Any chance you can get through to OIA from here? Tdll them about the Psycho
Babbler?'

Chase looked at me. "Y ou have a Whispering Mirror, don't you?"

| gestured toward the airs. "'In my study. Come on. Let's get this over with. Somebody better stay
downstairs and watch Wisteriaand Tom, though.” | glanced at our guest, who had fallen adeep in the
rocking chair. His head rested against the back of the chair as he gently snored.

Morio raised hishand. "Irisand | will stay here and keep watch. Go now. We shouldn't linger around
here for much longer." He took up guard at the window, and Irisretreated to the kitchen to make sure
the back door was locked and warded. Talon-haltijawere crestures of many talents, and Iriswas at the
top of her class. For ahouse sprite, she packed one hell of amagical punch.

| led the way with Delilah, Chase, and Menally following. Chase looked around, acuriouslight in hiseye.
| had to give him kudos. Since heéld discovered the delights of Delilah, he hadn't tried to flirt with me. He
had more class than | would have given him credit for afew days ago.



My study was where | worked on my magic, made my potions, and spent agood dedl of time curled up
in the overstuffed armchair, reading. My Whispering Mirror wasin the corner of the room, covered by a
black cloth. I pulled back the velvet. The size of avanity mirror, the frame had been worked from silver
delved from the Nebelvuori Mountains—the lands of the dwarves.

The silver had been wrought into an interweaving knot work pattern, with delicate roses and leaves
ornamenting the frame. It was stronger than it looked, thanks to the Wizards Guild, and it would last until
ether the charmswere broken or until the winds of time wore away the world. The glassinside was
tempered, though it could be shattered by a blow from amagical creature.

The mirror was voice-activated and specifically tuned to the frequencies of our voices—the only three
who could use it were my sisters and me. Chase had asimilar mirror in hishome. The OIA decided it
was safer there than in apublic office and had charged him with keeping it secret from al but OlA
members. | knew he kept it insde alocked closet and that he'd installed a highly senditive security
monitoring system.

| did onto the chair and said, "Camille."

The mirror began to mist over. We waited, Delilah, Menally, and Chase crowding in behind me. After a
few moments, avoice from the other side of the glass said, "How may | direct your cal?'

"Earthsgde Divison reporting in." As| said, humans had nothing on the Sidhe when it cameto
bureaucracy. The mists began to lift, and my reflection disappeared, replaced by an image I'd been
longing to seefor months.

"Father!" | dmost jJumped out of the chair, but that wouldn't be protocol. | forced mysdlf to Sit ill. After
al, hewas asenior officer, and we owed him respect. Besides, hed write me up if | didn't follow
procedure, and the last thing | needed were any more demeritsin my file.

Ddilah, however, couldn't restrain herself. She jJumped up and down and waved behind me. Menolly
leaned in over my shoulder, her face eagerly soaking in the sights of Otherworld. Homes ckness oozed
off of her like honey, and in that moment, | redized that she, more than any of us, had lost the most by
accepting this assgnment.

"Camillel" Father broke out in asmile, hiseyes crinkling around the edges as he leaned forward. He was
ahandsome man, looking young by human standards but he was far older than any human walking the
planet. Except for Tom Lane. Of medium height, he was trim and fit, muscled in alanky way, and he
wore hishair in along, raven-blue braid. My own hair wasthis color, and my violet eyes matched his. |
was surprised that he hadn't started dating again. Our mother had been gone along time, but he only
mingled with other women at parties and socia functions.

"I'm so glad to seeyou girls,” he said. "'l volunteered for communications duty today because I've got a
cough, but | never dreamed I'd get a chanceto talk to you." His gaze flickered over Delilah, Menally,
and Chase. "My girls, how are you doing?'

| let out along sigh. "Have you seen Trillian? Ishe dive? Did hetdl you what's happening here?' Please,
please, please, | thought, please tell methat Trillian's till alive.

Father nodded. "Y es. He was serioudly injured, but he lives. The doctors managed to counter the
poison." He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned toward the mirror, lowering hisvoice. "I'm making
certain hereturnsto you by way of the Grandmother Coyote's portal tomorrow. Y ou'll have to look out
for him while he hedl's, and that's going to take at least amonth.”



Breething easier, | relaxed. "Thank the gods, but why are they discharging him from theinfirmary so
quickly?'

"The gods had nothing to do with it," Father said, shaking hishead. "Y ou can thank the medics who went
to great lengths—over their persond distaste—to keep him alive. Werein trouble here, Camille, and |
don't think hell be safe here for much longer. In afew days... it won't be safe for him or any of hiskind.”

| narrowed my eyes. "What's going on? Headquarters doesn't seem to care about the potentia disaster
we're facing here. Otherworld—Earth—both worlds are in danger. The demons are snesking into Earth
and looking for the spirit seals so they can rip open the portas. Shadow Wing's on the move, and he
means to invade Earth and then Otherworld. And we're facing a showdown with Bad Ass Luke.”

Father gave usabrief nod. "1 know. Trillian told me. What's happened since the fight with the
skinwalker?Hurry and don't leave anything out."

| filled himin on what had happened since then.
"And you have Tom with you?'

"Yes" | sad. "Hesdowngairs. Morio's guarding him—a yokai-kitsune who's working with us,
compliments of Grandmother Coyote. Thank the gods she got involved, because Morio saved our butt
more than once. But Bad Ass Lukeis out there, and we know he's going to interfere before we manage
to send Tom through the porta at the Wayfarer."

Father frowned, thinking. | glanced back at Delilah, who was raptly staring at the mirror. Menally, too,
for al of her suppressed anger over the way Father reacted to her when she'd been turned into a
vampire. We al needed reassurance, and Father's face was the most comfort we'd had in severa days.

As| glanced at Chase, who was hanging toward the back, | redlized that | hadn't introduced him yet.
"I'm sorry, | forgot my manners” | said. "Father, thisis Chase Johnson. Chaseisthe director of OIA
affairs, Earthsde. Chase, thisis our father, Sephreh ob Tanu. He's amember of the Guard and reportsto
theruling council asan auxiliary delegate.”

Father gave Chase abrief nod. "Our surname system would be confusing for you to understand. Y ou
may call me Cgptain Sephreh.”

Chase cleared histhroat and straightened his shoulders. "Niceto meet you, Sr. | just wish it wasn't under
these circumstances." Hefidgeted, running his hand through his hair, and | repressed alaugh. Meeting the
parents was aways awkward.

"What do you think we should do?" | asked. "Can you give us any clue that might help defeat Bad Ass
Luke? If he's worse than the Psycho Babbler, then werein big trouble.”

Stll looking uncomfortable, Father shifted in hischair. Hefindly leaned closeto the mirror, hisvoicea
whisper. "I've been debating whether to tell you, but | suppose | haveto. The Court and Crown arein an
uproar, and the OIA has been |eft to its own devices."

"What's going on?" | asked, acold chill running down my back. "Are you safe?’

He nodded. "Don't worry about me. I'm fine at the moment, but something's happened that will affect
every branch of government, including the military. Shadow Wing has picked the perfect time to make his
atempt.”

| wet my lips, afraid to ask but knowing | had no choice. "What isit?"



"The Court isin chaos. Queen Lethesanar's Sster has come forward and claimed the crown for herself.
Tanaguar's accusing the Queen of being so drugged that she can no longer rule. And Tanaguar has avast
array of support, including anybody who's ever been harmed or punished by L ethesanar. We're on the
brink of civil war, and until things are sorted out, | doubt if anybody beyond the oldest of the Guard will
pay any attention to talk about demons and invason.”

| stared at him, openmouthed. "Civil war? Buit... the Queen is the Court."
"Who's backing Tanaguar besides the Queen'svictims?' Ddlilah asked.
Glancing up &t her, | said, "That's agood question. Who?"

Father let out alow sigh. "That'swhy I'm sending Trillian back to you as soon ashe's ableto stand. The
entire city of Svartafheim isrelocating to Otherworld from the Subterranean Reamsto get away from
Shadow Wing. They've been talking to Tanaguar about what's going on down under, and she's promised
to do something about the demonsif they help her win the Crown. They've forged an dliance. Trillian
informed me afew days ago. He wanted to give me the chance to get away."

Unable to process everything he was saying, | sucked in adeep breath. "Did you tell the Court about
this?' My father wasthe most loyd of the Guard. If held kept the information silent, then | knew al hell
was about to break loose.

He shook hishead. "Camiille... girls... | amloyd to the Court and Crown, but Lethesanar has brought
dishonor to the city. She'ssullied Y 'Elestrid's name with her disregard for its citizens. Since you left,
things have gotten far worse. Anyone disagreeing with the Queen faces torture. The Court's opium
parties bankrupt the city. Thisis not the Crown to whom | pledged an oath of fedlty."

My father was an ethical man. He would remain loya to Court and Crown, but not necessarily to she
who wore the crown.

"Y esterday, Tanaguar went public with her accusations, and it was then that the emissariesfrom
Svartdfheim arrived. The Queen'slivid, and she's banned al Svartans from the city, but she can't stop
them from coming to Otherworld. They've already contacted the dwarves about this and have formed an
dliance. And you know how much the Elves hate their darker brothers, but the Elfin Queen must believe
the stories about Shadow Wing, because she's forged atruce with the King of Svartafheim.”

| stared at the mirror, unable to comprehend just what | was hearing. Such an aliance was unheard of in
history. "Holy crap. Father, we have to get Tom back to OW—neither he nor the spirit sed are safe
here"

He shook hishead. "I can tell you what | know about Bad Ass L uke's weaknesses, but you must not
bring the spirit sedl to Y'Eledtrid. The Queen would attempt to useit againgt her sigter, asfutile asthat
might be."

| stared at the mirror, awave of helplessness pouring over me. "Then what do we do? Where can we
hideit?'

He stared & me, hisface ablank date. "Takeit through Grandmother Coyote's porta. On thisend, it's
guarded by' Great Mother Bear and is out of the OlA'sjurisdiction. From there, take the seal to Adteria,
the Elfin Queen. She hastheleast to gain with it in her possession, and | think you can trust her. Tell no
onein OIA what you know. Kill Luke, and report it as an isolated incident.”

| knew it hurt him to go behind the Ol A's back. | also knew that our father wouldn't order usto do



something like this unless our lives depended onit.
Nodding, | sat back. "Asyou say, Father. Now tell us about Luke. Does he have any weaknesses?'

My father closed his eyes, and helooked tired and worn-out. “I'll tell you again what happened when |
fought him, but | fear that diminating this demon will be the hardest thing you've ever done," he said.

