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CHAPTER

VeRrNAL EQUINOX
New Moon

Ryne received the assignment just past full dark. She
muttered a curse as she yanked on her ankle boots, but it
lacked heat. The timing sucked, but what else was new?

She shrugged into a jean jacket. The denim wasn’t warm
enough for March, but she couldn’t risk being impeded by a
heavy coat. Not when she never knew what she’d be facing till
she was up close and personal with it. After drawing a few
deep breaths to center herself, she chanted the spell to open a
transit.

The gateway shimmered, but it was more mirror than win-
dow; she couldn’t see what waited on the other side. She
stepped through the portal, and with a wave of her fingers,
closed it behind her.

Icy wind slapped at her and she jammed her hands in the
pockets of her jacket as she studied her surroundings. Crap, a
cemetery. That just figured. Why did the uninitiated always
feel the need to conduct black magic rituals inside graveyards?

She sensed a presence immediately, but he was one of theirs
and not who she hunted. Her focus shifted. The cemetery gates
were closed, the wrought iron seeming vaguely threatening in
the muted glow of the streetlights. Fog hung thickly in the air,
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blocking her view inside the fenced grounds, but she couldn’t
tell if it was natural or magical. She hoped for natural.

Satisfied that there was nothing out here to concern her, she
stepped from the darkness and toward the gate. Another figure
separated itself from the shadows and met her.

Zane Conners was enough to get any woman’s heart pump-
ing faster. As she watched the wind tease his shoulder-length
tawny hair, she tried to recall why she’d never accepted an in-
vitation to go out with him. “Hey, Zane.”

“Ryne. About time you got your ass here. You know, just be-
cause you’re some damn troubleshooter doesn’t mean your
time is more important than mine.”

Now she remembered. The bitterness. Most of the time he
was a nice guy, but every now and then hostility seeped out. No
man, no matter how attractive, was worth this bullshit. “T got
the call less than five minutes ago. Don’t bitch at me about tar-
diness, talk to the council.”

“Sorry,” Zane said gruffly. “It’s been more than two hours
since I sent the request.” The roar of a jumbo jet taking off
drowned out the final word, but she read his lips. She snuggled
deeper into her jacket as she waited for the plane to pass.

“Tell me what you know,” she said when it became quieter.

For a moment, it looked as if he were going to continue with
the I’'m-sorry speech, but he nodded and said, “Kid went in
there ten minutes before the gates closed. He had a book with
him, looked like one of the old ones, but it was hard to tell. It’s
been eerily still since then. He wasn’t strong, but if he’s calling
up things that are, you might be in for a rough night.”

“One of the perks of being a damn troubleshooter. Anything
else?” she asked quickly, cutting off another apology.

“That’s all I have.”

She nodded, and with a silent incantation, walked through
the barred gate as easily as if it were open. Within a few steps,
she was engulfed by fog, making the night darker. Ryne paused
and cast a quick spell to aid her vision. Another gust of sharp
wind clawed at her as she spoke the final words. Why the hell
couldn’t he have picked the summer solstice for this?

Row after row of neat, white headstones lined the ground in
military order and the precision allowed her to walk without wor-
rying about falling over a grave marker. She skidded across a
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patch of ice and bit back a curse after she caught her balance.
The spring thaw made traversing the grounds dangerous enough.

A few more steps and she cleared the fog. That meant it was
magical. Not a good sign. She couldn’t hear the sound of planes
from the airport any longer either, another indication it was
conjured. It acted like a wall, cutting off the cemetery from the
outside world. She kept moving, being more cautious now.

Only moments later, the first wisps of power reached her and
she stopped to identify them. A shiver went through her that
had nothing to do with the temperature. Yeah, the kid was mess-
ing with the dark forces. Some damned powerful ones, too.

She zeroed in on his location and reinforced her protection
spells. This was going to be ugly—she knew it. With a quick
entreaty for luck, she crept forward, carefully avoiding the
places covered with crunchy ice. There wasn’t much cover, but
then if this thing was as strong as she suspected, there was no
incantation, no physical object, that would hide her presence
for long. Dread rose, but she pushed it aside. This was her job,
what she’d trained for years to do. She’d handle it.

The kid stood beneath one of the few lights in the cemetery.
He looked to be about seventeen, and he used the marble wall
that encircled the flagpole like an altar. She noticed the black
pillar candles first. They weren’t lit, but it was evidence of dark
magic. A book was open between the candles and the pages
fluttered in the breeze. A glint caught her eye and she focused
on the athame. Seeing a ritual blade in this situation was bad
news. Ryne edged closer to hear what the boy was chanting.

It wasn’t English.

It wasn’t any language she’d heard spoken before.

Which meant only one thing—something was inside the
kid. Whether or not the teenager was alive was anyone’s guess;
she wouldn’t know until she forced whatever inhabited his
body out into the open. Staying deep in the shadows of a
nearby tree, she let her senses probe, trying to discover what
she’d be facing.

She couldn’t read a thing.

That made it tough to come up with a plan of action.

Ryne ran through what she knew and made a guess. The boy
was a dormant and had probably always had an interest in the
arcane. When he’d found the book, he’d started fooling around
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with it—and he’d called forth something that wasn’t playing.
Something strong enough to compel the kid to this cemetery.

Whatever it was, it must be confined to the grounds. For
now. No doubt the teen had been summoned to change the sit-
uation and it was up to her to prevent it from getting loose.

The conjecture, however, didn’t give her any idea of how to
handle the task. Lots of things that operated on the dark side
would behave this way. The chanting stopped abruptly.

“I see our guest is here.”

It was the boy’s mouth moving, but it was evil speaking. The
voice made her feel as if she’d fallen into a pit with rotting
corpses, but she shook off the revulsion and concentrated on
the situation. The kid, or rather whatever was in the kid, stared
directly at her. So much for the element of surprise.

She didn’t have time to brace herself before he attempted to
force her to the altar. The push was strong, the energy fetid,
and it gave her a feel for what she’d be facing. Whatever this
was, it was old, experienced, and corrupt, but she didn’t think
it realized what she was. Not yet.

Ryne shifted, balancing her weight evenly, and prepared
herself for another prod. It came immediately and was much
more potent, but it didn’t affect her. She smirked, trying to piss
the thing off. The idea was to goad him to attack and hope he
gave something away, since she still didn’t know what was
inside the boy.

Although she’d expected a probe, she thought it would come
head-on. He surprised her by using a more roundabout path. She
blocked it at once, but it was too late. Stupid, stupid mistake.

“Gineal.” The word came out more breath than substance,
but she heard it and would bet he’d had a run-in with another
enforcer.

A rock flew at her, hurled with such velocity that she barely
managed to leap clear. It showed her, though, that he had tele-
kinetic ability and that he was drawing on outside power. She
couldn’t pinpoint the source, but she needed to cut it off.

She was at a distinct disadvantage. Because the thing was
using the teen as a vessel, she was limited in how much force
she could use. She didn’t want to hurt the kid if he were still
alive, but it meant there wasn’t much she could do until the boy
was freed. Sometimes it sucked to be the good guy.
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Ryne blocked another missile—a large tree branch—and
started searching for what he used to bolster his strength. To
give herself time, she called on fire, encircling the boy’s body in
a prison of flame. She added a containment spell, but doubted it
would stay in place. It would take a full-fledged binding ritual to
hold him and there wasn’t time for that.

The text. It emitted energy. That could be the outside source.
Too bad she couldn’t destroy it, but it had its own protective
shield. Ryne checked, saw that the wall of fire continued to
keep him captive, and started toward the altar.

She gasped when she was picked up and pitched backward.
The landing knocked the wind from her, but Ryne immediately
scrambled up. He’d bypassed her spells. She had to get the
book.

Her second approach was more cautious, but every bit as
quick. There was no time to waste. The field she’d thrown was
weakening and he’d be free in moments.

It ended up being more like an instant.

Ryne hit the asphalt, narrowly avoiding an arc of flame. She
scraped her palms, but the burning was a minor irritation. What
pissed her off was that he’d used her fire. Rolling to her feet,
she sent out her own burst. Not enough to harm the kid’s body,
but enough to demonstrate she wasn’t defenseless.

