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Char: Hawthorne, Florida



He has fae blood. Sasha’s comment inside my head made me raise my eyebrows, and the prospective client frowned, not knowing the source of my amusement. 

I took a moment to study the slender male sitting across the desk from me in my office. Joseph Karfa had long, straight hair — black in most lights, forest green in others — that hung to his slim shoulders, huge green eyes, and an aquiline nose. 

You think? I thought back, then spoke to my client out loud. “Mr. Karfa, I understand your distress, and you have my condolences for your loss. I have to admit, though, that I’m not sure how I can help you or why you want me to. The police are investigating already, right?”

His aura darkened from grief-stricken muddy blue to angry black. “If you want to call it that, yes, they are. But they are human, and the death of one parahuman at the hands of another is very low on their priority list.” He leaned closer, pressing preternaturally long fingers against the surface of my desk. “You are one of us. Zel told me about your work in Belfast and Tallahassee. You will find the thing that killed Saya and bring it to justice.” 

I winced. Zel’s belief in me was a mixed blessing. Common wisdom suggested that any publicity was good publicity, but I had my doubts. Not that it mattered in this case. “According to the news, the police aren’t sure it was a murder,” I said.

He dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “More evidence that I need a private detective. The killer slashed her throat and drained her blood, but they found very little at the scene. What accident causes that?”

“I admit it seems suspicious, but... Wait. You said you never saw the crime scene, and the police haven’t released detail one, even to relatives. How do you know how she died?”

“The trees see everything, Ms. Knox. You should know that already.”

“So, the trees witnessed her murder, and told you what happened?” Realization dawned on me and now that I knew, I was amazed I hadn’t tumbled to it sooner.

“Yes. But there are few in the area, and none of them recognized her killer.”

I told you so. Satisfaction dripped from Sasha’s comment in fat, wet drops. 

“What is a dryad couple doing in the Upper Realm?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Saya and I aren’t... Our trees are different species. Our families did not approve of our union. No one in the Lower Realm would allow us to plant near them. So, we came here hoping for something better.” Tears welled, spilling over his eyelashes and down his face. “We did not find it.”

His grief was palpable, etched on his face like a message carved in bark, and my heart clenched. “Very well, Mr. Karfa. We’ll take the case. I’ll find out who killed your wife.” 

I pressed the call button on my office phone. “Lena? Can you pull up a new contract for Mr. Karfa? We’re going to take his case.” 

“Sure thing. I’ll be right in.” My sister’s voice was coolly professional, and I was grateful, not for the first time, that we’d stopped pulling pranks on each other.

I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Sasha said. She never got you back for the bugs in her cereal.

She’s the one who said we should stop, I replied, my worry escalating a notch. 

Temporarily, while you were teaming up to fight gargoyles and museum toadies, sure. But I wouldn’t get into any beds before checking under the covers until you verify that the cease-fire is permanent.

Shut up, Sasha. You are imagining things, I replied as Lena came in and I stood. “Lena will help you fill out the paperwork, Mr. Karfa. I have another meeting, so I’ll have to go. You two can use this office.”

I shook Mr. Karfa’s hand again and made myself scarce. There was no client meeting, but I did have a lunch date with Zel. I exited the room and sighed. When did my circle get reduced to relatives and proselytizing coven leaders? 

Grabbing a sweater, I tucked Doirsain under my shirt and headed out of the house into the cool September morning. Northern Floridians had a different definition of cold than anyone living above Georgia’s northern border. Here, anything below sixty degrees required outerwear. 

As I moved, I started thinking about what Karfa said about his wife’s body. Vampires were the only parahumans who drank human blood. Once upon a time, they hadn’t minded where they got it, or whether they killed their food source, either. 

The Philadelphia treaty, put in place by the Tri-Kingdom Council nearly one hundred years ago, had changed the rules. Now a vampire was required to obtain consent before they fed, and killing sentient prey was a serious no-no. The council then instituted a bad ass paramilitary unit that ensured compliance. The TKC enforcers took no prisoners, gave no quarter. 

Given the odds against them, most vampires abided by the new rules, whether they liked them or not.

In the century since the treaty’s passage, the number of human deaths by vampires had dropped drastically. In the modern era, it was almost unheard of, besides being illegal on both the human and parahuman sides. These days, vampires usually feed on animals or have a stable of ghouls on their payroll.

If there was a rogue on the loose, the sooner he or she was staked, the better.

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

I walked into Sacred Things and took a quick scan. The three tables were all occupied, and two other patrons were browsing the shelves. 

Nicole stood at the counter, ringing up a third customer. She waved me to the back, and I pushed through the beaded curtain into the still room where Zel spent hours compounding her spells and charms. 

She had already tidied up. The long table in the center was clean, the stove empty of cauldron and skillet alike. Even the countertops were spotless, no left-over potion ingredients. 

As I entered, Zel placed a jar in the cupboard and closed it. Hearing the silken slide of the beads, she turned with a welcoming smile on her lips. “Charlotte, I’m so glad you’re here. Where did you want to go for lunch?”