CHAPTER 18

By thetime we signed off, we were dl as weary as Father had looked. Chase was obvioudy shaken. He
was a by-the-book cop until held joined the OIA, and now he was being told that his beloved new
agency was corrupt and that civil war threatened to interfere with everything that hed helped build
Earthside during the past few years.

While Delilah and Chase made sandwichesfor us, | filled Morio and Irisin on what was going down. We
hauled Wigteriainto the living room, where it was easier to keep an eye on her and yet she ill wouldn't
be within earshot.

Tom was another matter. He hadn't ooken much, merely humming to himsalf under his breath. But when
he saw Maggie, hisfacelit up, and he asked if he could hold her. | watched asthey snuggled together in
the rocking chair that sat near the kitchen range. He played with her little hands, smiling as she wrapped
tiny claws around one of hisfingers. | wiped my eyes, feeling weary and sad. The evil we werefacing
threatened to overrun the Toms and Maggies of the world. It would chew them up and spit them out
bleeding and raw without a second thought. And that was why we would stay and fight.

"We're going to need the cooperation of Grandmother Coyote. We need her porta to get Tom over to
Otherworld.” I drummed my fingers on the table, trying to think out thelogistics. " Then we track down
Luke and digpatch him as quickly as possible.”

Morio shook hishead, aworried light glimmering in hiseye. "I have the feding that Luke will be coming
to us before we ever reach Grandmother Coyote's woods. For one thing, his buddy should probably
have checked in with him by now, but instead he'slying dead in your living room. For another, you know
that by now Luke hasto have figured out that we have Tom."

"Can you sneak through to convince Grandmother Coyote to help us—to let us use her porta?' | stared
at him, and images of our hot-to-trot liaison out on the mound flickered through my head. Once Trillian
was back, | was going to be walking atightrope between the two men because | redly didn't want to
give up either of them.

He glanced over to the counter where Delilah was puitting the finishing touches on our lunch. "As soon as
| eat. Meanwhile, | suggest that you cast atracking spell to locate Luke. I'll bet you anything he'son his
way here. Thelast thing you want isto be caught unprepared.”

"Oh, that's just what we need,” | said. "And if it worksaswell asthe one | cast on the harpy, then dl our
troubles will be over because good ol* Luke will appear right in our living room.”

Chase snorted, and Delilah laughed outright. But Morio wasright, | thought. We just couldn't it around
and wait for Luke to cometo us. | accepted the turkey sandwich Delilah handed me and morosdly bit
intoit.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm good for alaugh,” | said. "But Morio does have apoint. I'll giveit atry, but we al need
to be prepared, because if my spell backfires and he shows up in the living room, we need to take him
down then and there. Thisisto the death, people.”



Chase did into the chair next to mine. "Camille, how long hasthiscivil war thing been brewingin
Y'Elesrid?'

| shrugged. "Who knows? Probably hundreds of years. L ethesanar is an opium addict; we knew that
growing up."

"We should untie Wisteria," Ddlilah said. She had hopped onto the counter, and her long legs dangled
over the edge.

"Huh? Why the hdll would we do that? That bitch isdangerous.” | stared at her, wondering where shed
left her brain.

"She's been tied up for severd hours now. She hasto be getting cramps.”

Ever the compassionate heart, my sister. | Sghed. Even though she meant well, it was too dangerous.
"Delilah, hon, think for amoment. Wigeriatried to kill us. She'sin league with the demons. She hates us.
And you want usto untie her? Remember what she did to Chase.”

"I'm with Camille on thisone, Delilah." Chase didn't look happy about agreeing with me, either. "We can't
chanceit. With everything that's going down, we run abig risk if welet her loose—even for afew
minutes”

Delilah glanced over & Menolly, who only had to shake her head to voice her opinion. "1 understand that,
but it just seems crudl, keeping her tied up without a break. Can we at least ask her if she wants some
water?'

| pressed my lipstogether, not wanting to play the bad cop. Chase glanced a me, and | saw that he
wasn't willing to, ether.

Menolly swatted at a gnat. " She's no princess, Kitten. She's a bloodthirsty wood sprite who'slost her
marbles," she said. "She'd as soon rip off your head aslook at you."

Delilah stared a her with that wide-eyed ingenue look she had. Findly, Menolly shrugged. "Whatever,
but don't blame me when something goes bad. Come on, I'll help you. Well offer her some water, and if
she movesamuscle, I'll break her neck.”

"I'm not sureif | fed better or not," Delilah muttered as they rose and headed into the parlor.

Iriswas a the sink, standing on astool to wash dishes. | started to tell her not to bother, then stopped.
House spritesreveled in helping those they cared for. It was part of their nature, just as being alug had
been part of Jocko's, or being sarcastic was part of Trillian's.

She turned around and, wiping her hands on adishcloth, asked, "What should | do while you're fighting
this demon?’

"Hidewith Maggie and Tom. Y ou'll have to protect both of them. Well secure you safdly, though.” |
played with the last of my sandwich, thinking about our predicament. If our father could have crossed
over to help, | would have felt so much safer, but that wasn't going to happen.

Wondering if Trillian's part in matters—whatever that might be—had been discovered by the Queen, |
tried to figure out how we might go home after Tom was secured within the Elfin city'swalls. If we
returned to Y 'Elestrid, the OIA would require usto fight against Tanaguar. And frankly, when | admitted
my true fedingsto myself, | was hoping Tanaquar would win.



The Queen's younger sister was brilliant and strong, and while she, too, had her crud sde—as did most
of the Sidhe—she possessed a sense of jugtice that made metrust in her judgment far more than that of
the opium-dazed L ethesanar. But we weren't home right now, not yet. We had to focus on the impending
battle.

| shook myself out of my reverie and stood up. "Chase, you and Morio leave the kitchen, please. I'm
going to hide Iris, Tom, and Maggie. Then I'll cast alocation spll to find Bad AssLuke.”

"I've got to head out to talk to Grandmother Coyote anyway,” Morio said, giving me aquick kiss. "Stay
safetill | get back.” He dashed out the door. As | watched through the kitchen window, he was there one
second, and the next adeek red fox was darting into the woods.

Chase |eft theroom, and | gently walked over to Tom. "Take Maggie, would you?' | whispered to Iris.
She obliged as Tom looked up a me from the rocking chair with the sweetest smilel'd seeninalong
time

"Y ou've sure been nice to me, miss. Can | do anything to help you?' That endeared him to me even
more. | was beginning to see why Titania had kept him around.

"Trust me, Tom, you're helping us even if you don't know it. Now | want you to lean back and close your
gyes. It'stimefor anap.” | ran through the spell, hoping to hell I'd get it right. When he complied, |

placed one hand on hisforehead, and the other on his shoulder. "Hear but forget. Follow but deep,
Mother Moon."

The words drifted on the air for amoment, then settled down over him like a shroud, embracing his
body. No mix-upsthistime. Within seconds, Tom was breathing softly. | leaned down to whisper in his
eqr.

"Come with me, and watch your step, Tom."

He stood. | took his hand and led him over to the secret entrance, which Iris had opened. She held
Maggiefirmly in one arm, waiting for meto lead Tom down the steps, then fell in behind me. We reached
Menolly'ssitting room, and | helped Tom st down in the upholstered recliner. Iris covered him with an
afghan.

"Hell deep for severa hours” | said. "Whatever you do, don't bring him upstairs until we return. If
something goes wrong and you suspect danger, take his necklace and Maggie and hide yoursalf as best
aspossible. If we don't return, go to Grandmother Coyote, and take the necklace through the portal to
the Elfin Queen." | gave her and the now-snoring gargoyle cub a hug, then returned to the kitchen,
shutting the bookcase door behind me.

Before | could reach the living room, Menolly came charging into the kitchen, curaing ablue stresk. She
was pissed, that much was obvious. Her eyeswere glowing red, and her fangs were out.

"Uh-oh, what happened?'
"Wigteriadecided to try and play vampire,” Menolly said, glaring over her shoulder.

Ddlilah entered the kitchen more dowly. One hand was on her neck, and | saw atrickle of blood
streaming between her fingers.

"What in the seven stars happened to you?' | rushed over and yanked her hand away from the wound.
Menolly wasright. Wisteria had obvioudy planted her lips on my sister's neck, but it wasn't exactly alove
bite. Blood seeped from the wound, and a strange green pus was aready 0ozing out of the jagged edges.



" Cabbage-breath wanted a drink of water, dl right. Then she attacked Delilah, who was holding the
cup." Menally huffed hersdf into achair, crossing her legswith agraceful kick.

"Isshedill dive?' Having seen my sgter in action, | wasn't holding out much hope, but Menolly surprised
me

"Yes, | |eft our precious hostage alive. She's not getting free without help, though,” she said, awicked
grin playing on her face. "I know how to bind knots, and believe me, shelll fed every musclein her body

for days."

Ddlilah gaveinto my fussing and let me wash and dress the wound. It looked nasty, but | sprinkled an
al-inclusve antibacteria powder on it that we'd been given by the healers back in Otherworld and
covered it with gauze.

"l could say | told you s0," | muttered. "When will you learn to listen to me?”

"Eh, shut up,” Delilah said, asmile playing on the corners of her lips. "Don't worry, I'm over feding sorry
for her," she added. "I can't believe shetried to tear achunk out of my neck."

"Y ou sound surprised.”

"l just thought... | never thought..." Ddlilah's gaze flashed down a me, and | knew what was bothering
her.

"Honey, you may play fair, but Wisterias our enemy. Never forget that,” | said, carefully taping the edges
of the gauze. "These demons are out for blood. They're out to take over this world, and our world, and
they aren't going to make nice-nice and leave women and children dive. We can't allow them to
succeed.”

Her lips quivered. My softhearted sister, who always wanted to believe the best, to focus on the positive,
to diminate the negative by pretending it wasn't there, was beginning to understand the seamy underside
of war. A harsh lesson, but one she needed to learn.

"l guessyou'reright,” shesaid. "But | just can't imagine how one of our own would go in league with
them. Doesn't Wisteria understand that the demonswill kill her?| tried to tell her that, and shelaughed in
my face"

"Before she bit you in the neck?" | put away the gauze and antibiotic powder and washed my hands.
"Listen to me. People—humans and Faerie and Sidhe included—hear what they want to hear and believe
what they want to believe. It'sthe nature of life. Now, we need to stash Wisteria somewhere before |

cast the location spell to pinpoint Luke's whereabouts. Any ideas would be muchly appreciated.”

"I don't think we should put her outside. If Luke shows up, hell set her free, and then well be dedling
with two whack-jobs." Menolly glanced around, frowning. "What about the broom closet?Y ou could
lock her in there with one of your magic locks."

"Uh-huh. Like that's ever worked for me." My mentor's attempts to teach me how to cast magic locks
had been one big waste of time for us both. To date, I'd managed to get it right exactly three times out of
ahundred serioustries. "l can giveit ashot, but | don't guarantee results.”