“You are weak, Gineal,” the creature said.

She wasn’t going to exchange insults. It was nothing but an
attempt to distract her. A creak of metal captured her attention
and she saw one of the flagpoles sway. She diverted it, but it
crashed down damn close. Crap. What the hell was she up
against?

It took a lot of energy to maintain a possession. If she could
reach that book, he’d have to leave the kid’s body, then she
could fight instead of dancing around, dodging the assault.

He started walking toward her, his gait unsteady. Not used to
having a body, are you? That narrowed her list of suspects, but
demons were fought differently than ghosts.

She felt him mentally pick her up. Despite the quick spell
she muttered, she was unable to break his grip. He threw her
again and her back slammed into a tree.

The buffer she’d thrust between her body and the trunk kept
her from being incapacitated, but she’d hit hard enough to hurt.
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It had been a hell of a long time since she’d faced anything this
strong. She struggled to stand, wincing at the pain in her back.

And to think Zane was bitter because his powers hadn’t
reached the necessary level to be a troubleshooter.

Some people had all the luck.

She’d just regained her balance when he lifted her. Instead
of fighting it, she used his energy to steer toward the makeshift
altar. For a moment, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to harness it,
but then she changed course and landed lightly on her feet.

The entity roared and threw another rock. She held up a
hand, directing it back at him. Then the barrage started. Ryne
took a few hits, but she kept trying to reach the book. Once he
had to use his own abilities, the fight would be easier.

When he noticed that his ammunition wasn’t slowing her
down, he growled and charged. That was his error. He stum-
bled over his own shoes and fell. While he thrashed around,
trying to stand, she made a dash for the tome.

Her fingers closed around the leather-bound volume and she
glanced over her shoulder. He’d regained his feet. It was natu-
ral to call on fire, but she found her access blocked. She didn’t
bother puzzling out why. Instead, she melted a patch of ice and
ran the water under the teen’s feet before freezing it again. As
the creature slipped, flailing his arms to maintain balance, she
brought up the wind and knocked him to the pavement.

Ryne didn’t waste a second. Her heart pounding wildly, she
quickly chanted the spell that would take the old text and put it
into an alternate dimension. When the grimoire disappeared,
she did another sweep and found out his power hadn’t de-
creased. Not one iota. Damn, it hadn’t been the book.

This time he tossed her with so much vehemence that she
was unable to counter it. Her head missed the grave marker,
but her shoulder hit it dead on. The impact knocked the stone
askew and deadened her arm. Tears filled her eyes, but she
blinked rapidly and took stock of her condition. She didn’t
think anything was broken, but it hurt like hell. Cradling her
injured limb close to her body, she stood as quickly as the pain
allowed.

He wasn’t interested in her—not right now. The thing
searched the area around the flagpole, unaware she’d sent the
book to another realm, but it wouldn’t take him long to realize
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it wasn’t there. Before he came after her again, she had to find
his outside power source. If she didn’t locate it, and neutralize
it, she was going to die in this cemetery.

She might have to sacrifice the boy.

It went against everything she believed, but she couldn’t let
the entity kill her without fighting back. She preferred to end the
possession by blocking access to the well, but her other option
was to attack. If the boy’s body was too damaged, the thing
would abandon it, but this was her last resort.

She needed to find that damn pool he was drawing on. The
tome had been the only visible thing that could be boosting the
creature, so she let her senses scan for an unseen reservoir.

Something tried to make itself felt, but before she pinned it
down, a yell echoed through the night. He’d accepted that the
book was gone. With a gulp, she turned to deal with his wrath.

She tried to draw on fire again, but it remained obstructed.
Delving deeper, she followed her connection to find out why. It
only took a second to discover it was her opponent doing it. He
was so strong, he was able to throw a dam between her and
flame. Her stomach tightened and she had to run her palms
over the front of her jeans to get rid of the clamminess. A
quick check showed she’d lost water and air, too.

She used earth to upend the being as he raged toward her.
He floundered on the ground again, giving her another oppor-
tunity to scan for his power source. Nothing. Not a damn thing.

If she were smart, she’d try a tactical retreat. But if she left,
or if she failed, the monster would have time to finish the ritual
to free himself. Surrounded by humans he could draw on for
energy, he’d wreak untold havoc before anyone could stop him.

Wait a second. Maybe that was it.

Ryne grit her teeth as he raised her up. Earth was blocked
now, too, so she focused on casting the spell to cushion her
landing. The damn buffer didn’t help a whole hell of a lot,
though, when she slammed into a stone building. The back of
her head connected sharply and her vision went white. A whim-
per escaped as she landed in a heap. Had to get up. Had to.

“Give me the book!”

The entity’s demand barely penetrated the buzzing in her
ears. She staggered to her feet, blinking to clear her mind. She
had to remember something, ASAP.
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Souls. That was it.

She should have guessed. Every soul, in body or not, had its
own energy. Although she could barely see straight, she reached
out and discovered she was right. Hundreds, maybe thousands,
of souls were trapped in the cemetery. He’d prevented them
from passing to the other side and sucked their power.

Her mind went blank as she tried to recall the proclamation
to open a soul gate. Sweat born of pain trickled down her tem-
ple. Or maybe it was blood. Her vision swam and she shook
her head to clear it. She curled her hands into fists as she
watched him close the distance. Think, she exhorted, think!

Then the words came and she whispered them quickly,
fiercely. It took a good deal of power to call forth the gate and
the cemetery was large, so she’d need more than one. She
placed the first on the far side of the graveyard, and though she
felt energy drain out of her, she began the chant for a second.
“And so it is,” she closed with a squeak when he grabbed her.

She shoved at his shoulder with her uninjured arm, but al-
though she was as tall as the teenager, he had the strength of an
unworldly being and she took another flight. Frantically, she
chanted. This time, she could only manage to throw a weak
bulwark around herself. When she hit the wall around the flag-
pole stomach first, her defense gave and she felt ribs crack.

Her breath left her. Oh God, oh God, oh God, it hurts. She
gasped, trying to bring in oxygen. Troubleshooters don’t cry,
she told herself, blinking hard.

It was tempting to remain where she landed, but Ryne
forced the pain aside, tried to anyway, and pushed herself up-
right. Troubleshooters didn’t give up or give in.

None of the spirits had used the gates, she realized when she
ran a quick scan. None of them. As long as they remained in
the graveyard, she didn’t have a chance. And if they didn’t
leave soon, it would be too late. She’d used most of her per-
sonal energy and he’d blocked her access to the elements.
Even her thought about forfeiting the boy had become a moot
point—she didn’t have enough left in her to launch any kind of
attack.

She almost sagged with relief when she felt the first soul slip
through the portal.

“Give me the book!”
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“No.” She didn’t know what it contained, but she’d ensure
he never touched it again.

“It matters not,” he said almost conversationally. “I’ve the
words memorized. You can do nothing to prevent my freedom.”

She didn’t doubt that, but she didn’t believe him when he
said the text didn’t matter; he wanted it too badly. Instead of
commenting, she pressed, hoping he’d make another mistake.
“If that’s true,” she countered, wishing her voice sounded
stronger, “then why haven’t you completed the ritual?”

He moved closer and she fought the urge to back away.
Troubleshooters didn’t cower.

“Need a sacrifice. Female sacrifice.” The smile chilled her.
“You’re chosen, Gineal.”

Now Ryne knew that the tome held the vilest of rites, the
darkest of the dark. The Gineal had tried to secure all texts of
this nature, whether written by their people or by others, but
there had been so many, some were bound to have escaped the
hunt.

His smile gave way to a puzzled expression and he cocked his
head much like a dog would when it thought it heard something.
She stretched her senses to discover what had his attention.

More souls trickled through the gates. She had to keep him
diverted, had to allow time for the spirits to depart. Sweat ran
down the column of her spine. She ignored it. Her most solid
connection was closed, but she called energy from the universe
and mentally pushed him back a step.

It worked. His focus centered on her once more.