The topic on my mind wasn’t suitable for a public conversation. “I was kind of hoping we could order in,” I said, and Zel frowned. 

“Is everything all right?” she asked. 

“Yeah, sure. I just... I have a new case and I need information.” Disappointment tipped the corners of her mouth down and I hurried to explain. “It came in this morning, after we had already planned our lunch.”

“And you think I might know something that would help?” A subtle tension tightened her shoulders as she squared them.

“Let’s face it, Zel. Nothing happens in this town that you don’t know about. Nothing that has to do with parahumans anyway.”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s put in an order to the Tasty Grimoire and we can eat here.”

I pulled out my phone and a moment later placed the order while Zel fussed over the old-fashioned stove, putting on the kettle for us. 

I sat down, and a moment later, Zel took the seat opposite mine, putting the table between us. 

“Might as well talk while we wait,” she said. “Ask away.”

“Joseph Karfa came to see me today,” I said after a moment, and Zel’s eyes darkened. 

“His wife.”

I nodded. “He believes she was murdered.”

“He ought to know. Trees are wonderful gossips. They see everything, and no one ever pays them any mind.”

It was a bit like the cauldron calling the kettle black, but I didn’t point that out. “You knew he and his wife were dryads?”

“Of course. Didn’t you?”

I ignored the question in favor of the next thing I wanted to ask. “From his description it sounds like the killer is a rogue vampire. Any idea who that might be?”

A hesitation, a momentary shadow passing through her eyes. Zel knew something.

“No,” she said. “Not a clue. We don’t have many vampires in Hawthorn, let alone rogues.”

Lunch arrived; we discussed what little I knew of the case so far, and ate. But by the end, I was no further ahead than I had been before. The momentary hesitation, and its accompanying shadow, came back to me as I was leaving.

I turned at the curtain and looked at her. “Zel, you’re sure you don’t know any vampires who might be capable of something like this?”

Her gaze was steady on mine. “Char, if I knew a vampire I thought capable of going rogue, I would have staked him myself a long time ago. This isn’t the Enclave,” she said, naming an infamous vampire brothel where every human who entered was hoping either to die or be turned. 

“How can you be sure?” I asked. 

“One hundred percent? I can’t be. But I do know this.” She sighed and dropped the remains of our meal into the trash, keeping her eyes on her task rather than facing me. “The few vampires in Hawthorn are law-abiding folks, most of whom were turned against their will. Even if that weren’t the case, none of them would risk a visit from the enforcers just for kicks and giggles.”

As far as I knew, Zel had never lied to me. Never even tried to mislead me. But something told me that had just changed.
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Photo Shoot
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Georgia: Dublin, Ireland



Georgia Tyler flipped a lock of obsidian hair over her shoulder and pretended to laugh at the photographer’s lame joke. Jaret was a genius behind the camera, but he was far too enamored of his reputation as a dashing Latin lover for her taste. If he made one more pass at her, she was going to have to bring the hammer down.

Still, it wasn’t all bad. Ireland was beautiful in September, and she got to work with Jenna Davis, her best friend. The vibrant red head caught Georgia’s eye and pressed a hand to her lips. Probably laughing because Jaret was totally professional with her. As far as Georgia knew, he’d never once made a pass at Jenna. 

Jenna never asked for an explanation, but the man had provided one within two minutes of meeting her anyway. “Red heads are not my style, amiga. No offense,” he’d said. 

Georgia wished he felt the same about brunettes. The flirtatious looks and innuendos had been nonstop since they landed in Shannon three days before. The man couldn’t seem to get it through his thick skull that she wasn’t interested. The drive to Dublin had been torture.

“All right, mi tesoro, that is enough for today,” Jaret said, his eyes taking in the flowing lines of the peignoir she wore for the lingerie ad. “We’ve lost the light and I am hungry.”

His treasure, my great aunt Fanny. The guy was jumping hard on her last nerve. “All right. Thanks Jaret. I’ll see you tomorrow. We’re shooting at Temple Bar, right?”

“So bright a light should be shown off, so yes! Shall we find a nice little pub and get some dinner? I find the evening light here to be so...” He skimmed an assessing look over her. “Revealing.”

Maybe she should explain again that she was a lesbian. And engaged to Jenna’s sister back home. She had a feeling that repeating herself would be like trying to empty the ocean with a teacup. She’d already told him several times, and each time he acted as if he hadn’t heard.

The truth was, even had she been cys, Jaret wouldn’t have interested her. She just didn’t like smooth operators who thought they were god’s gift, regardless of gender. 

“No, thanks. I have other plans.” She didn’t, but the lie didn’t bother her in the slightest.

Jaret opened his mouth, no doubt to protest, but Georgia turned toward the tented changing station set up at the far end of the shoot area. The heavily lined canvas tent had a corridor down the middle with individual rooms on each side. There were eight other models in the group besides Georgia and Jenna. 

The line they were modeling was stored in a dedicated room at the end of the hall, easily three times the size of the smaller changing areas. Each model had her own space — one room each. As Georgia reached the tent, she could hear giggles and conversation coming from several of the rooms. Other models who had already been released for the day. 