"That's comforting. Oh hdll, theré'sa chance, and it won't take much timeto find out if you can makeiit
work." She stood up. "I'll volunteer to carry the mongter in hereif you'l giveit ashot.”

| shook my head. "Menally, you elther have alot of confidence in me, or you think you're strong enough



to withstand anything | can throw at you. Okay, go get her, and I'll try. | promise you nothing, however."

As she carried the bound-and-gagged Wigteriainto the kitchen, Delilah scowled but happily opened the
closet door. Menolly tossed Wigteriainside, none too gently. She was about to dam the closet shut when
aknock on the kitchen door stopped her.

Chase and Ddlilah drew their guns. Menolly paused, waiting, as| edged my way to the porch and peered
through the curtains. It was Morio. | cautioudy opened the door, and he hustled inside, stopping with a
puzzled ook when he saw the open closet, the pissed-off floraed, and Ddlilah's bandaged neck.

"What happened?’

"Wigteria decided to try her hand at sucking blood. We're locking her in the closet, and you'rejust intime
tojoin us. After that, I'll cast thelocation spell to find Bad AssLuke." | shut the door and locked it
tightly. "Did you talk to Grandmother Coyote? What did she say?'

"I'mfast in my fox form," Morio said. "And yes, | found her. She'swilling to let us use the portd. |
assume one of you knows the mechanics of transfer?”

Menolly raised her hand. "1 do. | learned at the Wayfarer. Speaking of which, | can probably kissmy job
goodbye when the OIA findsout | didn't show up tonight.”

"| doubt it, consdering..." | stopped, noticing that Wisteria had perked up. " Shush. Our spy islistening.”
With that, Menolly dammed the closet door and stood back. "Fire at will."

"Thank you, Madame Vamp." | couldn't believe | was going to try thisagain. I'd al but given up on ever
mastering it. "As| said, | usudly get thiswrong, so | suggest dl of you take cover to avoid getting hit by a
backlash if thisthing blowsup inmy face"

When everyone had retreated to the living room, | focused on summoning the magic that froze Stuations,
that locked doors and barred gates and sedled secrets. It flowed through me clear at first, running thick in
my veins. My father was amaster of this spell—it was an innate ability with him, and I'd inherited the
power, but with a pathetic twidt.

| tried to bring my attention away from the possibility of failure, to concentrate on success, but once
again, therewasafamiliar jog, asif the energy reached acertain point and then staled out. The next thing
| knew, the force that came rushing from my hands envel oped the closet door and the hinges exploded, a
shard of shrgpne catching meinthearm.

"Damnit to high hdl!" My arm burned like amother-sucker. | clasped the forearm, where atwo-inch
shard of metal had lodged itself in my flesh. The door, freed from hinges or any other locking mechanism,
teetered and fell toward me, and | barely managed to jump out of the way before it landed on the floor
with aresounding thud. And that took care of any hopes of magically entrapping Wigteriain the closet.

The others rushed in. When he saw the blood, Morio grabbed my arm and inspected it. He motioned for
meto gt at the table, and Ddlilah promptly fetched the same suppliesI'd just finished using on her.

"You just couldn't stand the fact that I'm wearing such a haute couture bandage, could you?' she teased.

| snorted. "Oh yes, it'sdl the rage a Court and Crown thisyear. | heard the Queen will be sporting one
just like it when Tanaquar gets done with her." | Sghed, depressed. "My magic's been working pretty
good the past couple of days. I'm getting good at blasting people, but | guessit couldn't last forever.”



Menolly yanked Wisteria out of the closet. The floraed had atriumphant gleam in her eye, and | wanted
to smack her agood one but refrained.

"I'll take our vigtor hereinto the storage room," Menolly said. "There aren't any windows, and well just
lock the door with akey and hope for the best.” She trudged away, carrying the woman over her
shoulder like she might carry abaseball bat.

"Good idea," | muttered. "'l just hope my sudden flop doesn't presage the same failure in locating Mr.
Bad Ass"

Morio held up awicked looking pair of tweezers. "Inhae, then exhae sharply while | pull thisthing out of
your arm.”

| obeyed, screeching as he ripped the barb of meta out of my flesh. ™Y ou could have been alittle more
gentle," | said, but he shook his head.

"It would have hurt more that way. Thisisgoing to sting when | clean it, but we have to make sure there
arent any metal shavingsinthere”

Ashe poured water over thewound, | gritted my teeth, promising mysdf | wouldn't scream. When he
dried it and sprinkled on the antibiotic powder, | decided to forget my dignity.

"Great Mother, are you trying to torture me?"

"Bregthe, bresthe," he said, stroking the palm of my hand with onefinger. Ashisflesh met mine, | began
to losetrack of the pain, and when he ran hisfingers up my wrigt, | had totaly lost track of it, instead
following the slken movements of his skin grazing my own.

"That'sright, just follow my voice, breathe out the pain, fed only pleasure." Hisgaze met mine, and |
wanted to jump him then and there. It was only with difficulty that | pulled my attention away.

"Fed better?' he asked, asmile playing on the corners of hislips, and the warm glow of his body
receded back out of my aura.

| looked around the room. Delilah and Chase were watching me, and | wondered if they knew just how
close I'd cometo having an orgasm right there in the kitchen. Morio had been using his powers of
mekuramashi onme.

"Y ou should bottle that and sdll it," | said hoarsdly. "I'd buy awhole case.”
"Only too happy to help. I'll help more, later.” Hisvoice was|ow enough so that only | could hesr.

| swallowed hard, thinking that when we were done with Luke, there was only one sureway to relieve
the tension we were under. "When we have thetime," | said, and he leaned over and placed alight kiss

onmy lips

Just then, Menolly returned. "Wigterias locked up and the key is safewith me." She held it up for usto
see, then did it into her pocket. "Now, what about Luke?"

What about Luke, indeed?

"I guesstheres no putting it off." | motioned to the living room, and we gathered around the fireplace. "If
thisworkslikeit did with the harpy, then werein trouble.”

Delilah pulled out her long knife. Guns wouldn't work on Luke, unless we happened to have an AK-47,



and that wasn't even in Chase's arsenal. Menolly extended her nails. Morio closed hiseyes, and | could
fed the energy rise around him as he summoned his magic. And Chase pulled aweapon out of his jacket,
onel'd never seen himwield. A sted pair of nunchakus. | gave him aquestioning look.

He smiled. "'l do have abackground in defense other than just pulling atrigger, Camille. Trust me, |
know how to usethese. Y ou said bulletswon't be effective against ademon of Luke's caliber, and
somehow, | don't think bitch-dgpping him will do any good, will it?"

| laughed. "Chase, you're al right. Okay, we'reready. | just wish Trillian was here with us—we could use
histaents. Let'ssee” | said, looking around. "I need my scrying bowl, dong with abottle of clear spring
water."

"I'll getit," Delilah sad, taking the sairstwo at atime.
"Anything | can do?' Chase asked, looking around the room. "Need any furniture moved or anything?'

"Thanks. I'd normaly light candles, but Lukeisacresture of fire, and if he shows up in theliving room, |
don't want any flames going. He could use them in his attack and burn down the house just that much
eader.” | frowned, looking around as| tried to assess what we might need. "I know. Y ou can get thefire
extinguisher from the kitchen. We could probably blind him with it. At least temporarily.” The truth was, |
had no ideawhat effect the foam would have on ademon, but it couldn't hurt to try.

Chase trotted into the kitchen and brought back the extinguisher. As he set it down next to me, | caught
hishandin mine.

"Chase, | hope you and Delilah enjoy what you've found together—for however long it lagts,” | said,
keeping my voice low. For dl I knew, Menolly and Morio were both listening in. All of us had better
hearing than an FBH, but Chase didn't have to know that.

"I've been pretty snide to you over themonths,” | continued. "But Delilah likes you, and you seem to have
lost your fear of being around her.”

Hiseyesglimmered. "I know I've been apain in your sde sncewe met. Yourejust o... | don't know.
Vita? Alive? But the other night when Delilah and | were working together done, something just
happened. I've never looked at her before like that, but without you around, | could see her for who she
is"

| wanted to tell him he had no ideawho she really was, that held barely scratched the surface. And I'd be
right. But | also knew that was for him to discover, and for Delilah to revedl.

"Just remember, she's haf-Sidhe. And the Sidhe may look human, but we're not.” His expression told me
| was about to overstep my bounds, so | cleared my throat and changed the subject.

"Okay, I'll want the coffee table in front of the armchair and—here comes Delilah with the bowl."

Delilah bounded into the room, my scrying bowl in one hand and in the other, a bottle of water that came
from the Tygerian River back in Otherworld.

The Tygerian Well was aholy spring that bubbled up from a place high in the mountains. It flowed so
quickly and so fast that it had become ariver. The water and well were continualy blessed by a group of
priestswho lived far up the dopes of Mount Tygerain an ancient monastery. The Order of the Crystal
Dagger was one of the oldest spiritua brotherhoods in Otherworld, and the monks were asreclusive as
they were deadly. However, they had no objection to people using the blessed water, aslong as no one
harmed or defiled the river, the monagtery, or the mountain.



| poured the water into the bowl and st it on the table, waiting amoment for theripplesto settle. A few
sparkles of light played on the surface. | motioned for everyone to be seated. "When | sart, please be
quiet. If Luke comes rampaging through some gateway from hell, then you'll be thefirst to attack because
it will take me amoment to break out of trance. Are you ready?'

Everybody nodded.

Taking adeep breath, | closed my eyes. Since | didn't have anything that had belonged to Luke, 1'd have
to useavariation of thelocation spell. | lowered mysdf into the whirl of energy, and liquid silver raced
through my veinsas| formed aquestion in my mind.

"Whereis the demon L ucianopol onedlisunekonekari? Whereis he, right now?" | opened my eyesand
looked into the water. After amoment, amist began to form above the surface, spirding likeaDNA
helix. Miniature tornadoes swept across the bowl asthe mist bubbled, growing to form an oval frame
above the table. Within the frame, adizzying parade of Faeriefire danced.

| dowly stood, my body quivering. While I'd cast this spell afew times before, I'd never seen this sort of
response and wasn't sure what to expect. Should | yell for everybody to run for the hills, or would |
findly be ableto say I'd performed amagnificent feat of magic and make my mentor proud?

Five seconds passed, then ten, then half aminute. Still the mist coiled, mirroring the ova of lights. Just as
| was about to writeit off to a pretty show and nothing more, the Faerie fire began to codesce. A scene
formed, remarkably like atelevision screen, but we weren't watching Leno or Letterman.