She had nothing left inside her and the protection spells
were long gone. Her body hit the tree full force. Only sheer de-
termination fueled her now. Somehow her brain had become
distanced from the pain and the numbness enabled her to con-
tinue to confront the creature. She just had to hang on long
enough for the imprisoned souls to clear out.

He tossed her again and again, but she kept getting up. It
wouldn’t be much longer. The souls were streaming through the
gates now, leaving quickly. Her hair was damp with sweat and
the dark tendrils hung in her face, but Ryne couldn’t lift her hand
to push them aside. All she wanted was to lay down and sleep.

Soon, she told herself. The spirits needed a few more min-
utes, then she could rest.
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Unfortunately, he figured out what was happening. Al-
though she couldn’t see much through her swollen eyes, she
heard his roar of outrage, but it was too late for him to stop it.

She was leaning against the side of the stone building when
he picked her up again. This time something felt different and
her brain sluggishly kicked in to work out what.

He wasn’t inside the kid any longer.

Too damn bad she couldn’t take advantage of it.

There was still power, a lot of it, but if she were at full
strength she could have taken him down. Now, of course, she
was virtually helpless. She didn’t know what she hit when he
threw her this time, maybe another tree; it didn’t matter.

Cold ground pressed against her cheek. She tried to focus
on that to remain alert, but it didn’t help. Ryne panted and
thought about opening her eyes. It seemed like too much work.
Then she heard chanting and knew she had to make the effort.

The kid lay prone on the asphalt, but she couldn’t tell if he
was alive. She fought to turn her head far enough to see the en-
tity. He stood at the improvised altar and there was a trans-
parency to him that made her decide he was a wraith.

Her eyes slid shut again. The blades of frozen grass poked at
her lips, at her face, but that was the only thing she could feel.
The rest of her was numb. She fought the need to drift off; she
had to check a few more things.

The trapped spirits had crossed, none remained. Taking a
shallow breath, she closed the soul gates. It was a house-
keeping detail, but she didn’t want to leave any loose ends.

A black void encroached, and she fought against it. She had
things she needed to do tonight. There was no one else. Maybe
she’d played this hand too close to the vest. Not even the coun-
cil knew what she’d been working on for the last four years.

Another mistake.

Ryne felt herself vacate her body. It was odd. Though she
hadn’t been blessed with precognition, she’d always imagined
that if she were to die in battle it would be when she faced Anise.

Anise. She couldn’t leave yet.

Ryne noticed that she was floating above her procumbent
form and fought harder against the pull. Even from her vantage
point, she could see the blood, feel the extent of the injuries, but
she wasn’t ready to die. She slipped farther away from herself.
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Not now. Please, not now.
Despite the plea, her view tunneled. Crap.

Ryne was shivering uncontrollably when she regained aware-
ness; the shaking stabbed pain through every cell of her being.
Her clothes were damp, probably from her body melting the
ice and frost, and the clamminess added to her suffering.

It had felt better while she’d been dead.

No pain. No cold. No need to fight.

The entity continued to chant. He was louder now and more
enthusiastic. She took that as a sign he was nearing the end of
the ritual. Then he’d offer her as a sacrifice.

Like hell. She was taking him down.

As she lay there, splayed across the grass, it finally pene-
trated her lethargic mind that he hadn’t completely blocked her
connection to Earth. There was an opening. It was slight, but
enough for small amounts of energy to seep into her. She
wouldn’t need much to open a tiny soul gate.

A one-phantom soul gate.

She was ridding this plane of his presence. No way would
she leave him for another troubleshooter to take out. He was
hers. If he hadn’t been inside the kid, she’d have sent him
through long before things had reached this point. She let the
regret drift away. Nothing she could do about that now.

The process was slow, but she didn’t try to hurry. Instead, she
let the power pool inside her. Somehow, she’d be ready when
the time came. She had to be. When she had enough stored,
when she heard the creature’s rite start to crescendo, she recited
the words for the gate. She held them in her mind, but didn’t
close the spell. Wouldn’t until he was right in front of her.

He came for her before she was ready, but the choice wasn’t
hers. Though he narrowed the space, Ryne held the final phrase.
A little nearer, she thought, come on, just a little nearer.

His gait was more glide than walk, but he was incorporeal.
He appeared indistinct, blurry, but she wasn’t sure if that was
him or her eyesight. She didn’t bother to blink, just tightened
her jaw. The shaking was so violent now that it was more like
spasms than shivering, but she couldn’t stop. Instead, she shut
out the pain and gathered herself. She’d only have one shot.
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When he was about twenty feet from her, she finished the
proclamation and the gate appeared between them. The entity
came to a halt, and though she couldn’t see him, she sensed his
scorn.

“You are a fool, Gineal.”

That was probably true, but she preferred to think of it as de-
termined.

“You believe you’re capable of forcing your will upon me?”

Right now, she didn’t feel capable of much, but if he were so
confident he’d best her, why was he staying back? Why was he
bothering to taunt her? She was no match for him even without
his extra power source. Or was she?

Carefully she probed, and discovered he wasn’t any stronger
than her. It took her a few seconds to figure it out. He was per-
forming a ritual involving the darkest of the dark and those
forces exacted a price. Part of the cost was a lot of personal en-
ergy. He wanted her to fight him on his terms, to use up the rest
of her reserve, so that she was no threat.

But she was too injured to get angry over a few insults, and
the longer he delayed, the more power she was able to soak up.

Maybe he guessed that. Or maybe he decided her lack of
response meant she wasn’t a danger. In any case, he moved
closer. She couldn’t wait any longer.

The incantation was in the ancient language of the Gineal
and had never been translated. It didn’t need to be. All trou-
bleshooters were fluent in the old tongue. If she could com-
plete the spell, the thing would have his powers caged. Too
damn bad she hadn’t been able to use this before, but with his
strength then, he’d have overcome it easily.

She whispered the words through clenched teeth. Some
weren’t even a breath of sound, but she didn’t need to speak
aloud—all that was required was focusing the energy. Her body
shook harder as what little power she had began to amass.

The entity realized what she was doing and his howl pierced
the ringing in her ears. Ryne didn’t stop. Not even when he
levitated her again. She’d already died tonight and been gifted
with reentry to her body—it didn’t matter if she died a second
time. Not as long as she did what she’d come back for.

He didn’t throw her. She was prepared for that. Instead,
when he had her about five feet off the ground, he dropped her.
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Numbness disappeared.

Agony ripped through her, turning her world a hazy red and
purple. Her eyes rolled back and blackness began to fill the
corners of her mind, but she fought it off.

It was the touch of his vile, dark energy that forced her out
of the misery. She resumed speaking. He tossed more debris at
her, trying to stop her from finishing the proclamation, but she
uttered the closing phrase anyway. She ensnared him. His fury
raged, but she sensed the panic.

Ryne drew on everything she had remaining inside her and
gave him a mental push. Then another.

The attempts to break free failed. His powers were tightly
contained within an invisible force field. She shoved until he
stood before the soul gate. As she took a minute to collect her-
self, he struggled harder against her magic.

She gave the final thrust and sent him through the gate.

His shout rang as she shut the portal behind him.

The kid. Had to check on him, see if he was still alive. It
would be a hell of an irony to find out that he was dead, that
she’d taken this abuse for no reason. She tried to stand, but
didn’t reach her knees before falling back to the icy ground.

She needed a healer. Desperately.

Ryne sent out the call, but knew it didn’t travel far. She was
weak, much too weak, to reach anyone who wasn’t nearby. Zane.

He probably wasn’t here any longer. His responsibilities had
ended as soon as he’d briefed her, and as cold as it was, why
would he hang around? But she had to try. He was her only
shot.

Zane. Need help.

No response, so Ryne focused on holding energy. Though
her connection to the elements was restored, her injuries were
so severe, she was leaking power like rain through a window
screen. All she needed, however, was enough to call someone.
Soon.

A transit opened mere yards from her. She didn’t feel like
moving, but she made herself check who came through. It
could be any of her people, including one of the Gineal who
had embraced the dark forces. Her eyes were swollen almost
shut now, but she peered through the small slit that remained.
Zane. Thank God.
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He crouched down next to her, checking her out. She felt
him push her hair off her face. “You need a healer,” he said.