Once Jaret settled on her as a target for conquest, she had been the last one released every day. Another reason to be irritated with him. This was her first time in Ireland, but she hadn’t been given much time to explore. 

It didn’t take long to change, and Jenna was waiting for her when Georgia emerged from her room. They exited the building and to Georgia’s consternation Jaret was waiting, a determined smile on his face. 

“Mi tesoro, you must reconsider. I have—” 

Jenna looped an arm through Georgia’s and offered the photographer a bright, plastic smile as she interrupted. “Sorry, Jaret. Georgia is all mine tonight. I’ve booked us a tarot reading at Madame Siobhan’s. She’s a witch, so her reading ought to be especially accurate.” 

Jaret’s face darkened with temper. The models he pursued didn’t say no to him often, and based on his expression he wasn’t enjoying the sensation. 

The two women walked arm in arm to the make-shift changing room, emerging ten minutes later in their street clothes. Georgia caught several seething glances from Jaret, but she didn’t respond. They got in their shared rental car and drove off, leaving Jaret to vent his frustration on his set crew. 

As they slid into the compact rental car, Georgia turned to her friend. “Did you really make an appointment for us with a tarot reader?”

Jenna giggled. “No. But it shut Jaret up, didn’t it? You know he has a thing about para-humans.”

“My agent mentioned he would only work with ‘normals’ as he calls regular humans. I don’t know any, but if Phylicia Jordan is anything to go by, the elementals at least are gorgeous,” Georgia replied, referencing a water elemental and world-renowned prima ballerina who had recently branched into modeling.

She put the little car in gear and headed back to their hotel. “Well, you’ve claimed me for the evening, and I kind of wish you really did book us a reading. It sounds like fun.”

Jenna’s eyes lit up. “Really? I wasn’t sure you’d be into it, but the bartender at the hotel said there is an occult tea shop not too far from our hotel. I’ll bet we can get a reading there.”

Georgia shot her friend a look. “I’m down if you are.” 

They arrived at their hotel and hustled up to the room. A quick shower and change of clothes later, they were on their way to the tea shop. 

“I think they serve food there, but even if they don’t, we have time before we get too hungry,” Jenna said. Excitement shone in her blue eyes, amping up Georgia’s anticipation. “Have you ever had your cards read?”

Georgia shook her head. “No. I’ve always wanted to, but my folks are ultra conservative. Anything even vaguely related to the occult was a big no-no.”

“Did you tell them Tarot started as an Italian card game and it has a LOT of Christian imagery and symbolism?”

“Why bother?” Georgia’s laugh took on a bitter edge. “They forbid me to read the HP series. I had to sneak the books from the library.”

Jenna hooked her arm companionably through Georgia’s as they walked to the elevator. “But you did read them.”

A nostalgic grin lifted Georgia’s sour expression. “All seven, every single page.”

“And they did let you go to summer camp where you met Jo and me.” 

“Sure. Because I told them it was a church run youth camp. You should have seen my mom’s face when I got back, and she saw the activities schedule included...” Georgia widened her eyes and lowered her voice to a faux-shocked whisper. “Herbology!”

“Wait till you tell her about this little adventure, then.” Mischief danced in Jenna’s eyes.  

“Are you kidding? My father would have a coronary. Not that they’ll ever hear about it. They haven’t spoken to me in weeks. Won’t even take my calls.”

Jenna’s laughter faded. “Oh, Georgia. That’s awful.”

“Is it?” Georgia turned a moody glance on the lobby. “To be honest, it’s almost a relief. And it isn’t as if it was unexpected. I seem to make a habit of disappointing them. They made their disapproval clear when I left dental hygiene for modeling. Taking this gig to model bathing suits and lingerie was the last straw.”

“I’d have thought...” Jenna trailed off. “They must have lost their minds when you came out. At least in private. You never said anything I just assumed they were fine with it.”

“Oh, they were OK with me being a lesbian. In fact, they still wear their tolerance like a badge of honor, but modeling pajamas? That, apparently, makes me a harlot.” Bitterness stung at the back of Georgia’s throat. She cleared it and forced a laugh. “Enough. I hate talking about this crap. It doesn’t change anything, and I don’t have the energy to waste on a lost cause. Let’s go have some fun.” 

She tugged Jenna through the hotel doors and out onto the street. Jenna glanced at her friend’s face. “Are you sure?”

“I am absolutely sure.” The shine of tears glimmered in Georgia’s eyes, but she wanted to change the subject. “What are you going to ask Madame Siobhan?” 

Silver Crescent Teas and Books sat three blocks west of their hotel, and it did not disappoint. The owner had decorated the shop windows to the right and left of the door differently. On one side, mannequins enjoyed tea for three, a cat curled at their feet. Georgia assumed it was stuffed until it lifted its head to look at them.

On the other side, another mannequin, this one dressed in a flowing black gown with silver moons and stars scattered through the cloth, stood over an altar. On it were various artifacts: a book, a cup, three candles and several crystals. The mannequin held a tarot card in one hand and a wand in the other. Both windows were back by a shimmering curtain. 