A houserosein the near distance, and | immediately recognized it as our own house, looming large under
the full moon. Thick clouds built, threastening to cover the sky. A copse of cedar and fir and birch ringed
the backyard, and a bird feeder hung on one of the larger firsthat buttressed the dirt path that led from
the fence surrounding the house down to the tree line.

| snapped my fingers. "Bingo, we're seeing the house from within the woods. Out back." Even as|
spoke, asurge of anger raced through me and then passed on—it had to be Luke. He was out there,
somewhere.

"I know what's going on! Rather than showing uswhere heis, the spell is showing uswhat he's seeing.”
Excited, | dropped my focus, and the mist immediately dissipated. "He's out back in the woods."

"He'shiding in the cedar grove,”" Delilah added. "And | know exactly where he'sat. Y ou know the path
that leads down to Birchwater Pond? That'sthetrail. | recognize that bird feeder.” A guilty look flashed
over her face, and | had the feding sheld been prowling around that woods in cat form. She caught my
expression and grinned. Y ep, the cat ate the canary al right.

"We're going out to meet him," | said. "I don't want him getting close enough to destroy our home."

"Forget the house. | don't want him destroying us,” Menolly muttered. She flexed her back, arching
lightly. "All right, shdl we takethe rumbleto him?'

Resigned to our impending doom, | nodded. "L et's get moving.”

We were about to head out when the doorbell rang. | cautioudly peeked through the peephole. Surely
Bad Ass Luke wouldn't comeringing the bl like some Avon lady? Startled, | yanked open the door.

"Whét the—?"'

Smoky broke out in awide and toothy grin. "1 thought you could use alittie help,” he said. "'l had afedling



something was going down, so I'm offering my services.”

Speechless, | stared at the dragon. Man. Dragon-man? His gaze never left my own as | ushered him
through the door and into the living room.

CHAPTER 19

"What the hell are you doing here?" | findly found my voice.

"Ah, Camille" hesaid. "Lovely to seeyou, too."

| flinched. He knew my name? Not agood sign, not agood sign at al. "How did you—"

"Find out your name? It wasn't difficult. Titaniaand | had alittle talk. She can be very verbose when she's
lonely and drunk. She misses her Tom, so she was nipping at the nectar. She doesn't have the capability
to hold her liquor theway she used to," he added. | couldn't tell whether he was laughing or not behind
those glacid eyes.

Somehow Titania had known my name and o, of course, Smoky did, too. In fact, he probably knew all
our names by now, but | was betting that he wouldn't abuse that knowledge. At least, not until Luke was
well and truly out of the way. After that, we'd have to be cautious.

"Youregoing to help uskill Luke?"

"| suppose, though I've heard rumors that the demon who walks your woods out thereis abundle of
laughs." Smoky snorted at my sharp glance. "Don't think I'm clueless asto what's going on. | won't be
ableto shift into my natura form inside the forest, only in aclearing. But I've got other tricks up my deeve
thet you'll find useful.”

After introducing him to Menolly, we headed out the back door. The moon wasriding high in the sky,
shewasadiver away from being full, and | could fed her pull on me. Ddlilah could, too; her form
shivered and trembled asif she could barely keep hersalf together. She'd be okay tonight, but tomorrow
would be another story. We had to finish this before morning.

The woodland that buttressed against our backyard was a good twenty-acre patch with a path leading
down to Birchwater Pond. Overgrown, the thicket was mostly composed of cedar and fir, of birch and
huckleberry and fern. Vine mapleslooped their way through the copse, and an oak stood sentind here
and there, but for the most part, the tangle was so dense that it was nigh to impossible to travel off the

path.

"How far isthat bird feeder ong the path?" | asked. Luke couldn't be very far in to have been looking at
our house. In fact, chances were, he was watching us approach right now. There wasn't much we could
do about that, but every second that passed gave him that much more time to gather his strength.

"A few yards," Ddilah said. "Not far. | hope he didn't dip around through the undergrowth with the idea
that he could sneak in the house while we were out.”

| frowned. | hadn't thought of that possibility. "We just have to hope and pray that Bad Assisn't as smart
asyou are."

Closing my eyesfor abrief moment, | searched the areafor any sgn of demonic activity. Bingo! Over
near the gazebo. He wasn't in the woods anymore, and he was headed for the house. Turning direction, |
brokeinto asprint, yeling at the top of my lungs. No use trying to surprise him, but perhaps we could
engage him before he got insde and tore the place to the ground.



The others, taken off guard, followed a beat behind me. | could hear thefall of their shoes on the wet
grassas | neared the gazebo. And then Luke stepped out from behind the ornamental pagoda. | skidded
to ahdt, and Smoky bumped into me. | felt his hand on my ass but didn't have time to shake him off.

Bad Ass Luke wasamisnomer. Bad Ass Luke brought to mind a drunken footbal player, or a
hotheaded biker. But L ucianopol onedisunekonekari was no human thug. Standing agood eight feet high,
Luke might be human in shape and form, but al resemblance ended there. No smple demon, either.
Hollow eyesreflected the fires of the nether realms, and his arms and legs were vein-shrouded and
engorged, muscle-bound beyond any steroid dream. He wore no clothes, and that he was male was
rock-hard obvious. It was aso apparent that he was strong enough to rip the head off an ox. Poor Jocko
hadn't stood a chance, so where did that leave us?

| froze, pardyzed by avast flow of fear. Smoky broke away, and | wondered if he was going to cut and
run, but then | saw that he was trying to gain some distance so he could transform into his dragon sdif.

Morio pushed hisway around me, moving to the sde as he stared at the hulk who was dowly striding
our way.

"What do we do? Oh, Great Mother, how can we take down that beast? He's huge!" Ddlilah sounded
on the verge of panic. She squeaked again when L uke opened his mouth, and abillow of gas emerged.

"Poison!" Morio said. "He can use poison—I can smell it from here. Do your best to get behind him,
because you don't want him breathing on you!™

Holy mother of mountains. Just what we needed. Poison gas, and arms strong enough to crush us. |
shook mysdlf out of my paraysis and summoned the Moon Mother.

"I need you tonight, Mother Moon. Pour everything you have into me, eveniif it tears me apart. Lady,
send me your power!" | raised my armsto the sky asthe clouds that had drifted over the moon parted.
Silver beams shot down to touch my fingertips, and awell of energy rushed through my arms, into my
heart, staggering me under the wild night.

Chase pulled out his nunchakus, holding one stick while twirling the other on the chain that connected
them. He sidestepped to the lft.

"If wefan out, he can't kill usdl at once," he said, and | could hear the quaver of fear in hisvoice. But |
marveled that an FBH could face such an enemy and not be cowering under the nearest bush.

"Y ou're right—spread out!" There was no room for doubt, no room for fear. We had ajob to doand a
duty to both Otherworld and Earth.

Menolly strode past me. "W, | can't be affected by his poison,” she said without stopping. | started to
grab her arm but let go when she gave me alittle shake. She stormed toward him.

Luke paused, staring at the petite, pale woman who stood before him, her head lowered.

" Sending me the weakest to begin with?" His voice echoed through the yard, but when Menolly raised
her head, he stopped laughing. | couldn't see her face from where | stood, but | knew what she looked
likein hunting mode. I'd seen it when she attacked the Psycho Babbler. Glowing eyes. Mouth drawn
back to reved long, glistening fangs. Luke took an unsteady step back, and | could hear the sharp intake
of breath as he eyed her uncertainly.

"Vampire?" Looking puzzled, he cocked his head for afraction of a second. That pause was al Menolly
needed. Sheflew in, launching hersdf into the air with a speed that was breathtaking. L uke roared and



tried to legp to the Sde, but my sster wasfaster, and she landed on his chest, clinging to him with her
claws. Shereared her head back, then plunged her teeth directly into hisface.

Good girl, | thought. She wastrying to prevent him from breathing his poison so we could get in there.
His hands were around her wais, trying to pry her off, but she held fast, fangs lodged within his cheek.
Sheripped at his eyeswith her nails, and he roared again.

| broke into a sprint and circled around to the right. As| readied the lightning in my hands, | saw that
Smoky had found a place large enough in which to complete histransformation. A majestic white dragon
was now rumbling around in our backyard, crushing the rosebushes.

Hetook aim at Luke, and a buildup of smoke puffed out of his nogtrils, but instead of fire—which would
have done no good whatsoever—he let out alow roar and stamped the ground, quaking the yard.
Everybody stumbled.

| managed to catch myself, and the moment | was steady enough, | aimed for Luke and let the lightning
fly from my hands, striking him in the back. Combined with the earthquake caused by Smoky'stall
thwack, the attack forced Luketo let go of Menolly. She dropped to the ground, stumbling away to
vomit. Good ol' demon blood, al right.

The moment Menolly was out of the way, Morio let loose with " Kitsune-bi!" and a bolt of fox fire
flashed in Lukésface. He bellowed, shaking his head asthe blinding light lit up the night.

While Luke was rubbing his eyes, Ddlilah bounded in. | thought she was going to dash at him with her
knife, but instead she pulled out alarge bottle from her pocket and splashed him with water. Luke's skin
szzled whereit hit—she must be using the blessed Tygerian water! He roared again, swinging wildly, and
caught her in the side, knocking her agood twenty feet back. Ddlilah spun in theair, landing in acrouch.
Leaveitto acat to land on her feet.

Just then, Luketurned, and | found myself facing himin hisfull fury. Terrified, for hissght seemed to have
cleared and there was nothing to prevent him from bresthing his poison in my face or smashing me with
one of those humongousfigts, | ssumbled away, racing for the woods.

As| reached thetreeline, | felt the wave of ahesat blast behind me and heard the crackle of flames. |
didn't have timeto glance over my shoulder, but | knew that Luke had let loose hisfiery blade. | legpt
over abramble bush, only to find myself ankle degp inamud hole.

Asl| freed mysdlf from the muck, the rattle of trees told me the demon was coming my way. | plunged off
in another direction, darting around the windfals and snags until | found mysdlf face-to-face with alog
that must have been four feet in diameter. Covered with moss, it was dippery, and as| tried to scramble
over it, | could hear Luke's garbled curses as he thrashed through the woods.

What was | going to do? Father had warned us that fire wouldn't work against the demon, nor would
charms or guns. Unlesswe happened to have atank turret or a hulking big cannon handy, we were
plumb out of luck. I finaly found atoehold and scrambled over the log, crouching on the forest floor
behind the tree trunk. Not the greatest cover, but better than nothing.