Since that was obvious, she didn’t respond. She knew when
he sent the request for help, but she spaced out. The next thing
she was aware of was the warmth of energy. Three healers sur-
rounded her, their hands suspended just above her body.

There were things that had to be taken care of. Important
things. She turned her head, scanning carefully until she saw
him. Her voice had deserted her, so she used telepathy.

Zane. The kid. Was possessed. Check him, "kay?

“I’1l take care of it,” he assured her.

The healers began a chant, one in the old language, but she
didn’t listen to the words. She had to remain alert until she
knew the situation was in hand. That was part of her job.

It seemed to take forever before he returned. “The boy’s
alive. He’s out cold, but there’s no sign of any physical harm.”

Good. But the word didn’t transmit. She’d weakened too far
to even send thoughts. With a small frown, she managed a
quiet murmur to let Zane know she’d heard. He knew about the
book and would tell the council. They’d check out the dimen-
sion where she’d sent it, recover the text and secure it.

Everything she needed to worry about was taken care of.

Ryne closed her eyes, and with a soft exhale, she let go.



2

CHAPTER

She should have bought a longer couch.

Ryne stared at her toes. Thick socks kept her feet warm, but
her heels were resting on the arm of the sofa and her head was
on the other arm, three pillows propping her up. It would have
been smarter to stay in bed where she’d been more comfort-
able, but she couldn’t chance falling asleep.

The couch wasn’t the only shortcoming. She grimaced. Aside
from the sofa and a coffee table, the only furniture she had here
was the huge television. The whole house, with the exception of
her bedroom, suffered from the same lack of furniture and style.

With a sigh, she ran her hand along the couch beneath her
right thigh. The nubby fabric abraded her skin, but the sensation
was comforting, familiar. She stretched out farther, wincing as
the movement intensified her aches. After what she’d been
through tonight, the residual soreness was a welcome sign.

The healers had done a tremendous job mending everything,
and her condition was nothing short of miraculous. By the time
she woke tomorrow morning, she’d be at full strength again.

Only she needed to be able to use her powers before then.

The weakness, the lethargy were problems she couldn’t afford
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right now. She turned her head to see the clock and her fingers
flexed against the couch. Four and a half hours, give or take, be-
fore equinox. If she couldn’t recoup enough energy to perform
the rite by then, she’d have to wait for the autumnal equinox and
she had a feeling that would be too late.

She wished she could shrug off the sense of dread, but she
knew better than to discount her instincts when it came to
Anise. After living with the woman for so long, Ryne knew
what she was likely to do. It was that familiarity that had earned
her the assignment, one she’d been working for six years with-
out success. Her lips turned down. Anise had trained her, and
though Ryne had learned a lot since, her quarry had given her
the foundation.

Damn, she hated being predictable, but no matter how hard
she tried to do the unexpected, Anise always anticipated her.
Ryne wanted to blame it on precognition, but her mentor’s tal-
ent in this area was very limited; it had to be familiarity. Anise
had avoided many of the confrontations by clearing out mo-
ments before Ryne arrived. When they did meet face to face, it
ended in a draw, often with both of them injured and in retreat.

Her instincts also told her that Anise was going to go for
broke in an attempt to get rid of her hunter. Soon. Ryne’s plan
was to push the time frame forward, force her former mentor
to act before she was ready. But she had to be able to perform
the ritual tonight or she’d be facing Anise without the big gun.

Every year the woman delved deeper into the dark forces,
and sooner or later, she’d be able to overpower Ryne. It wasn’t
that dark was stronger than light, but there were ethics in-
volved with using the light forces. It was a disadvantage, but if
she abandoned those tenets, she’d start her own slide into
darkness.

From the time she’d been a child, she’d been scared by tales
of what happened to Gineal who practiced black magic. Hu-
man kids had the boogeyman; her horror had been much
worse. Anyone among her people could be a monster. When
she’d been much younger, she’d been sure she’d never need
concern herself with this. As an adult, she knew better. Temp-
tation. She fought it often.

All troubleshooters did.

Using the dark forces was like taking an opiate, hell, a poison.
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It seeped in slowly, so gradually that the user wasn’t aware of
how deep she was till it was too late.

She wished the line between dark and light was clearer. In-
stead it was murky, filled with shades of gray. While most
Gineal could avoid using shadowy magic, troubleshooters
couldn’t. They had to walk into no-man’s land regularly to de-
feat the dark.

It was one of the reasons why they were at greater risk at
turning to the black arts. Go a little too gray . .. She decided
she didn’t want to think about this anymore.

Another look at the clock. Ryne reached for the remote rest-
ing atop her stomach and clicked on the television, flipping
through the stations till she found the one she wanted. She
pushed thoughts of Anise out of her head. The only thing she
needed to concern herself with right now was regaining enough
energy so that she could conduct the rite.

The theme song for the show stopped her worrying. She
normally wasn’t much for cartoons, but this one was the ex-
ception. In the opening credits, an animated red pickup truck
screeched around a corner, pulled in front of a convenience
store, and the driver jumped out to arrest a would-be robber.

“Man, who are you?” the perp asked, sounding bewildered.

A squad car arrived in time to hear the question and the cops
said, in unison, “He’s Deke Summers, P1.” Then they slapped
the cuffs on the man and hauled him away.

The opening was the same, but Ryne stared closely, looking
for one small difference. The cartoon Deke removed his sun-
glasses and looked out of the television. On her big screen, his
silver eyes were easy to see and she blew out a long breath. No
change.

Tonight’s show, where Deke was hired to find a missing cat,
wasn’t one of her favorites, but she quickly found herself riv-
eted. She studied him intently. If only—

“Oh, for God’s sake!”

Ryne jerked. She hadn’t heard her sister come in. Damn.

Normally she loved spending time with Maia, but tonight
wasn’t good. She didn’t have the energy to spare for a fight,
and from the look on her sister’s face, it was unavoidable. If
only she’d heard the door open, she could have switched to an-
other station in time to prevent this.
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“This is pathetic!” Maia declared, coming deeper into the
room. She’d already taken off her jacket and put down her purse.
“When [ invited you to dinner and a movie, you said you were
busy. Watching some damn cartoon is not busy, but I should
have guessed.”

There was a pause, but Ryne didn’t comment. As she watched
her sister pace the room, she found herself considering how dif-
ferent they were from each other. They were both dark and about
the same height, but that’s where the similarities ended.

She’d always wished she looked more like her big sister. It
wasn’t only that men found Maia more attractive, although that
was part of it. For Ryne the big reason was how people reacted
to them. The same guys who rushed to help Maia carry a pil-
low would stand and watch her struggle with a heavy box. She
looked capable, her sister appeared delicate.

Maia returned, cutting Ryne’s contemplation short, and
leaned on the couch so she could glare down at her. “It would
be bad enough if you were this obsessed with an actor. At least
you’d have a chance with a flesh-and-blood man, but you’re in-
fatuated with a cartoon character!”

“I’m not infatuated with Deke,” Ryne disagreed calmly.

“Deke.” Maia rolled her eyes. “Listen to yourself. You even
refer to him as if he were a person.”

She bit the inside of her lip to keep from saying anything.
Maia had revoked her powers and was no longer one of them.
The Gineal, particularly the troubleshooters, never shared their
business with outsiders. It was simply too dangerous.

Her sister pushed off the couch and resumed pacing. Every
now and then she’d glance over and shake her head sadly. Ryne
knew the concern was genuine. Even though Maia had forsaken
her and their people for some damn human male, Ryne had
never questioned her sister’s love. It might not be as much as
she needed, as much as she wanted, but it was irrefutable.

Ryne looked back at the TV. How come no one else saw it?
Maybe humans would miss it, but Maia had been Gineal. Hell,
she’d been a troubleshooter. Surely, giving up her powers
hadn’t made her blind to the truth?