A sign in the window said, ‘readings by appointment only.’ Jenna sighed with disappointment. “Looks like we aren’t going to get our reading.” 

Georgia tossed her dark hair. “Couldn’t hurt to ask. Besides, I’ve never been in an occult store. Come on.” She pushed open the door to the sound of chimes and stepped inside. Jenna followed. 
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Siobhan watched the late comers with consternation. She’d planned on closing early, and now she was going to be late for her favorite program’s season finale. 

Calm yourself, Siobhan. Money is always welcome, and these look like tourists. This won’t take long. As always, the guide’s voice in Siobhan’s head was sultry and convincing. Mara might be a spirit, and somewhat inexperienced about the material world, but she was right ninety percent of the time. 

Siobhan forced herself to relax. “Blessed be,” she said with a smile. “What can I do for you ladies this evening?”

The brunette strode forward, determination written large on her stunning features. “We were hoping you could do a tarot reading for us,” she said. 

Stifling another surge of irritation, Siobhan spoke gently. “I’m sorry. I only do readings by appointment.” She made a vague gesture toward the window and its sign.

“But you’re still open and the shop is empty. Couldn’t you make an exception?” The redhead glanced at her friend, then back to Siobhan. “We leave for London tomorrow afternoon, so this is our only chance.

Siobhan smelled the fib as soon as it was uttered, gray and filmy, like smoke from a candle. A white lie then, but still a lie. Irritation kindled into anger, but she kept the evidence out of her expression. 

“I really can’t...” She trailed off as Mara spoke in her head. 

The dark one needs your talents. Consent to do her reading. The harsh command hurt Siobhan’s head, and the witch swayed slightly before stiffening her spine.

Sighing, Siobhan flipped the sign on the door to the closed side. “Very well. But only one of you.”

“Both,” the brunette insisted, and Siobhan seethed, but she only beckoned them toward the black and silver beaded curtain at the back of the shop. 

Except for the corner altar and the table in the center, the room was empty. A border of celestial symbols painted in silver gleamed near the ceiling, and a stick of incense burned on the altar. The room smelled of herbs and mystery. 

Why are you making me do this, Mara? she asked silently. I was closing for the night.

Why are you so reluctant to take what these two offer? Mara responded. Trust me. It will be worth it. I’ll make sure these two are out of here by your regular closing, and I’ll turn traffic in your favor, so you still make the opening song on your program.

Only slightly mollified, Siobhan welcomed the women into the reading room. “If you will both take seats, I will get my cards.”

The two hurried to obey as Siobhan lit her candles and took her deck from a velvet pouch at her hip. Circling the room, she shuffled, calming herself, asking for insight as she always did. Just because it was inconvenient didn’t mean she wasn’t going to do her best. 

Gracefully, she lowered herself into the third chair, still shuffling.

Her clients leaned forward expectantly. 

“You first, I think,” Siobhan said at Mara’s prompting, and pointed to the brunette. 

Her name is Georgia, Mara whispered in Siobhan’s mind.

“Georgia? Is it?” Siobhan repeated obediently. 

The brunette’s eyes widened, and she nodded. “I’m Georgia, and this is my friend Jenna. I need you to do her reading first.”

In Siobhan’s head, Mara hissed with irritation, but Jenna was already sitting down, and Georgia was hanging back. 

“As you wish,” Siobhan said. 

Jenna leaned forward. “What do I do?”

Without taking her eyes from Jenna’s, Siobhan held out the cards. “Shuffle them until you feel the spirit tell you to stop. As you shuffle, focus on your question, or the topic you most wish for direction in.”

Jenna took the cards, shuffling several times before handing them back. “I have my question. Should I tell you?”

Siobhan shook her head and laid out the cards in a horseshoe pattern. “This is your past, and the things that influenced it.” She tapped two cards at the top of the spread. “You had a joyous childhood. I see two, no three, other people in your family. A male and two females. One is your sister?”

Jenna nodded; eyes wide. Siobhan continued the reading. When she reached the last card, she frowned. “Someone you care for deeply is in danger. A woman, but not a blood relation.” 

Jenna gave Georgia a worried look, then turned back to the reader. “Is there anything I can do to help them?”

The frown deepened as she laid out three more cards. “They will have help, but it will not come from you. Your role is to help them heal after the event.” Siobhan sat back. “Do you wish to take a picture of the spread?” 

Jenna nodded and pulled out her phone, snapping a pic before putting it back in her purse. She looked over her shoulder at Georgia as Siobhan gathered the cards. “Your turn!” she said brightly. 

As Georgia sat down, Siobhan repeated the same process she had used with Jenna, giving Georgia the cards and the instructions together. 

Georgia accepted, then shuffled the cards several times before handing them back. 

“Now we begin.” Siobhan laid out five cards. She tapped the first one. “You are at the beginning of a journey. One you have prepared for, but it will not go as planned. In fact, the journey is not the one you expected at all.” 

Georgia shivered. It felt like the room temperature had dropped ten degrees since she sat down.

Siobhan’s fingers lingered on the next card. “Betrayal is at hand. A stranger close to you will seek to harm you. You must be very careful.” She moved to the third card, her face grave as she turned it over. “There is a great trial ahead. One that will prove dangerous to you.”