Sudden silence. | steadied mysdlf so that | was taking shallow, even bresths that might be soft enough to
escape his notice. After amoment, | heard him take one step, then another. He must not have seen me
when | dipped behind the tree, and it was blocking him from seeing my body heat. | hunkered lower and
ran through my available options.

| could shoot another blast of energy at him, but it wouldn't take him down. What would put out a



demon'sfire? Water... blessed water. But we'd need asvimming pool full of it. What else might affect
Luke? | racked my brain and then—then | knew.

The one weakness the demon had.

My father had been the sole survivor of the guards who attacked L uke. The demon had mowed them
down with his poison gas, and my father had been lucky enough to be standing out of reach. Held told us
that the only way he'd escaped was when he managed to stab Luke with his sword. The demon was
about to swing on him when Father took ablind swing. His sword connected with the demon, plunging
thetip into Lukesside.

Luke had dropped him, and Father had managed to get away while the demon was doubled over. Father
hadn't been able to figure out why exactly that had happened, because the knife hadn't hit any vitdl organs
or redly done much damage at dl, but he didn't stay to figure it out. He barely escaped with hislife.

When | wasachild, | wasin charge of polishing Father's sword for him. 1'd carefully spread amixture of
beeswax and ail on the blade and wipe it to ahigh sheen. It tarnished easily becauseit was silver. And
that'swhat had done the damage—not Father's actual strike but the silver inherent within the blade.

Lukewas as vulnerableto silver asthe Sidheweretoiron! | was sure of it. So what we needed were
slver wegpons. Or siver bullets. One swipe caused pain. Enough blows, and we should be ableto kill
Luke.

| had to get the information back to the others, but how? Should | try to transform mysalf or make mysdlf
invishle? A movement in front of me caught my attention. A cat, agolden tabby to be exact, crawled into
my lap. She had ablue collar on.

| knew that Delilah could understand mein her transformed shape, so | leaned as closeto her ear as|
could, and as softly as possible, said, "Silver weaponswill kill Lukeif we hit him enough times™” Delilah
blinked and licked my face, then dinked off through the trees and vanished into the night.

Another thump told me that L uke was getting antsy. "Come out now, and I'll makeit quick," he said.

| decided to forgo his charming invitation. Maybe | could turn into abug or something—anything—small
enough to scuttle off. But what if it didn't work? What if | turned into agiant bull's-eye, or just managed
to unleash a huge puff of smoke? I'd be dead.

And then the forest shuddered with the groaning of trees and the snapping of branches. What the hell?
"Grrmph?' Luke sounded like he'd taken a nasty thud on the back.

| straightened my shouldersjust asdl hell brokeloose. Thewoodslit up like Washington, D.C., onthe
Fourth of July, and much to my chagrin, aflaming branch landed next to me. Scrambling to my fedt, |
swung around.

Luke was embroiled in abattle with Smoky, who had managed to wedge himself through the forest,
knocking over severd treesin the process. Luke had let go with ablast of fire, which did nothing but ash
up Smoky's leathery hide, and now Smoky was tearing at Luke with his clawsin a scene remarkably
reminiscent of Godzillaversus King Kong.

Just then, Morio, Chase, and Delilah came racing onto the scene, carrying the silver swords that we kept
inthe living room cabinet. They attacked, with Chase and Morio swinging in from behind. Smoky fell
back as Delilah went in from the front, her sword in hand.



| scrambled back over the log and summoned the lightning again. As Luke bellowed, they stabbed at
him, the sharp, short cuts causing more damage from the silver than from the actua blood lot.

And then | knew what | could do. Instead of firing forks of lightning, | formed them into agiant arrow of
shimmering Slver light and aimed for hiseyes. It flew in true aim, siriking dead center on hisforehead,
whereit droveitself deep. Luke screamed and then, teetering, crashed backward to the ground. Delilah
launched hersdf at hisheart, her sword driving deep into hisbody. Luke arched, howled once, and
collapsed. It was over.

"Isheredly dead?' Ddlilah asked, prodding him with her sword.

Smoky shimmered and once again stood therein dl hisbuff glory. He leaned over Luke, performing
severa checksthat | had no desireto partakein.

"He's dead.” He stood up and wiped his hands on the mossy ground cover.

"| was afraid that we were all going to be dead meat." Délilah dropped onto the nearest |og and looked
at the sword. "Thank the gods Father made us bring these when we came Earthside.”

| stumbled over to them and dropped to my knees next to the dragon. "Father's sword was silver.
Remember he told us how he managed to get away from Luke? When | thought about it, the only
conclusion | could cometo wasthat it was the metdl, because it sure wasn't the blow, not after the
attacksthis creature took.” A sudden thought occurred to me, and | glanced up at Mono. "Sword,
please?’

With aknowing look on hisface, he handed it to me. | spread out old Bad Asss hand and brought the
sword down across four of hisfingers. Chase grimaced, and even Smoky |looked askance.

"Y ou never know when you're going to need an extra,”" | said, pocketing them. "One for Grandmother
Coyote, and three for the spell cabinet.”

"Oh boy, | wish | hadn't seen that," Chase muttered. Ddlilah dipped up next to him, and he ingtinctively
curled hisarm around her waist.

| grinned. "Wait until you see Delilah go after amouse. You'regoing to just love that "
"So what do we do with his body—and that of the Psycho Babbler?' Morio asked.

"I'd say take them through the portal with usto the Elfin Queen. If Lethesanar istoo busy to pay attention
to the OlA's sacred duty in guarding the portals, then we have to convince somebody ese in Otherworld
that things here are hesting up.”

"But wekilled the demons and found the sedl," Chase said.

"Oneout of nine." A stab of fear shot through me, but | brushed it away. Wed survived this battle; it was
timefor celebration. "Chase, we aren't done yet. We may have stopped Shadow Wing from getting the
first sedl, but there are eight more, and each one can give him aterrible advantage against Earth and
ow."

"Okay, who's going to drag him back?' Chase nudged L uke with histoe. "I don't think | can even budge
him."

"Oh, Great Mother,"” Menolly said. "Get out of my way." And with ablink of the eye, she hoisted Luke



over her shoulder and silently stalked out of the forest toward the house.
Chase gave me astartled look. " She's strong.”

"She'savampire,” | said.

"Aredl vampiresthat srong?' he asked, looking dightly green.

| gave him adow smile. "Chase, my dear, Menolly's still young and weak. Shelll grow in strength asthe
centuries move on. Right now, she's aneophyte. Which iswhy you don't ever want to crossavampire
unlessyou've got garlicin your pocket or silver around your neck."

"What about a cross?' he asked.
"A niceold wives tde, but that'sdl it is" And with that, | turned to follow her.

We had aportd to cross, and until we were in the courts of the EIfin Queen, | wouldn't fed secure. By
the time we reached the house, Menolly had aerted Iristhat all was secure, and the Talon-hdltijasat in
the rocking chair with Maggie on her lap, wide-eyed and ready to hear about the battle.

We gave her the rundown, and | glanced at the clock. Well past the witching hour. "Menally, if you travel
through the portd, you risk coming back here during the daylight. | don't think it's safe for you to go."

"Not a problem. Just take the floraed with you, or I'll make her my appetizer.”
"Say, did you ever return Wade's call 7" | asked.

"Tak about non sequiturs,” she said, but | could see the whedsturning in her head. "I will before | goto
bed this morning. He seems agood sort, and | might aswell get to know some of the vamps around
here"

She leaned againgt the desk, eyeing the clock. "I have to feed on something alot more appetizing than
that stupid Psycho Babbler. He and his buddy made me sick to my stcomach. And | want to drop in at the
Wayfarer. Maybe | can sdvage the situation there.”

"Then you'd better hurry. Y ou only have afew hourstill first light. And be careful, there are il alot of
unanswered questions.”

She nodded and dipped out the door, assilent asthe grave. After sheleft, | turned to Ddlilah. "WEell
have to figure out some way to transport these demons with us. We can't carry them like Menolly can.”

"No, but | can,” Smoky spoke up. | gave him aquestioning look. "I've never seen Otherworld,” he said.
"Though of course | know about it. | think I'll come along. | can carry both of the dead demons without a
problem, if you can take care of the floraed.”

| could see by the look on hisface that the matter was settled. "Okay, | guessthat takes care of that.
Chase, you and Iris stay here until Menaolly returns. Morio, 1'd like you to come with usto Grandmother
Coyote's and then return home to keep watch on the house. Ddlilah, Smoky, and | will deliver Tom and
thesed "

Thelast thing | felt like was another tromp through the woods, but the longer we kept Tom with us, the
more likely someone from the Sub Realms would come gunning for him.

Iris scurried off to fetch him, while Delilah and | went upstairs to make oursel ves presentable enough for
aQueen'scourt. As| pulled on adress of spun silver and a peacock-colored cloak, | reflected that this



was going to be afar different trip than I'd hoped.

I'd been looking forward to seeing Father, but with everything in chaos, wed better avoid Y'Elestrid like
the plague. Instead, we'd head directly for Elganeve, the city of the Elves. It was smply too dangerousto
return home now. And if Lethesanar found out what we were doing, we'd end up in her dungeons, afate
worse than degth.

Ddlilah's expression told me she was thinking aong the same line. She dressed in her best silken leggings
with aglittering gold tunic over the top and dung aturquoise belt around her hips. "1'd better leave my
gun at home," she said as she fastened on her silver sword.

"Areyou ready?" | asked. She nodded, and we hurried downstairs. Along with Smoky, who carried the
dead demons, and Morio, who helped us keep Wigteriain check, we dipped back into the night and into
the woods.

CHAPTER 20

Traveing through aportd isalittle like faling into a drug-induced deep for the barest fraction of a
second, leaving behind anasty hangover and the distinct sense that the laws of nature have been violated
onetoo many times.

Grandmother Coyote had gleefully accepted the demon's finger and marked our dedl finished. Sheled us
to the treein which the porta had been secreted. Aswe hoisted ourselves and the demons into the
streaming light that raced up and down the core of the giant oak, | held out afaint hope that perhaps
Father had been wrong, that we'd find out from the Elfin Queen that everything wasal right in Y'Elestrid.

Thetrip itself only lasted aflash, but when we stepped out of the portal on the other end—alarge cavern
st inthe middle of the Barrow Mounds outside of Elganeve—the day had dready begun, and sunlight
streamed around us. The air was clean and held amagica charge that told me we were once again back
in Otherworld. The countryside vibrated with life; here oak and beech, rock and crystd, dl had their own
sentience.

Whilethey dso did Earthside, it was easy to misswith the satic from al the people and eectricity and
sheer noise generated by day-to-day life.

It didn't take long for the guards to find us and escort us through the crowd of onlookers. They swept us
through the streets, carrying the demons and Wisteriaon acart drawn by horses. The streets of Elganeve
were paved in cobblestone, and flowers dappled the roadsides. In the evening, shimmering Faerielights
glowed to guide those hard of night sight.