With a screech, Maia swooped down, snatched the remote
from Ryne’s stomach, and turned off the television. ““You’re not
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obsessed, huh, Ryne? That’s why you can’t keep your eyes off
the screen for five minutes?” She came around the sofa and put
the remote on the coffee table before sitting beside it and leaning
forward. “Look,” she said, “I know you can’t chance going to a
human psychologist, but maybe a healer can work with you.”

“There’s nothing to work on,” Ryne said. She usually lost
her temper by now, but she was too weary to get upset.

“Nothing? Come on! You lied so you could stay home for a
TV show and you have every episode on disk. You watch them
over and over. That’s an obsession, sweetie, and you need help.”

Ryne closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and blew it out
slowly. She was too damn tired for this. “Maia,” she said and
looked at her sister, “go home. Please,” she added.

The anger drained out of her sister’s face. “You didn’t stay
in to watch television, did you?”

Ryne shook her head slowly.

“You had to work tonight, that’s why you were busy.”

This time she didn’t respond. She hadn’t received the as-
signment yet when her sister had called, but she’d needed to
prepare for the ritual. Of course, she couldn’t tell either thing
to an outsider.

“You were injured, weren’t you? That’s why you’re lying on
the couch and not arguing with me. How bad?”

She didn’t say anything. It pained her to remain quiet when she
saw her sister’s distress, but while the Gineal had few rules, the
ones they did have were strictly enforced. As a troubleshooter,
she’d taken an oath to uphold the laws of her people.

“Okay, you can’t talk about it. I know that. How about this?”
There was a short pause. “Hi, how are you feeling?”

“Like crap,” Ryne said, her lips turning up slightly.

Maia’s gaze became more intent, but she said easily, “I'm
sorry to hear that. What’s wrong?”

While she considered how to answer, Ryne tugged at her
sweatpants, trying to get rid of the wad of fabric under her thigh.
When it was smoothed out, she said, “I’'m sore. Everywhere.”

Neither of them spoke. Maia would know Ryne was on thin
ice and was unable say more. She sure couldn’t explain how
she’d been hurt, though her sister appeared even more anxious.

“I wish you could tell me what happened.”
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Ryne tried to tamp down the resentment, but the words
escaped anyway. “Yeah? Well, so do I!” She closed her eyes,
fighting to keep the rest of it contained. It wouldn’t do any
good to bring it up now. When someone revoked her powers, it
was forever. There was no going back.

She heard Maia walk away. Damn it, she usually had more
restraint than this. Undoubtedly, what she’d said had caused
hurt and she regretted that. It didn’t matter that her own pain,
her own anger, had been festering for years. Her sister was the
one who’d suffered. Not only had she ceded her powers, but
the man had dumped her a month later. “I’m sorry,” she said
quietly.

No response.

Ryne opened her eyes and turned her head. The only thing
she could see was her sister’s rigid back. Hell. She struggled to
sit up, blocking a gasp or two as the movement made the aches
sharpen. She’d had to crawl from her bed to the couch, drag-
ging the pillows with her, but she’d be damned if she’d embar-
rass herself like that in front of Maia. Ryne just wasn’t sure if
she could stand yet. Did she really believe she’d be able to per-
form a ceremony in a matter of hours when she felt like this?

Taking a deep breath, she fought her way to her feet and
took a couple of steps away from the support of the sofa. She
didn’t stay upright long. Her legs were about as solid as gela-
tin, and though she did her best to avoid it, she hit the floor. A
whimper escaped as agony shot through her body.

She planted both hands firmly behind her, determined not to
end up flat on her back. That would be the final humiliation.
Nausea welled, her thoughts swam, and red stars spun wildly
in the blackness of her vision. Before she fainted, Maia slipped
an arm around her. She leaned on her sister and battled the
urge to pass out. “Mom and Dad weren’t there,” she muttered.

“What?”

“I thought I'd see Mom and Dad when I died tonight, but
there wasn’t anyone waiting for me.”

“God, Ryne . . .” the rest of her sister’s words faded into un-
intelligible murmurs as she lost the battle for awareness.

When she came to, she was back on the couch and sweat
covered her body. Someone was crying quietly, but she couldn’t
open her eyes. She’d remembered. At least a little.
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“Ryne Althea Frasier, you look at me right now. Do you hear
me?” Maia demanded.

She wanted to ignore the voice, but Maia wasn’t going to
leave her alone. “Yeah,” she said, surprised by how raspy she
sounded. A cool cloth dabbed the perspiration from her face
and she turned toward it. She wasn’t sure how long it took be-
fore she was able to pry her eyelids open, but it wasn’t enough
time for her sister to stop crying. Instead of wiping the tears
away, Maia continued to tend her.

It was awhile later, when she was feeling relaxed, that her
sister snuck the question in. “Did you really die tonight?”

Tension snaked into her body. “How much did I tell you?”

“You said no one was waiting for you when you died.”

“I said that out loud?”

“It’s true then.”

Ryne said nothing. It wasn’t a question anyway. She decided
the slip, given the circumstances, wasn’t bad enough to earn her
a dressing down from the council. Maybe she could skip re-
porting it. She dashed her own hopes. Of all the troubleshoot-
ers, she was the one most closely watched. Best she come clean
rather than chance them discovering this on their own.

She became aware that her sister was sending her healing en-
ergy. Her eyes widened. Humans could do this if they believed,
so it wasn’t the exchange that surprised her. No, what stunned
her was this was the first time Maia had done anything remotely
reminiscent of the days before she’d given up her powers.

The energy stopped flowing from her sister’s hands an in-
stant before she withdrew. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, thank you,” Ryne said. It had been more than a heal-
ing, she realized belatedly. Maia had transferred personal en-
ergy as well. Again, a human could do it since this was life
force, not magic energy. The Gineal, however, rarely did it ei-
ther intentionally or unintentionally. “You shouldn’t have—"

“Here,” Maia interrupted, picking up the remote. “You can
see the end of your show.” When the television came on, Ryne
knew her sister didn’t want to talk about what she’d done.

Maia moved to sit on the couch at her hip and her attention
was glued on the screen. For an instant, Ryne stared at her,
then turned to watch the cartoon.

Already, she felt stronger and knew it was the life force
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she’d received. It was a renewable resource, just like any other
kind of energy, so it wasn’t as if her sister had sacrificed years
off her existence, but it still touched her. Maybe, just maybe,
she would be ready at the time of equinox.

As the show reached its conclusion, Ryne turned her head
so she could unobtrusively view both her sister’s face and the
TV screen. The program always ended on the same image be-
fore the closing credits rolled and she wanted to see Maia’s re-
sponse.

Deke strolled from the pet owner’s house and there was a
close-up of his face for the beat of three, then he slipped his
sunglasses on and walked off screen. The theme song played.

Maia didn’t react and Ryne knew she hadn’t seen it.

How could anyone miss it? It was always there, but it was
obvious when they zoomed in on his eyes.

A man’s soul was trapped inside Deke the cartoon character.

The Gineal were attuned to the rhythms of Earth in a very vis-
ceral way. Ryne knew in every cell of her being how close the
planet was to the moment of equinox and she trusted her
senses far more than the clock on the wall. Since she couldn’t
afford any mistakes, she’d spent weeks carefully rehearsing
the ritual until she had every word, every action, committed to
memory.

Even so, butterflies tap danced in her stomach. Although
she’d spent the time since Maia’s departure pulling energy and
meditating, she wasn’t sure she was centered. Her thoughts
had been in a whirl. Hell, they still were. It was up to her to res-
cue Deke. The man was the key to defeating Anise, she was
certain of it. Too bad she didn’t know how or why. Even if he
wasn’t, though, she’d go through with the ritual to free him
anyway. It was her duty as a troubleshooter.

She leaned a hip on the stool to her left and tried to clear her
mind. It was imperative that she focus. If she could settle
down, she put the odds on a successful outcome at about fifty-
fifty. She’d recovered a great deal, but it was borderline on
whether or not she had enough power yet for the rite.