“Dangerous how?” Georgia asked, thinking of Jaret. If that asshole messed with her career because she wouldn’t sleep with him, he was a dead man.

“The cards do not say. Only that you can escape the danger, but not without cost.” She frowned. The cold presence of her spirit guide was fading, moving away from her. You said you’d get them out of here before closing, she reminded Mara in her head.

You will say goodbye before six, never fear. Mara assured her. 

Mara’s voice faded, and Siobhan finished Georgia’s reading. She looked up and noticed that Georgia’s eyes had glazed over, their piercing blue color dulled and muddied. 

Mara? What are you doing? The spirit didn’t answer, and a shiver puckered the skin along Siobhan’s spine. But Georgia’s gaze cleared, her irises returning to their normal sky-toned hue.

The fortune teller forced a smile. “And now, if you don’t mind, it is closing time.” 

The women paid for the readings and thanked Siobhan for making time for them. She saw them out the door and locked it with a sigh of relief. 
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“That was fun,” Georgia said as they walked to the car. “Just what I needed after a long day.” She rummaged in her wallet. “But you know what? I think I left my credit card inside. Hang on here for a minute, OK?”

Jenna’s stomach rumbled. “OK, but be quick, all right? I’m starving.” She slid into the car on the passenger side and pulled out her phone to scroll while she waited. 

Georgia hurried back to the shop and tapped politely on the frame. “Hello? I think I left my credit card inside.”

Movement in the darkened shop made a sly smile curl her lips. Siobhan was too soft. It was her greatest fault, and the one that would be her downfall. 

Siobhan peered at Georgia through the glass. “You put it in your wallet,” she said, her voice muffled by the panel between them. 

Georgia shook her head. “I thought so too, but I looked, and it isn’t there. Can I come in and look?”

A sharp click and the door opened a crack. “It isn’t here.”

Georgia pushed against the door with surprising strength and Siobhan gave way reluctantly, closing the door behind the girl as she entered. 

Instead of crossing to the checkout counter, she stepped away from the door and turned to face Siobhan. “I had to come back and tell you it worked.”

The fortune teller frowned. “What worked?”

“The possession. I knew it would if I could just find the right subject. And of course, that took forever. I needed someone unschooled in magick. Someone who thinks of magick as a fairy tale.”

“What are you talking about?” She met Georgia’s eyes and her blood chilled as she noted a hint of red in their center. 

Georgia laughed, and something in the laughter filled Siobhan with horror. It was too similar to a voice she’d heard only in her head until now. “Mara? No. I didn’t perform any magick, let alone a spell that would let you take someone over.”

The entity in Georgia’s body stepped closer and stroked Siobhan’s cheek. “You really thought I was a spirit guide, didn’t you? My ability to work magick through you should have tipped you off, but it didn’t. You wanted a companion so badly, didn’t you?”

The entity followed as Siobhan backed away. “W-w-what are you?”

“I’m your favorite descended demon, Siobhan. Sorry for keeping you in the dark, but you know, people can be so judgmental. Of course, I can’t leave you free to run around telling people about me.” 

“Mara,” Siobhan said. “You can trust me. I won’t tell anyone.”

“That is so sweet. And maybe you even mean it. But I can’t take the risk of some hedge witch finding out I’ve commandeered this body. Witches are so persnickety about bodily autonomy, you know. The first thing they’d do is organize a coven circle to cast me out. No, this is much safer.”

With a speed and efficiency that should have been impossible for a human being, Mara gripped Siobhan’s throat and snapped her neck in one fluid twist, then let the lifeless body fall to the floor. 

“You should have recognized a demon when you heard one, but you allowed your own self-interest to blind you. And now you are paying the price.” Leaving the body on the floor, Mara hummed as she hurried into the back office and erased the security footage from the past hour, then shut off the cameras. Couldn’t have the police after her brand-new body before she even got a chance to break it in. 

She gathered a few artifacts from the shop’s storeroom, dropping them into Georgia’s purse as she headed for the door. The whole operation took less than ten minutes.

Georgia’s terrified wailing in her head made a pleasant accompaniment to her exit. 
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Blood Bar
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Char: Hawthorne Outskirts

Later that afternoon, Lena and I met up in the living room back home. Dinner wasn’t far off, but neither of us felt like cooking. Talking over the new case was a decent alternative. 

“Zel didn’t know anything? How is that even possible?” Lena shook her bangs out of her eyes and plopped down on the couch. The white leather miniskirt and matching boots looked good on my sister, but the shirt she was wearing was mine. 

“I know it’s hard to believe, but she said she didn’t. And stop raiding my closet. You get a good salary these days. Go shopping.” She gave me a startled look, and I sighed. It was true. I was grumpy. My lunch with the coven leader hadn’t gone as expected. “Sorry. Didn’t mean it to come out that way. But Zel...”

“She’s still trying to get you to join the coven?”

“That’s just it. She didn’t bring it up. Surprise number one. But I knew something was off when she claimed not to know anything about vampires in the area. She wouldn’t even look at me when she said it.”