Vendorswerethick in the streets, hawking their wares. Apparently wed hit the city on market day.
Mothersled their children to school, while Brownies and house sprites shopped for the day. Elves
weren't above owning servants, but they treated them well for the most part.

Everyone turned to watch as we passed. They were polite yet aoof, but beneath the surface | could feel
their questions bubbling. Delilah and | were obvioudy haf-Sidhe. Tom was human, but not so much. And
Smoky... it wouldn't be too difficult for most of thefolk to peg him as some sort of magical creaturein
digguise,

Tom looked around, his eyes sparkling like akid who had just discovered a secret candy cupboard. It
occurred to me that he must have lived in a place like thiswhen Titaniafirst took him into her Barrow
City. Eveniif he couldn't remember, the magic must have sparked some sense of recognition.



When we arrived at the base of the palace, | was struck by how modest the roya court was compared
to that of Y'Elestrial. Queen Lethesanar loved pomp and pageantry. The paace here, though, whilelarge
and gleaming of dabaster, was aso smplein design and surrounded by gardens rather than fancy statues
and subcourts. The guards led usinto the great hall, where we were searched for weapons, and then
escorted us to Queen Asteria's chamber.

The Elfin Queen sat upon her throne of oak and holly, as brilliant as the moon, and as aged asthe world.
She had been the queen of Elfland even before the Great Divide, and therewas no talk of her stepping
down over the millenniathat had passed. She stood aswe entered. Beside me, | felt Tom tremble.

"Y ou bring me no good tidings," she said. "Y ou bring dead demonsinto my city, and a chained wood
sprite who seemsto have gone mad?”'

| curtsied. "May wetdk in private? We have so much to tell you.”

Shetook usinto aclosed chamber and there, with one of her advisors and three guards present, wetold
her everything, including what our father had said was happening in Y'Elestrid. By the end of our
account, shewas leaning back in her chair, drumming her fingers on the table, her facelooming
somewhere between disgust and distress.

"l was afraid of something likethat," she said. "The Subterranean Realms are active, 0 active that weve
been forced to make atruce with our born enemies. | don't like being put in that position, and it's all
Shadow Wing'sfault. Lethesanar isafool. She cares more about her own pleasures than she does her
people, and she's going to be taken down apeg or two until she reinquishesthe throneto her sgter. If
sherefusss..."

| cleared my throat, knowing al too well what sheld left unsaid, but | kept my mouth shut. | didn't want to
agree, in case thiswas atrap to see how loya we were to the Court and Crown. And | didn't want to
disagree for the opposite reason. After amoment, the Queen tapped her silver-headed walking stick on
the ground. Even Elves and Sidhe and Faeries aged over the eons, and bones eventually wore out and
grew brittle.

"Wl then, | suppose welll have to see what we can do,” she said. "In the meantime, you should return
Earthside. I'll find out more about the sedls and assign my own guardians to keep watch on the demons.
You'll be our agents, aswell as agents of the OIA."

"Double agents?' | asked, aghast. Traitorous. And yet, we had no rea choicein the matter.

"Y es, double agents. When he recovers, send this Trillian to me. Hell be our go-between. He'll accept
thejob, if he knowswhat isgood for him."

Ohyeeh. Trillian was going to love that, | thought. Delilah gave me anudge and awink.

The Queen ignored our interplay. ™Y ou may go. An emissary will bein contact with you within afew
days. Thisisn't over yet, my girls. Shadow Wing will be sending more scouts, and he won't rest aslong
asthere are sedsin the world. No, askirmish isover and you were victorious, but asfor the battle—it's
only just begun.”

"What will you do with the spirit sed?' | asked.

The Elfin Queen pressed her lipstogether. "We have aplace of refuge in which we will store and guardiit.
| won't tell you whereit is because the less you know about the whereabouts of the selswefind, the
safer you—and they—will be. What you do not know, you cannot revedl.”



Though she smiled, | sensed avelled threst back there and redlized she was thinking that if we were
caught and tortured by Shadow Wing, we wouldn't be able to spill secrets. The thought sobered me, and
| stared at the ground for amoment. Shadow Wing was bound to figure out that we'd killed his scouts.
Wed be primary targets before long.

"Go now," the Queen said softly. "Don't dwell on what may be. Apply yoursdlf to thetask a hand. The
Hags of Fate may predict the future, but there is aways free will, and that isyour saving grace, my dear.”

With that, she ushered usout. Aswe left, | glanced at Tom. "What will become of him?' | asked her.

She gave me agentle smile. "Hell enjoy his days here, and welll do what we can to reverse the effects of
the nectar of life. He needsto deep, asdo dl crestureswhen it istheir time. He'slong outlived his
legends”

"Y ouwon't hurt him, will you?' | asked her, catching her gaze. "He didn't do anything wrong, and he
protected the seal for hundreds of years."

She beamed at me then, brilliant and wise, and for amoment, | could see why her people loved her so
much. "Wewon't hurt him. Y ou have my word. Now take your dragon friend—yes, | know what you
are, young beast—and return through the portals. There's so much work ahead. But you have an dly in
me, aslong as Lethesanar is kept ignorant of our agreement.”

Ddilah and I murmured our assent, and together with Smoky, who had the audacity to blow akiss at the
old Queen, were led back to the portd. | stopped long enough to replenish my stash of Tygerian water,
but before long, we were standing back by the entrance to the cave.

| looked back, not wanting to leave. Otherworld was the home of my father, and | wanted to stay. And
yet Earth was my mother's home, and together with my sisters, | owed it dlegiance aswell. And Earth
needed us now.

"Areyou ready?" | asked Ddlilah.

She nodded, though | could see the same conflicting emations playing over her face. We held hands, she
and Smoky and I, and stepped through the portal, emerging once again into arain-filled forest. | shivered
and pulled my robestighter. The Lexus waswaiting just off the road up ahead where Morio had left it for
us. | winced asthe dirty rain splashed on my face.

Y es, Earth was my home as much as Otherworld, and though it was filled with pollution and horrendous
weaponry and a sense of hopelessness, it had amagic dl itsown. If we could keep the demons at bay, if
we could bring to life that magic and make it thrive once again, then maybe our mother'sworld would
urvive,

"Y ou know, even though | have use of your names, | give you my word that I'll hold them in honor,”
Smoky whispered to me before climbing in the backseat. "I won't abuse them.”

Suddenly feding lighthearted, | fastened my seet belt.

"Let'sgo home," | said. "Trillian will be here tonight, and we dl need rest. We should contact Father later
in the day to find out what's happening in Y'Elestrid. Menolly needs to sort out matters at the
Wayfarer... Queen Asteriawas right. We've got a butt load of work to do."

Ddlilah snapped her seat belt closed. "I don't think that's quite what she meant. But you're right, we do
have alot to do. We should also build alittle house for Maggie in the parlor to give her some privacy.”



"That'snot abad idea," | said, turning on the radio station. "I bet sheld like that. Did you notice how
much Menolly took to her?

"Yeeh, | did... | think it will be good for both of them," Delilah said, turning up the volume. And aswe
pulled out onto the road, lilting tones of the Gorillaz's"Demon Days' began tofill the car.

| glanced at Delilah. "Our anthem?" | asked.

Shelet out along sigh and leaned her head against the headrest. Y eah, and, | fear, a prediction of things
to come."

As| eased out onto theroad, | knew she wasright.
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The moon was high overhead, rounded and full like one of those snow globes human children like to play
with at Chrissmastime. | could barely see her up there watching over me as| dipped through the thick
grass, padding lightly on the frost-shrouded ground. The night was clear but bitterly cold, and my breeth
formed little puffs of air asit spirded out of my mouth.

| was freezing, but it was better than staying inside where Maggie could get hold of me and dobber her

kissesdl over my fur, or wherelris could trap meinside that stupid cat bag and forcibly clip my claws.

Her manicures dways left me with stubby nails the next day. And nobody but nobody was going to ruin
the French manicure I'd just paid fifty bucksfor at the local salon.

As| rounded the gazebo near the path leading to Birchwater Pond, amovement from within the trees
derted meand | paused midstep, listening. The noise repested itsdf: aruffling of leaves, the snapping of
brittle twigs on the forest floor. Oh great Bastus... please don't et it be Speedo, the neighbor's dog. That
little pisser was the most tenacious basset hound 1'd ever met. The only basset hound I'd ever met, to be
honest. He ddighted in chasing me whenever | showed up on al fours, baying like adrunken troglodyte.
While| could easily outrun the muit, | didn't trust him. Of course, to befair, hewasn't aWere, just a
regular old dog. Probably a good thing, now that | thought about it, considering that he was shy afew
boltsin the bucket, but still... | glanced around, looking for the nearest tall tree. It never hurt to be
prepared.

When Speedo didn't break through the undergrowth but the noises continued, | reconsidered. Possum,
maybe. Or skunk. Skunk would be bad, but this time I'd fight my ingtincts and leave it done. Skunk me
once, shame on the skunk. Skunk me twice, and I'd be the butt of my sisters jokes for weeks.

As| searched my gut, something told me that my stalker wasn't an animal. At least not your everyday
fur-bdl running through the woods. | might not be awitch like my sister Camille, but | had my own set of



ingtincts, and they were whispering loud and clear that somebody was out there. | raised my head and
sniffed, inhding deeply. There. Thefaint scent of big cat, but behind that, something stronger. And then |
knew what it wasthat | sensed. Cat magic.

Cautioudy, | made my way to the gazebo and loped up the stairs. | didn't want to be caught unarmed in
the grass. There wasn't much | could do in this state if a demon happened to pop out of the woods to
attack me. Turn into abal of fur and razorblades, maybe, but considering my size, fighting back
promised aquick and painful end to my existence. Once | wasin the gazebo I'd be able to scramble up
on therailing, which would give me a better vantage point from which to observe.

| lowered mysdlf into a pouncing position and wiggled my buitt, preparing for the pounce-and-leap, but as
| sailed into the air toward the third step, my big old fluffy tail decided to play tease-and-tickle with a
patch of spiny cockle-burs that were growing near the edge of the gazebo. Oh shit! | thought, as | went
thudding to the ground, belly firgt, feet splayed out like some cartoon cat from Tweety and Sylvester .

| blinked as my dignity took adirect hit. As| shook my head and pushed mysdif to all four fest, |
found—much to my dismay—that the tufts of my tail fur were knotted up in the prickly plants. | let out a
little growl of frustration. Why did | have to have such long fur? Granted, | wasthe prettiest golden tabby
around, but sometimes |ooks were overrated. | tugged, trying to free mysalf but no luck. The fur was
stuck and not coming loose.