Her workroom filled much of the basement. Most of the
space was taken up with rows of bookcases crammed with
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texts. Her collection had hundreds of titles and the Gineal li-
brary had millions. It was cumbersome to find anything, espe-
cially since a lot of the books didn’t stick to one subject. While
she’d searched for the spell she needed, she’d learned tons of
trivia—Ilike some Gineal had believed that Twilight Time didn’t
necessarily mean Armageddon, that Gineal females could per-
form a few incantations that their males couldn’t and vice
versa, and that dormants couldn’t come into their powers while
under a spell. Nothing that could help with her task or that she
could use in her daily life.

She should never have had to wade through all the crap.
Years had been wasted! Years while a man was trapped. Over
and over she’d suggested creating a database, but the council
had ignored her. Ryne was unsure if it was because the idea
had been hers or if they simply had an aversion to more tech-
nology.

With a shrug, she straightened from the seat and turned to
take the tome off the counter behind her. The book was nearly
two feet tall and handwritten in a time before printing presses.
Ryne found her marker, opened it to the correct page, and slid
it into the holder on her work table. Though she had the ritual
memorized, she couldn’t risk not having the reference at hand.

It was occasions like this when she missed Maia most. Her
sister had taught her to spellcast, and had walked her through
her first rite. If Maia hadn’t revoked her powers, Ryne would
have asked for her help. It concerned her how deeply she’d be
delving into the gray and she would have liked the support.

Taking another deep breath, she retrieved one of her crystal
bowls from the shelf. It was shallow, maybe three inches high,
but wide. She placed it on the table next to a short dagger.

The second bowl was smaller and filled with soil. Neither
one was designed for this purpose, but she couldn’t see buying
another set for one night. She placed the vessel beside the first
and went to the counter behind her for the ewer of water.

In the first ritual she’d conducted, she’d used this same
pitcher. The leaded crystal had been too heavy for her to lift,
but Maia had put her hands over hers and helped. Normally, it
was parents who introduced their children to magic, but both
Mom and Dad had been troubleshooters and too busy to take
the time.
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After setting the ewer down with the other items, she ran her
fingers over the shiny oak expanse. All the furniture was made
from natural products. Real wood. Metal nails. Nothing syn-
thetic. Her tools came from the earth as well. Artificial had its
place, but it was introduced when she wished to do so.

The counter and the table were both built to make it com-
fortable for her to stand while she worked, and she had the
stool when she wanted to sit. This, too, was wood. It had been
Maia who’d explained the importance of surrounding herself
with only organic things. Putting both her hands flat on the sur-
face in front of her, she forced herself to take another deep
breath. She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t put thoughts of her
sister out of her mind tonight, but she had to. Maia wasn’t here
and would never take part in this facet of Ryne’s life again.

Cold swept over her and she shivered. She should have
turned up the heat as soon as she’d entered the basement, but it
wasn’t worth the effort now. By the time the furnace kicked in,
she’d be done. She crossed the floor to one of the cabinets,
opened it, and scanned her choices. An off-white, vanilla-
scented pillar candle seemed to call to her so she took it and
the box of wooden matches to the table and arranged them
with the bowls.

Nearly time. She could feel the position of the Earth. Reluc-
tantly, she reached for the hem of her sweatshirt and tugged it
over her head. Since she was braless, the chilly air hit her bare
breasts and made her nipples go taut. Ryne grimaced, tossed
the shirt on a bench, and reached for the drawstring at her
waist.

When she had only her socks left to shed, she hesitated,
then scowled and tugged those off, too. It was frigid down
here. It had been centuries since the Gineal had performed
magic while unclothed. She doubted there was a need to strip
now either, but she wasn’t taking any chances. The instructions
for the ceremony said naked, so she’d be naked. Of course, the
book also said she should be outdoors, but no way in hell was
she prancing around her backyard in the buff. She’d freeze her
ass off.

With a deep, calming breath, she released the tension and
recited a proclamation to connect to Earth and the universe.
She added a request for protection from the dark forces.
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When the timing was right, she spoke the words that began
the ceremony. The lilt and flow of the ancient language of the
Gineal felt natural, as if it were bred into the very fabric of her
being from lives without number.

Ryne shook off the stray thought and reached for the ewer.
As she chanted, she slowly poured until water reached two-
thirds of the way to the top of the bowl. She exchanged the
pitcher for the dirt-filled container, intoned the next section,
then lowered the second bowl inside the first. Water rose to the
rim as it was displaced, but she’d gauged correctly and it didn’t
overflow.

The candle came next. She settled it in the center of the soil
and lit the wick. Deep inside, she felt the kick that came with
fire. Her affinity with this element ran deep.

There was nearly an entire page that needed to be recited
next, and while she went quickly, she was also careful not to
skip or mispronounce anything. Energy surged, not only inside
her, but around her, filling the room.

So far everything she’d done had been well within the light,
but now she entered murkier territory. She turned the page of
the tome and reached for the knife. Its haft held semiprecious
stones—sapphire for intuition, citrine to clear the aura, garnet
to maintain and adjust the flow of energy, and topaz for suc-
cess. The blade was etched with symbols that predated what
was known to be the first written language of the Gineal.

Ryne raised the dagger, held a clear, perfectly pitched tone,
and shallowly slashed her palm. Blood ran and she moved her
hand until it dripped on the dirt, in the water, and into the pool
of melted wax. It hurt, but she focused only on the ensuing
words.

When she plunged the knife into the bowl of soil, energy
flared again, spiking far higher than usual. Her hair stood on
end, almost as if she were receiving a continual static charge,
then it flowed through her, warmed her bare skin. This time
when she felt her nipples peak, it was with arousal.

The power rose within her. She was stronger than she’d ever
been. The dark forces whispered to her. Enticed her. Promised
her if she went deeper she’d be unstoppable. Immortal. Damn
near invincible. It could be true.

She felt as if she’d finally been freed of her fetters, finally
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had been allowed to feel the full extent of what she could do.
Always she’d been held back by the light.

The giddiness was unexpected and she grinned, barely stop-
ping herself from dancing in joy. Her blood flowed like cham-
pagne through her veins and she soared with the next part of
the chant, expressing her rapture with her voice. The call grew
stronger, promised her more if she embraced the dark.

She’d be able to defeat Anise without difficulty.

She stuttered a bit, surprised by how appealing the idea was,
and had to restart the sentence. Ryne slipped her sliced hand
into the space between the two bowls, then let the rosy water
cascade from her fingers over the knife. It was a lie. It had to
be. There wasn’t freedom in the dark forces. But they felt less
restrictive, and far more potent, than the light.

With each part of the rite, the lure became stronger. It was
a seduction, not only of her body, but of her senses. Why
shouldn’t she have full use of her powers?

She reached for it. Stopped herself. But it was close. So
damned close. So damned enthralling.

Her voice sounded choked and she knew she walked a fine
edge. The physical arousal deepened, had her shifting to find
relief. There was none, but that was promised to her as well in
an indistinct, almost teasing, manner.

As interested as she was in sexual release, however, it was a
lure easy to resist. No, what tempted her was the power hover-
ing just beyond her grasp. Incredible amounts, more than she’d
ever wielded, would be hers if only she were brave enough to
take it. She wanted to, wanted to keep feeling this high. The
dark forces knew this and used the desire against her.

If she surrendered, she’d prove right all those who had
doubted her. She wouldn’t give them that satisfaction.

But if she had the power, she could show them that she was
a force to be reckoned with. Ryne shook her head, denying the
suggestion. She’d never turn against her people, even the ones
who thought she was well versed in black magic. Her oath
bound her to protect them.

Sweat trickled down her temple as she struggled against the
pull. Her hands gripped the edge of the table, the pain almost un-
noticed as she tried to hold out. She strained to close her mind to
everything but the ceremony. No way was she giving in.
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Final page. She braced herself. She couldn’t relax, not when
she fought herself as much as the dark forces. She thought she’d
been prepared, but she was wrong. Though she’d heard the call
often through the years, it was nothing compared to this.

The Earth reached equinox.

Ryne pushed aside the craving, chanted the final words, and
blew out the candle. She felt the power shoot from her as she
closed the ritual and only her hold on the table kept her from
sagging to the floor. The whispering of the dark forces ceased.