“If Zel isn’t talking, she has a good reason.” 

“True. But her ‘good reason’ might be protecting a killer.”

Lena shook her head. “Zel wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe not, but it leaves us without leads.”

“The Blood Bar is just outside of town. We could start there.” 

Shock rippled through me as I stared at her. “How do you know about the Blood Bar?” The place was a notorious vampire hang out. The only non-vampires who frequented the place were blood fans and wanna-be dark lords offering their necks in the hope that some vamp could be induced to turn them. The fact that the process involved dying wasn’t much of a deterrent for a certain type. 

Lena blew an exasperated breath through her bangs. “Are you kidding me? Is there anyone over the age of five who doesn’t know about it?”

Acknowledging the validity of her question, I settled into the armchair. “So, you want to go stake the place out?” I waggled my brows, but she didn’t find the pun amusing.

“Talk like that at the Blood Bar might get you bit.”

I gave her a snarky smile and threaded blue fire through my fingers. “They can try.” In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have been so cocky. 
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We pulled Hecate into a parking space under a streetlight in the Blood Bar’s lot. If things didn’t go well, I wanted a well-lit exit. Vampires can see in the dark, but Lena and I couldn’t. 

I’d changed into a black leather pants and vest outfit I’d worn to a Halloween party the previous year. It was serviceable and would blend in with the less outrageous ‘come and eat me’ attire worn at the bar. Doirsain was in my purse. It wouldn’t do to have Sasha popping out at an inopportune moment, and the evening promised to be tense, something that always made him edgy.

I’d never been there before and was a little surprised to find that the place wasn’t as much of a dive as I’d assumed. The building had two stories, and the staircase to my left led to an interior balcony that started at the top of the stairs and ran all the way around the room. Couches and lounges up there were occupied by couples and groups, drinking and chatting, but as far as I could see, not biting. Maybe the doors in between the furniture groupings were there for a reason.

Management had gone for a dark art-déco-meets-baroque look with smoked glass tabletops and geometrical patterns on the walls. Instead of pastels, they’d used jewel tones. Ruby, sapphire, emerald and onyx glinted from the artwork on the walls, each one framed in gold leaf. They did the seat covers in the same colors, but only one to a chair. It was surprisingly artsy and tasteful for a blood house.

The patrons were less restrained. My eyebrows rose as a woman in a white peignoir walked past, her body revealed more than covered by the diaphanous fabric. The man with her wore black silk pajamas, open at the neck to reveal a red bow tie against his skin. 

Another man wore a pair of black leather chaps and a vest similar to my own, but skimpier. When he turned around, I realized that the vest wasn’t as revealing as the pants. 

A woman in purple pixie cut, a halter top, and a wraparound silk skirt approached us. “Hello, I’m Esmé. Welcome to the Blood Bar. Dining or menu?” 

“Most restaurants have both,” I said. 

She smiled, revealing brilliant white canines, pointed but not overlong. “Of course. What I meant was will you be dining, or on the menu for others to partake?”

“Neither,” Lena said. 

“Dining, if we find something we like,” I said at the same moment. Lena shot me a startled look and the woman’s friendly gaze chilled. 

“We don’t allow tourists here. If you aren’t part of the lifestyle, one way or the other, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

I whipped out my newly minted business card and handed it to her. “Just gathering background on a missing person’s case,” I lied. Say murder; they get all tight-lipped. Say missing; they want to help. Mostly. “My client’s wife disappeared about a week ago and we were told that she might have been a regular here.” I gave the room a significant glance. “I’m sure you don’t want it getting around that folks visit your establishment and then disappear, never to rise again.”

Pink stained her cheeks, which I didn’t think was possible for a vampire, but the glacial look warmed a degree or two. “Do you have a photo? People don’t tend to give names if their spouses are unaware of their... activities... here.”

Lena pulled out her phone and showed Esmé a pic of Karfa’s deceased wife, before the murder. A pretty, brown-haired woman with leaf-green eyes smiled out of the phone and Esmé frowned. “I don’t think I’ve seen her. We don’t get a lot of fae in here, for obvious reasons. Most of our patrons are either human or vampire with the occasional—”

“What kind of obvious reasons?” I asked. 

Esmé’s grin was spine-chilling. “Fae blood makes a vampire high and is considered a bit of a delicacy. I’ve never had the opportunity to partake, but I’m told once one starts, it can be extremely challenging to stop before the quarry is drained.”

My gut churned, but I smiled anyway. “Sounds enticing.”

“Oh, you have no idea. The more you drink, the longer and more intense the high. I’ve heard that the trip can be as long as a week, all expenses paid by the meal-ticket.” The smile dropped away. “Of course, killing a fae, no matter what kind, carries its own risk, so most of us don’t bother with them, even if they offer.”

“Lovely,” Lena said, in a tone that suggested it was nothing of the kind. “Do you mind if we show her picture around? See if anyone has seen her?”

A frown marred Esmé’s permanently youthful features, and I wondered briefly how old she really was. I was betting at least one hundred.