Aninsect that hadn't bitten the dust during the cold snap buzzed around my head, and | twitched my ears,
ressting the urgeto bat at it. Nope, leave it alone, | thought. 1've got bigger concernsthan a
flutterbug. Like getting loose from this fucking plant. When | wasin cat form, it was aways harder
to control my urges. Beetles distracted me, and spiders... leavesflying in the wind, adandelion going to
seed. .. oh yeah, | was a sucker for anything that promised to put up agood chase.

| tugged again but asharp pain at the base of my tail told me that maybe that wasn't the best ideaiin the
world. Now what?| couldn't transform back while the moon wasfull, not until morning. And with
Camille off racing with the Hunt asit streaked through the night woods, and Menally in town at aVamps
Anonymous mesting, my family sure wasn't going to come to my rescue.

With alittle huff, | tried again and dmost ripped out awad of fur. Well, shit. Frustrated, | crouched,
trying to avoid getting any more entangled than | already was. The night wasjust getting better and better.
Fird, | had to missmy late-night fix of trash TV. | couldn't get enough of Jerry Soringer, Maury Povich
, and Blind Date and watched them every night, making Menolly join me. We did our nails, | ae tons of
popcorn, and we gossiped about Camille and her lovers. If | didn't get my boob-tubefix, | was agrumpy
girl inthemorning.

And then I'd been dl set to take out amouse that was gnawing at Camilles comfrey plant. | had the
rodent down, under my paw, when she began spieling out asob story about alitter of munchkins at
home. Camille dways said | was too softhearted, and | guess shewasright. | let the mouse go free, abeit
with agrumpy "Get out of here before you're toadt.”

My sgtersdidn't know that | could talk to animals when | wasin my Were-form. The subject had never
come up, and for some reason, | found mysalf reluctant to tell them. Thiswas my own specid world, one
they couldn't enter. Camille had her connection with the Moon Mother, and Menolly had her
bloodlusts... athough that was arather recent addition to her life. It wasn't like she'd asked to be turned
into a bloodsucker, the Elwing Clan had turned her into avampire against her will. But, for whatever the
reason, 1'd kept my ability a secret.

After the mouse ran off, | stopped to groom and damned if | didn't find that 1'd picked up athriving patch



of fleasfrom the rodent. Now I'd need afleadip or some Advantage, and both clashed with my DKNY
Be Ddlicious perfume and left me with dry skin and amild rash.

Which brought me to the here and now: host to afleacircus, stuck to a cocklebur plant, with an
unknown intruder, who was packing a butt load of cat magic, watching me from the woods. Woo-hoo
and oh yeah. Now we were having big fun! 1t dwaysirked me when people assumed that Weres just
spent the nights of the full moon partying hearty and getting down with their bad selves.

Another crackle from the woods caught my attention, and | decided that—whatever | was going to
do—I'd better get on withiit. | gingerly tested the burs again. Nope, the prickly heads had me but good.
It would hurt like a son of abitch, but | was going to have to just yank mysdlf free. | couldn't take the
chance that whoever was out in those woodswas friendly. | closed my eyesto sted mysdlf for therip
when adifferent noise, directly to my left, startled me. | whipped around, nerves jangled.

There, illuminated in the light of the moon, sat the mouse that 1'd released. She rose up on her
hindquarters, quivering, her nose and whiskerstwitching as she stared a me. | swallowed every ingtinct in
the world that told meto bat her agood one, and tried to exert a pleasant, how-you-doin’ smile.

"You need help?*' she squeaked.
"What do you think? Do | look likel need help?' | said.

She gave me apained look. "I don't have timefor this. My children are hungry. Do you need help, or
don't you?'

Oh Great Mother, the gods save me now. It was bad enough that I'd been softhearted enough to let her
go, but to be forced into accepting afavor from an entree? "Beggars can't be choosers, | guess,” |
muttered, ego shot to hell.

A twinkle raced through her eyes, and shetittered and puffed up her chest. "Say it then.”
"Say what?'
"Micerule, catsdroal.”

| huffed. "What?'Y ou expect me to"—she turned tail at my outburst and was sauntering off—"Wait!
Come back."

"You going to say it?" she asked over her shoulder.

| squirmed. With no choice, | hung my head and hoped to hell that nobody ever caught wind of this.
"Micerule, casdrool.” That wasit. Utter humiliation. My night was complete.

She sniffed, satisfied, then dowly examined my tail. A nibble here, anibble there, and she broke through
the twigs attached to the cockleburs that were entangled in my fur. | swished my tail back and forth. The
weight of the bursthrew me off balance alittle, but | was free and that's dl that mattered. | grudgingly
thanked the mouse as she skittered away.

Another shuffle from the woods, and | made tracks, too. While | had the suspicion there might be a
Werehiding intheforest, | also knew that some demons aso had the ability to use cat magic, so | wasn't
about to count on whatever was stalking me being feline-friendly. Taking adeep breath, | loped across
the lawn toward the house.

The back door on the porch was locked, but I'd installed a cat door, and after one or two mishaps,



Camille had warded it to match my aura. The larmswould be set off by anybody who crept through it
except me. We kept it locked to keep out other four-legged visitors except on the nights of the full moon
or when | wanted to go out and check the grounds without being noticed. There was always the chance
that araccoon might be an intruder in disguise.

Onceinsde the enclosed back porch, | scratched at the kitchen door until Iris opened it. She picked me
up and chucked me under the chin. | gave in without afight. Irisloved cats and she treated me like her
persond puss. The Taon-haltijawas short and stocky, milkmaid pretty with asmile that would melt a
glacier. Shedd been bound to afamily in Finland until they al died out, and then the house sprite joined the
OIA, for which my sstersand | worked. They had assigned her to remain Earthside as our assistant.

At firgt, shejust worked in Camill€'s store, but after anasty encounter with the demon Bad Ass Luke,
Irismoved in with us. Shetook care of the house and helped us out when we needed it. It was kind of
like having our favorite aunt around.

"Y ou have arough night?" she asked, examining my fur. "What do we have here? A tail full of stickers?
And fleas?' Shewrinkled her nose. "What have you been doing, girl? Come on, Delilah, we better get
you cleaned up. I'll have to cut these burs out before you shift back, but | think you'll still end up with one
serioudy sorerear end.”

| squirmed, wanting to tell her about the presence I'd felt, but she couldn't understand me. | could hear
and understand both the Fae and humans while in Were-form, but hadn't been able to figure out away to
make the communication atwo-way strest.

As she carried me over to the counter and held up the scissors, | quieted down. Aslong as shedidn't try
to clip my claws, she could pamper me al she wanted. When Camille or Menally returned, they might be
ableto pick up abead on whatever it was 1'd been sensing, and do something about it before the magica
Sgnature faded away.

By the time the moon went to bed, | was curled up by thefire, purring heavily as| drifted in and out of
my nap. I'd tried to wait up for Camille and Menolly, but the pull from the flameswas too strong. The
minute | snuggled up in my cushioned dumber ball Camille had bought for my birthday, | did right into the
arms of Morpheus. Which iswhy | woke up with one paw ill furry, and the other rapidly shifting into a
hand.

Nobody ever believed mewhen | told them it wasn't painful. Oh, it might be if you weren't aWere, but
for us, it was as smple as changing clothes. Speaking of clothes, my collar had disappeared and was just
as quickly transforming back into my swestpants and tank top. Iris had been right. My buitt hurt.

"Seems my Kitten isback from her journey.” Menolly's voice echoed in my earsas| rolled off the
dumber bal and thudded to the floor, fully transformed as the last whisker vanished.

| blinked, squinting at the window. First light was about an hour away. " Cutting it thin, aren't you?"' | said,
my throat alittle raw. My stomach rumbled, and | discovered that | was alittle queasy, too. What had |
eaten during the night? Definitely not Miss House Mouse. My mind alittle lessengaged in feine pursuits,
| decided to drop off some Cheese Nipswhere | knew she and her family lived. Poor little thing. | must
have given her agood scare, even if she had taken advantage of my situation.

"Y ou don't look so hot,” Menally said. She was sitting on the sofawith Maggie in her 1ap. The baby
Crypto was durping away at the contents of the bowl of cream, cinnamon, sugar, and sage that Menolly
held.



The pair had become inseparable since Camille had first rescued the calico gargoyle from ademon's
lunch box, and now both vamp and gargoyle had happily bonded in one of the strangest friendships 1'd
ever seen. Not that Maggie was al that bright—it would be years before we knew if she would develop
past the stage of asmart cat or adow dolphin, but that didn't matter to us. She was arambunctiouslittle
sweetheart, and Menolly adored her. Wedl did.

"Spesk for yoursdf,” | grumbled, rubbing my backsde. ™Y ou didn't get abutt full of thornslast night.”
"No, but | didn't get abdlyful of blood, elther, and I'm hungry.”

| grimaced, but Menolly waved away my protest. "At least I'm always beautiful," she said, looking over
my bedraggled state. "Even after ahunt. But you look like something the cat dragged in." She opened her
mouth to complete the joke, but | shot her anasty glare and she stopped. ™Y our sense of humor vanish
overnight?'

"Givemeabregk," | said. "I'm hungry, | need a shower, and Iris had to cut off apile of fur when | came
home." The morning after atransformation was never a pretty sight for most Weres. | was ready to head
upstairs for ashower and then spend the morning in my Hello Kitty pgiamas. "I'll bet you aren't dl that
pretty to your victims," | added, feding snarky.

Giving me awicked grin, Menolly said, "Mogt of my victims are so enthralled, they come on demand.
Trust me, they loveit." Even though Camille had convinced her to join Vampires Anonymous, Menolly's
cutting sarcasm had remained intact. Sister or not, Menolly was one freaky badass chick. Gorgeous, but

cay.

"Yeah, they loveit ill they find out you sucked them dry." | shook my heed, reaching for me doughnut
box stting on the coffee table. Chase, who fancied himsalf my boyfriend because we had sex once a
week, had sent them to me. It was swest, redly, and he knew my taste for Twinkies and Ding Dongs, so
held gotten the gift right.

"So what happened? No pervsout last night?' | winced as| stretched. My muscles needed agood
workout. 1'd head down to the gym toward evening. They loved me there and had given me afree
lifetime membership because men signed up just to watch me work out. Being half-Faeriein aworld
enchanted with our presence had its perks. All Fae made a strong impact on FBHSs. Full-blooded
humans either loved us or hated us, but very few were immune to our presence.

"I drank enough to stave off the worst of my thirgt, but I'm going to need ared hunt in afew nights." Her
emerad eyes flashed against the copper of her Bo Derek braids. As she shook her head, the ivory beads
she'd had woven into the braids clattered like the bones of a dancing skeleton. Menolly made no noise,
except when she chose to. The beads reminded her that she had once been dive. That she hadn't dways
been avampire.