She started to grab for the energy before she realized what
she was doing. Was this what an addict went through? This
gnawing need to recapture the exhilaration their drug of choice
gave them? She wanted to fly again, wanted that sense of nearly
limitless power, and to hell with the cost. The urge ebbed.

Her whole body shook. Much of it was residual energy and
wouldn’t last. Some of it was arousal, some fatigue, and some
of it was relief. She wiped sweat off her cheek, and taking a
shuddering breath, hoisted herself onto the stool. Ryne hissed
as her ass met cold wood and leaped back to her feet.

She didn’t waste any time crossing the room and yanking
on her clothes. A shiver went through her as the cool fabric
touched her body, but there was a comfort in having her sweats
on again. She cast a quick glance around the room, but saw no
sign the spell had worked. With something as involved as this
ritual, though, it sometimes it took a few minutes.

Ryne didn’t want to think she’d failed, not when she’d won
an incredible victory. She’d done it, she’d resisted the dark
forces. As tempting as it was to celebrate, she knew better. Her
capitulation had been too close for her peace of mind. Instead,
she’d have to be more vigilant in the future so she didn’t slide
deeper than she’d gone tonight.

After fifteen minutes, goose bumps covered her body and
there was no indication of success. Crap. She thought she’d
pulled it off. Her hands curled into fists and she realized then
that she still bled. With a sigh, she tested how much energy she
had left and decided there was enough to heal her palm. She
ran a finger over the wound and watched the slash disappear
until nothing but a faint, pink line marked the spot.

She was tired, but she was able to move under her own
steam, and that put her ahead of where she’d been a few hours
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ago. Feeling weary and cold, she went upstairs and changed
into a long-sleeve T-shirt and a pair of flannel boxers. She fell
into bed, turned out the light, and burrowed deeply under the
blankets. Even that didn’t ease the chill she felt.

She’d have to wait till the autumnal equinox to try the rite
again. If she were alive. In all honesty, she didn’t think she could
put off another confrontation with Anise, not for six months, and
she didn’t know if she could win or fight to a draw. Her sigh be-
came a yawn. She’d have to contact Creed and ask him to free
Deke if something happened to her before September.

Death. She’d never been afraid of it, but she didn’t court it
either—not like some enforcers did. Ryne turned on her side
and tried to wrap herself more tightly in the covers. Her thoughts
lingered on what had happened while she’d been out of her
body. Everything she’d read had said family and friends who’d
passed on before were there to greet those having a near-death
experience. But even in this she’d been utterly alone.

She closed her eyes and pretended it was fatigue, not tears,
clouding her vision.

Ryne knew she was dreaming.

It came as a surprise. After the day she’d had, she figured
she’d sleep too hard to be aware of any dreams. She was toasty
warm, content, and the weight over her waist left her feeling
sheltered, protected.

Still more asleep than awake, she raised her hand and
touched the arm slung across her middle. There was no ques-
tion that the hard muscles and sturdy bone structure were
masculine. The tactile pleasure drew her, and she trailed her
fingers from his wrist to his elbow, then back down again.

She didn’t want to wake up, not from this. For the first time
in her memory, loneliness wasn’t crushing her. With an almost
silent hum of delight, she snuggled back against his chest and
felt the press of rigid male flesh against her hip.

Another soft purr escaped. This was the kind of morning
she wished was a normal part of her life. Waking up with
someone who cherished her, feeling a serenity that started
deep inside and filled every part of her. His hold tightened.

He made a short snuffling sound.
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Did dream men snore? Ryne frowned. She didn’t think so.
That roused her enough to realize this was more than a charm-
ing little fantasy. Despite the wards guarding her home, there
was a strange man in bed with her and he was bare-ass naked.
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She froze, stifling a gasp before it escaped. Instinct had
her immediately scanning. In a nanosecond she knew no one
else was in her home and that the guy was human. Ryne probed
again more carefully, but got the same results. The tenseness
seeped away and she relaxed back against his chest.

It was foolhardy to be so unconcerned. Humans had been
responsible for more Gineal deaths through the ages than any
other cause. Hell, most of their laws about secrecy were the di-
rect result of some long ago persecution. Yet she didn’t feel
threatened in any way. Besides, she could handle one man if
the need arose. Her powers were back at full strength.

Maybe it was the gentleness of his embrace. Or maybe it
was because his warm breath lightly tickled the side of her
neck. Whatever the cause, the sense of well-being remained.
She wanted to indulge herself in the feeling awhile longer, but
her practical side wouldn’t leave her alone.

Slowly, not wanting to rouse him, she turned and started to
shift away. His hold tightened and she went still. Her twisting
had caused the T-shirt to bunch up beneath her breasts and part
of his hand rested on her bare stomach. He stroked her lightly
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a few times, and though she tried not to react, something inside
her went hot at the caress. For a moment, she feared he was
awake, then with a deep exhale, his body went slack.

Relief vied with disappointment. She yanked the shirt
down, but his calloused fingers stayed under the fabric, heating
her skin. In a few minutes, once she was certain he was deeply
asleep, she’d attempt to ease free once more.

She tilted her head, trying to see him, but though sunlight
seeped through the blinds and brightened the room, her posi-
tion didn’t give her a view of his face. It did, however, allow
her to check out his broad shoulders and heavily muscled up-
per torso. Despite herself, she took a moment to appreciate the
sight. When she realized her pulse rate had increased, she be-
gan sliding away again.

Even moving carefully, she wasn’t any more successful at
leaving the bed. Not only did his arm firm its grip around her
waist, but he tugged her toward him until she ended up half
sprawled over his body. As she tried to figure out how to cir-
cumvent this problem, his fingers flexed, drawing her attention
to the fact he cupped the cheek of her butt. His hand fisted in
the flannel of her boxers, drawing one loose leg up until her
entire thigh was exposed. She sucked in a quick breath when
he rolled onto his back, bringing her along for the ride.

With a frown, she looked down at her mystery man, but his
eyes were closed. Her heart skipped a few beats. He seemed
vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place where or when they’d
met. She wouldn’t have forgotten him, not with the way she re-
acted to him.

She studied him feature by feature, trying to jog her brain.
Long lashes brushed high cheekbones, the softness a stark
contrast against the masculine planes of his face. His sable
brown hair was cut short on the sides, but was longer on top,
falling onto his forehead in a sexy, rakish way. Shaking off her
need to push the hair off his face and feel the strands slide be-
tween her fingers, she moved on to the straight nose, full lips,
and stubborn chin. Okay, he was attractive. At least her body
sure as hell thought so.

Without warning, he looked at her. As she met his gray-blue
eyes, Ryne felt a jolt ricochet through her. Even with her own
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surprise, she saw his shock and momentary confusion, but in a
microsecond, his eyes went flat and his expression smoothed
out. Never show weakness—she understood that.

His hand tightened on her bottom, minutely adjusting the
alignment between them. The new position pressed his erec-
tion against her bared flank, and for a fleeting moment, she
wished she were as naked as he was.

An arrogant smirk tilted his lips. “Morning, babe.”

The attitude irked her and she stiffened, but the thickness
of his voice, the heat in his gaze, kept her from elbowing him
in the belly and hopping off the bed. She really wasn’t nor-
mal. Most women, Gineal or human, would have been out the
door long before now. Something about him, though, chal-
lenged her and she never walked away from a dare. Her inner
imp slipped its tether. She propped herself up on his chest to
get more comfortable, and with a slow, sultry smile, drawled,
“Morning, hotshot.”

He lazily ran his free hand up the back of her thigh and un-
der her boxers till his palm rested on her bare bottom. It took
all her willpower not to flinch at the intimacy. Okay, there was
holding her own and there was idiocy. She reached behind her
and grabbed his wrist. “Watch it,” she warned.

“A little late to be modest now, isn’t it, babe?”

She hated being called babe, but if she got bent out of shape
about it, he’d no doubt use it more—a way to needle her with-
out expending much effort. Come to think of it, he might be
doing that already since he’d no doubt felt her stiffen the first
time he’d said it.