“Like I said before, we don’t usually welcome tourists...” Esmé said, her voice trailing off as she turned to survey the room. “But in this case, I’ll allow it. However, you’ll want to stay on the ground floor. The upstairs is a dining and dancing area only.”

“Dancing? Doesn’t look like there’s room up there.” I let my gaze trail upward, and sort of wished I hadn’t as a man led a giggling young woman into a room. I was all for people getting their kicks in whatever way suited them, but the whole vampire mystique had never intrigued me the way it seemed to do for the patrons here. 

“Dancing happens in the rooms,” Esmé said. 

“But we need to show the picture to as many people as possible,” Lena said. 

“If you go up there, I can’t guarantee you’ll come back down untouched, but suit yourself.” With a final wink, she turned toward a newly arrived couple. “Hello, I’m Esmé. Welcome to the Blood Bar. Dining or...” 

I tuned her out, and we made our way to seats at the bar. Next to the regular assortment of liquors and beers were taps with labels like Witch-ONeg and Elemental-FW. “I get the first part, and for the witches, that’s obviously a blood type, but what do you think FW means?” I asked Lena. 

“Fire, white-hot.” The voice was dark chocolate over caramel, sexy, sweet with just a hint of danger. 

As I turned to face him, all my alarm bells went off. The man was drop-dead gorgeous, only one step down from the angels I’d met. His eyes were deep purple pools with a hint of red at the center. But there was something about him that made my skin crawl.

Lena leaned across me, flashing Saya’s picture. “Have you seen this woman?”

Startled, the vampire barely looked at the picture before turning away. “No.”

“You didn’t even look,” Lena protested, and I put a restraining hand on her arm. 

The man sneered at us. “Vampire sight is faster than a human’s. But you aren’t human, are you? Not here to dine or be part of the menu either, I’d guess. How did you get in here? Esmé is usually more... discerning.”

“We’re just looking for our friend,” I said quickly. “No harm done.”

He glared at us. “Yet.” He stalked away. 

“Not exactly the friendly type, is he?” Lena said. 

“Not even a little. I was going to split up. One of us upstairs, the other down here, but I don’t think that’s such a good idea after all.”

Lena settled onto the man’s vacant barstool. “Agreed. We should stick together. What do we do next?”

“Start down here, show Saya’s picture around. Then go upstairs and do the same. Stick together, one on watch, the other asks the questions, deal?” 

“I’m guessing you want me to be the watcher, right?”

Too right. Char is better at asking questions, anyway. Lena stiffened slightly, and I knew Sasha had spoken in her mind too. He knew she didn’t like it when he did that, and I heard his dry chuckle. 

Woke up, did you? I asked. I’m glad you approve.

Of you two going to a vampire dine-n-dash? No, not really, but I wasn’t asked. So, I’ll make the best of it by teasing you.

No, you won’t. We have work to do. No time for fun and games. Keep your mouth closed and your ears open. 

I could be of more help if you put the necklace on, he replied. 

I didn’t bother answering, just moved down the bar, where Lena showed the picture again. The woman hadn’t seen Saya either, and we moved on. It took over an hour to show Saya’s picture around the ground floor, with no reward. No one knew who she was. 

“Don’t any of these people watch the news?” I asked Lena.

“It hasn’t been on the news. The cops are keeping it out of the paper as long as they can.”

“Huh. Why am I not surprised?” I asked sarcastically. “I guess we go upstairs now.” A momentary flash of memory replaced the white steps with stone, and I pushed it away. I didn’t get the flashbacks as often now, but they came when I was stressed. Something about this place was running cold fingers down my spine. I didn’t like it.

We’d covered half the balcony when I noticed our surly friend from the bar tugging a young woman toward one of the doors. She kept looking over her shoulder, giving her companions pleading looks, but they were busy making their own connections with a trio of vampires, and weren’t paying attention. She hung back, twisting her arm, trying to resist the vampire, but he held her easily and kept walking. 

I stepped in front of him and spoke to the girl. “Hey there, friend! Haven’t seen you in forever. How are you doing?”

Relief flooded her features, and I knew I had done the right thing. The man didn’t think so, and let out a low growl as he turned to face me. He was the same guy we’d seen downstairs. My gut tightened. The girl’s face turned white.

“I-I-I’m fine,” she stammered. “I was just about to head home, though. My friends that I came with aren’t ready to leave, so I was going to call a MyRide, but Klaus said...”

“I can take you home, no problem,” I said. Pulling a tiny thread of power from the nearest ley line, I touched her arm, directing the power to flow harmlessly over her skin to snap at the vampire’s fingers around her wrist. He snatched back his hand with a startled gasp and glared at me. 

“Witches aren’t allowed to use their powers in here,” he snarled. 

“I’ll bet vamps aren’t allowed to commandeer guests against their will, either,” I replied with a winning smile. I could see by his expression that I’d hit a sore spot. “So, you are going to step out of the way, and we will head out. You with us, Lena?”

“Right here, Char.” A sidelong glance told me Lena had green fire in her cupped palms, hidden from the majority of the patrons, but clearly visible to Klaus. My eyebrows raised. Using raw ley line power wasn’t her usual style, but it was good to know my sister wasn’t letting that skill set gather dust. 