"You mean afull kill," I said. The phone rang, but stopped after onering. Iris must have picked up.

"You nailed it." Menolly shrugged, but | could hear the craving in her voice. A young vampire, she dlill
needed to drink deep and often.

Looking at her, it was hard to believe Menolly was avamp, except for that Butoh dancer complexion.
Petite, she bardly madefivethree, if that, but she could toss a dead demon over one shoulder and carry
him like achild, and she could drain a person of blood without blinking. She was the youngest, but
sometimes she seemed as old asthe hillsto me.

Camille, the oldest, was a buxom and curvy five-foot-seven witch. Long waves of curly black hair



cascaded down her back, and her eyeswere violet with silver flecks. She was the practical one, although
you wouldn't know it by the way she dressed, which was one step shy of afetish bar.

And me?| wasthe middle child, though both Camille and Menaolly trested melike | wasthe baby. At
least | had them both begt in the height department. | topped six one, and my body was muscled and
lean. No couch potato kitty for me, except during my late-night TV binges. My hair would have been
caled flaxen by a poet, and until recently had falen dmost to my waist. Tired of the constant upkeep, 1'd
marched into a salon and asked for alayered shag that barely skimmed my shoulders.

Thethree of uslooked about as much like ssters aswe did like goblins. Our mother had been human,
and our father was one of the Sdhe. We fdl at odd points along the spectrum. Unfortunately, our
half-breed status upset the status quo with Father's relatives. Worse, it upset our internal balance.

Camillés magic proved chaotic and was as eratic as her choicein men. Menolly could climb a
hundred-foot tree, but shefdl off asmple perch when spying on arogue clan of vampires. They, inturn,
tortured and turned her into one of them.

Asfor me... my shape-shifting was unpredictable, and | couldn't dways control it. And even though |
was aWere, no gorgeous lioness appeared when | transformed. Just agolden long-haired tabby, whose
tall occasondly got stuck in abriar bush and who ended up with... fleas. Damnit. | smelled like
Advantage and the beginning of arash was climbing up my back. It seemed Iris had dosed me agood
one. | needed to take a shower before | broke out in hives.

"Where's Camille? | haveto talk to her about something | felt out in the woods last night.” | glanced
around, looking for signsthat she might be home. No stilettos, no corsets lying around, no stench of sulfur
from misfired magic.

"She said she was stopping off at Trillian's before coming home," Menolly said. Just then Iris gppeared in
the doorway .

"Camille caled afew minutes ago. She's on her way now. I'm going to take off for the shop. She should
rest for awhile before coming in," the house sprite said. "Tell her I'll expect her in around one?’

| nodded, watching as Iris bustled off. Camille ostensibly owned the Indigo Crescent, abookstorein
downtown Bdlles-Faire, agrimy suburb of Sesttle. In truth, it was afront for the Ol A—the Otherworld
Intelligence Agency, for which we worked. They'd sent us Earthside because, bluntly, they thought we
were abunch of bumbling bimbos. Klutzeswe might be, but a pack of vacuous T& A? Never. We had
brains We had looks! We had... the worst record in the service. However, thanks to the bureaucracy,
instead of getting us out of the way, the OIA had put usright on the fagt-track to Hell.

A few months ago, we'd had anasty bit of businesswith a Degath Squad—atrio of demonson a
scouting mission. Wed barely managed to squeak through the assault dive.

When we returned to Otherworld to prove that things weren't so hunky-dory back on Earth, we found
our home city in an uproar with afull-fledged civil war going on. We ended up dragging with ustwo dead
demons; one gagged and bound floraed—arare offshoot of the dryads—who had decided to pull a
Darth Vader and betray both humans and Faeries; one dazed thousand-year-old human straight out of
legend; and a spirit sedl. We left the partridge and pear tree home.

The spirit sedls, if al nine were joined together, formed an ancient artifact, and that artifact—or any
portion thereof—would give the leader of the Subterranean Realms asignificant advantagein hisgod to
raze both Earth and OW.



Consdering our own drug-addled Queen was duking it out with her sister in acivil war, we showed up
on the doorstep of the Elfin Queen on the advice of our father. When we dropped the demons and other
assorted goodies at her feet, Queen Asteria promptly proclaimed that, like it or not, as of that moment
we were double agents and would be acting for her aswell asfor the OIA.

Oh, and one other thing, a little thing really—just don't tell the OI A about this arrangement. And
when amillennia-old magic-wielding queen tells you to do something, you don't argue.

One thing we knew for sure: Where there was one demon, there were bound to be more. Where there
was one Degath Squad, other Hell Scouts would follow and, eventualy, with an army to back them up.
With the Otherworld Intelligence Agency embroiled in civil matters, we were pretty much on our own.

Granted, Camille's boyfriends, Trillian and Mono, had joined forces with us. And somehow we'd
warranted the attentions of agorgeous hunk of dragon flesh we knew only by the name of Smoky. On
the Earthsde side of things, my boyfriend, Chase Johnson—an FBH, a detective, and amember of the
Earthsdedivison of the Otherworld Intelligence Agency—was aso on our Side. Still... not agreet lineup
againg a Soul Eater with hundreds of thousands of demons at his command. With Shadow Wing on the
rampage, wewere apaewadl of defense.

The door opened and Camille blew through. Shewasin full getup—flowing plum chiffon skirt, black lace
bustier, black PV C boots that laced up her caves, their hedsamile high. Her eyes sparkled with silver.
Sheld been running magic, al right. Her glamour was so strong that | was amazed she didn't have a pack
of menfollowing her home.

Of thethree of us, she had the most appedl to the FBHs. Her very scent invited them to come play, and
her voluptuous curves [ ft little to the imagination.

Camille had another side, though. She'd taken care of me after our mother died. Menolly was off in her
own little world by then, though not yet avampire, but Camille held it together for our father and for the
three of us.

"Something tripped thewards," shesaid. "I canfed it. Anything happen tonight | should know about?’

| jumped up. "I've been waiting for you to get home." | glanced out the window. First light was only
moments away. "'l want you to come out back with me. | smelled cat magic last night and | think aWere
may have been in theforest, but I'm not sure. | wasin cat form, and the full moon can cloud my senses.”

She ruffled my hair, ahabit that | both loved and hated. "L et's go check it out, swesetie.” With aglance a
Menoally, she added, ™Y ou need to get downgtairs. The sky's clear and the sun will be up soon. I'm
aurprised you aren't dready fedingit.”

Menolly brushed her eyes. "I am, actudly. I'll put Maggiein her box and go to bed." Unlike most
vampires, Menolly used an actud bed to rest in, and her lair—very Martha Stewart—was hidden in the
basement. Wed turned the door into a secret passageway so she'd be safe from random intruders, and
no one else but Iris knew that the bookshelves in the kitchen actualy opened up to reved the staircase
leading to Menolly's gpartment.

Camillefollowed me out to the backyard. Everything looked so different from this height, but the minute |
saw the cockleburs; | felt my dander rise. | stopped to root them out.

"What are you doing?' Camille asked.



| grunted. "Got them stuck in my tail last night. I'm going to hire agardener to comein and clear the yard
of anything remotdy nasty."

"Just don't get rid of my belladonna or wolfsbane," she said, choking back asnort as | led her to the path
where I'd sensed the intruder. "So | take it your butt's sore?!

"Worse than digper rash,” | said. "So, are the wards sounding an darm, or were they just tripped?’ They
were Camille's spell, and she was the only one who'd be able to sort through the variances of disruption
that happened when they'd been detonated.

She closed her eyes. "No demons at play, but that doesn't mean much, considering how Bad Ass Luke
conned Wigteriainto working with them." Stopping suddenly, she blinked and said, "Did you know that
Trillian and Mono are roommates now? They decided to save money and rent a two-bedroom apartment
together."

"Good gods, there's gonna be a bloodbath.”

Trillian was a Svartan, one of the elves darker-souled cousins, and he'd been playing Camillefor years.
They were lovers, though she wasn't sureif she even liked him. But the old saw went Once you've
bedded a Svartan, you'll never go back. Apparently, it was pretty much on the nose. | wasn't
interested in finding out for mysdif.

Morio, ayokai-kitsune from Japan—afox demon, but not the big-bad kind of demon—nhad hooked up
with her when they accidentally tripped alust spell out near Mount Rainier. It seemed that the results
were good enough to go back for seconds, and thirds, and who knew how many servings?

Trillian and Morio kept a cautious truce because of Camille, but they were clear rivasfor her affection.
The Sidhe weren't monogamous by nature, agood thing or there would have been bloodshed by now,
consdering the amount of testosteroneinvolved.

"And how do they expect to pull off being roomies? Bet you it lasts less than two weeks," | said, fishing a
twenty out of my pocket.

"Youreon," Camillesad, grinning. "I'll giveit amonth.”

| could tell she didn't think much of the arrangement, either, and | wondered what it meant in terms of
degping arrangements, but the possibilities were too much to envision on an empty ssomach, so | I€eft it
alonefor now. After amoment, sheraised her head.

"Hold on, there's something here. It'sfaint... but definite..."

She plunged into the bushes and knelt near the base of alarge oak that watched over the wooded
acreage that spread out next to our land. As she examined the tree, | scouted around the path, finding a
line of footprints. The night had been clear, with no rain to wash them away. They led up to the tree, then
away from it again and disappeared in the middle of the tangle of huckleberry, brambles, Oregon grape,
and fern.

Just then, aStdler's Jay dive-bombed me from the branches of afir, scolding at thetop of itslungs. Little
bugger, | thought as | waved it away. It could smell the cat on me. | wrinkled my nose and let out alittle
hiss, and it screeched even louder. Another jay joined it on the branch, and both perched there,
eyebdlingme.

"Don't you dare unless you want to become my breakfast,” | muttered.



"Ddilah!" Camille€svoice brought me out of my sparring match. Her face was amixture of dishdief and
wariness. "l know what was here.”

"What? What wasit?' | leaned against the oak, waiting. Not a demon. Please don't let it be a demon, |
thought. | wastired of demons. While| could kick asswith the best, | didn't like conflict. When my
sgtersgot into arguments, the stress turned me into a pussycat.

"Y ou wereright, there was another Were herelast night,” she said, her eyesflashing with silver. "And
unlessI'm off my game, | think it was awerepuma. A male." Shelooked up at me. "He's marked the
tree”

A werepuma? | stared at the trunk, then at our house, which you could just see from this vantage point.
Thefact that he'd marked the tree meant he was claiming territory. But why? Was hein league with
Shadow Wing and the demons? Or was he afree agent? And if he wasn't dligned with our hellion friends,
just what did he want?