His eyes glinted with amusement, but he drew away without
stalling and without groping her. When his hand rested low on
her waist, he raised an eyebrow as if to say now what.

That left her in a quandary. She wasn’t willing to concede,
but the options that came to mind would start a game of sexual
one-upmanship. That was a direction Ryne didn’t want to go.
Not when she couldn’t trust herself.

Silence fell. She decided to let him break it, but as the quiet
lengthened, she upped her estimation of him. Most humans
couldn’t help but fill any gap in conversation. That sparked her
curiosity and she looked beyond the irreverent expression he
wore. Ryne picked up the infinite patience deep in his eyes and
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grimaced. He’d wait all day if he had to. She kept searching,
seeking more information, and identified keen intelligence as
well as self-control. It was a formidable combination.

His stare discomfited her. It was veiled, but he was assessing
her as closely as she’d studied him. She wondered what weak-
nesses he’d found and if he’d exploit them. Maybe she should
be worried about his presence.

But that wasn’t what had her edgy. She was a troubleshooter.
From childhood, she’d been trained to master her emotions,
and yet the best she could do now was mask them, try to appear
unaffected.

She barely kept from fidgeting as the stare-down dragged
on. Not from impatience, but because maintaining eye contact
with him aroused her more than the feel of his hard body be-
neath her or the press of his erection at her hip. Clearly, she
couldn’t wait for him to pick up the conversational ball. She
needed to end this soon. Somehow.

Running through her choices again, she came up with an al-
ternative she hadn’t thought of earlier. The best defense was a
good offense, right? “Would you like to explain how you got in
my house?” Her voice came out thickly.

Again, uneasiness flickered in his eyes, but it was gone so
quickly that she never would have seen it if she hadn’t been
watching so closely. He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t know?”

She shook her head.

“We must have really tied one on last night,” he said, and
while his voice was neutral, Ryne identified a thread of dis-
pleasure. Before she could examine that further, he shifted her
until she straddled him. He was perfectly centered and the urge
to rock against him was so strong she nearly moaned. She had
to get off him before she did something incredibly stupid, but
she didn’t want to appear to surrender.

“Don’t worry,” he added, his tone deeper than earlier, “I’ll
make sure neither one of us forgets this time around.” He
raised his hips, rubbing against her and she gasped. An even
more self-satisfied grin spread across his face at her unthink-
ing response.

“Lord, you’re cocky.” It wasn’t until he laughed that she re-
alized how she’d worded that. Talk about a Freudian slip. “You
know what I meant,” she said quickly when she saw his mouth
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open. She’d bet anything he’d been about to make some smart-
ass comment and she wasn’t going to let him zing her.

“Nah, confident. When a woman looks like you, a man
knows he can rise to the occasion.” He thrust up again and she
had to swallow another gasp.

She was in trouble here. It didn’t matter that he was a
stranger. An arrogant stranger, she corrected. It didn’t matter
that she’d sworn never to get involved with a human. She
wanted to take him up on his offer and to hell with the conse-
quences. Not smart. Not smart at all.

As much as she’d love to blame her current state on residual
stimulation from last night’s spell, she couldn’t lie to herself. It
was him. In near desperation, she asked, “Do you frequently
drink enough to wake up in a stranger’s bed with no idea of
how you got there?”

A different kind of heat came into his eyes. “Don’t be throw-
ing stones, babe. Your memory of last night isn’t any better than
mine.”

“You’re wrong. When I went to bed last night, I was alone. I
know this unequivocally. And I don’t drink or use any other
kind of substance to alter my perception of reality.”

No Gineal did. It was too dangerous, since control over their
powers became sporadic with just a sip of alcohol.

“Right, then why are you laying on top of a naked man?
This position is damn intimate for two people who haven’t had
sex.” He squeezed her butt with both hands.

Though she fought it, she felt a blush heat her cheeks. The
embarrassment didn’t stop her from identifying the opportu-
nity he’d given her. “You have a point,” she said stiffly as she
climbed off of him. For an instant, his hold tightened, as if he
wanted to keep her where she was, then he released her.

Ryne only went to the edge of the bed before she turned to
face him and propped herself up on an elbow. “Do you feel
hung over?” she asked. It was a way to divert attention away
from her actions, but she was interested, too. He didn’t act, or
smell, like someone who’d been tanked mere hours ago.

“No.” He turned on his side, mirroring her. The blankets
rode low on his hips and she struggled to keep her attention on
his face. “Not only do I not feel hung over, but I rarely drink,
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let alone get shit-faced enough to lose time. I can’t think of
how else I got here without remembering it, though.”

Unfortunately, she could come up with several ways and they
involved magic. Her wards weren’t easy for anyone to circum-
vent, let alone a human. They’d been created by all nine coun-
cilors combining their powers and only the full council acting
in concert could enter without her approval. It protected the
troubleshooters and gave them sanctuary within their homes.
Without this in place, they’d have to sleep with one eye open.

The only person she allowed to enter at will was Maia, and
even if she wanted to, her sister couldn’t lead anyone else in-
side without Ryne’s permission. She considered the next pos-
sibility and decided it was unlikely the council had been
involved. She couldn’t think of a single reason why the leader-
ship would want to put a human in her house.

Anise? Some other Gineal working with dark energy?
Again, the question was why? To prove someone could be sent
through her protection? It wasn’t logical. If they’d been able to
gain entrance, she’d be dead.

“Babe?”

She scowled at him and said, “My name is Ryne. Remember
that and use it.”

“Ryan? That’s a guy’s name.”

Ryne grit her teeth. She should be used to this by now, but it
still grated. “It’s Ryne. R-Y-N-E.”

“Your parents named you after Ryne Sandberg? He’s a man.”

It figured he’d be a baseball fan. Ryne might not pay much
attention to the National League, but she knew a lot about this
one former Cubs player. Voice tight, she said, “It’s a family
name—for Frasier women.”

“No need to get defensive.” His lips twitched, but before she
could take issue with that, he said, “I’m Daniel.” He held out a
hand for her to shake. “Pleased to meet you.”

Her frown deepened and she ignored his outstretched hand.
She’d been right, he was a smart ass. With a sigh, she shook
off her irritation. ““You don’t look like a Daniel.”

“And you don’t look like a Ryne.” He pulled his arm back
and shrugged one shoulder. “Just call me Deke. Everyone else
does.”
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“Deke Summers?” She stared at him, half in disbelief, half in
hope. “You’re Deke Summers?”

“Yeah. Why are you looking at me like that?”

Ryne shook her head, but didn’t say anything. No wonder
she’d thought he seemed familiar. He didn’t resemble the car-
toon Deke that much, but now that he’d introduced himself,
she could see the similarities. Still, it was better to be safe. She
closed her eyes and tuned into his auric field trying to verify
what he’d said. Sure enough, she picked up the telltale signs of
someone who’d been subjugated to a black magic spell. It took
more work to identify Anise’s energy signature, but then he
had been snared in the show for four and a half years.

This explained how he’d gotten through her wards; she’d
brought him in. She didn’t know why there had been such a
long delay before the spell worked, but each incantation was
different and she’d never performed a ritual that dark before
either.

“Babe?”

Her eyes popped open and she scowled at him again.

The man grinned. “I thought that would get your attention.”

“Ryne would have worked just as well.”

With a shrug, he sobered. “You wanna tell me how come you
said my name the way you did, like you know me, and how do
you know my last name? We’ve never met, I’'m sure of that.”

He might have said he was sure, but she heard the tendril of
doubt in his voice. Before she’d performed the ritual, Ryne had
considered how much to tell him about the Gineal, her job as a
troubleshooter, and Anise. The council would be angered, but
she’d concluded that if she planned to use him in the battle
with her former mentor, she would have to tell him a lot. Of
course, he already knew a lot. Anise had seen to that.

“No, we haven’t met. I said your name like that because I
was surprised. I thought the likeness to your TV character
would be stronger.”

“TV character?”” Deke sat up and shifted the pillows behind
him to cushion his back against the headboard of her bed.

Ryne moved, too, sitting cross-legged on top of the covers.
She paus