I gestured to the girl, indicating that she should walk ahead of me as I fell into step behind her. 

Klaus snaked a hand around my neck and hauled me backward against his chest. He pressed his mouth against my ear, his cold breath curling against my cheek. “I tell you what. She can go, but you will take her place.”

A mix of terror and rage flooded my veins and prickled my skin. “I don’t think so,” I said through gritted teeth as heat snaked down my arms in wicked tendrils. A vision of knives dripping blood flashed through my mind and I dismissed it with an effort of will, focusing hard on the arm around my neck.

Klaus laughed. “And I do. Besides. Subdermal tattoos are sexy as hell.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but he was about to get his ass handed to him for putting hands on me. “You think? Well, then, you are really going to get a charge out of this.” I crushed his instep with a booted heel and tapped into the ley line. “There, now you have a subdermal of your own. Don’t heal too fast to enjoy it.”

He yelped and juked backward as I spun around, planted my feet and punched him in the chest. Magick exploded outward, hurling him into the wall. Vampires and humans scattered. The humans were screaming while the vampires just looked annoyed. I stood over Klaus and looked down at him.

“Do not EVER touch a woman without her permission.” I turned, leaving him there. As I did, I saw Esmé climbing the stairs, and she looked pissed. “Come on, ladies. I think it’s time to go. 

“Umm, Char?” Lena gave me an odd look. 

“Yeah?”

“What is going on with your arm?”

I looked down at the offending limb but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “What are you talking about?” I kept walking.

Esmé reached the top of the staircase at the same time we did, but she didn’t glance our way. Instead, she stomped over to Klaus’ dazed form and hoisted him to his feet with one hand.

“Huh,” I said. “I was right. Way older than she looks.”

We didn’t hesitate but made our way out of the bar. We offered the young woman a lift, but she shook her head. “I, umm... I’m really grateful for what you did in there, but I think I’d rather get a MyRide.”

I understood. Most beings are uncomfortable with things they don’t understand, even when it saves their hide. Humans are no exception. “Suit yourself,” I said. We gave her space and settled in to wait for the ride-share to show up. 

When it arrived, she opened the door, then turned back to us. “I didn’t know. My friends said it was a birthday surprise.”

Watching her tear-stained face, my heart sank. “A lot of people love these places. I’m sure they thought you’d...” The look on her face stopped me.

She nodded. “I guess, but I wouldn’t have come if I knew.”

“That is probably why they kept it a secret,” Lena said gently. “This is not your fault.”

“Could be you need new friends,” I said. 

The girl nodded sadly and ducked into the car, pulling the door closed behind her. I saw her speak briefly to the driver, and they drove away. 

“Char, what was that in there?” Lena asked in a hoarse whisper.

“I thought we saved that girl from rape or something worse.” I studied her, my alarm rising as I took her in. “Are you all right?” Her face was pale, her hands shaking. “You didn’t grab too much ley line power, did you? Are you burned?” I grabbed her hands in mine. “Let me see.”

She jerked her fingers out of my grip. “Not me. You! Didn’t you see it?”

I stepped back. “See what?”

Confusion clouded her eyes. “I don’t know. Your arm sort of lit up. I mean, there were flaming lines in this awful design, and I...” She trailed off. 

I stared at my arm, but all I saw was smooth, unmarred skin. “It was probably just backwash from the line energy,” I suggested. 

She looked doubtful but didn’t say anything more on the topic. “Do you think we need to go back in? Question the rest of the people on the second floor?”

“I don’t think that’s an option. Esmé ignored us in favor of getting rid of Klaus, but I doubt we’d be welcomed back tonight.”

To my surprise, a giggle escaped Lena’s lips, and she regained some of her natural color. “Did you see the look on his face when you hit him? We probably would have gotten kicked out if we hadn’t left on our own, but it was totally worth it.”

The memory flashed through me, and I laughed. “It was.” But we hadn’t gotten any information about Saya. My laughter died. “No leads though. Any ideas on where we go next?”

“Home?” she said hopefully. 

I didn’t bother to argue.
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Mind Prison
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Georgia



Georgia sat huddled in the gray half-light, the occasional sob rising from her chest. She’d walked for what felt like miles after waking up in this featureless place, but nothing changed. The gray walls, the still air... It was as if she hadn’t moved at all.

“Where am I?” she wondered out loud. 

“You are where you have always been, sort of. Inside your own mind.”

Georgia startled, her desperate gaze sweeping the monotonous surroundings. “Who is that? Where are you?”

Something moved behind her, and Georgia spun around, but saw nothing.

“My name is Mara, and I’m right here with you. But that isn’t the question you should be asking.” Laughter grated against her nerves, sending shivers over her body.

“If I’m inside my own mind, then I’m just... thoughts, feelings, memories. So, why do I have a body? Why can I feel and hear and see?”

“Because that is the only way you can understand yourself. Your brain has constructed a boring little habitat — a tiny room in your mind — where you can live so you don’t go insane from sensory deprivation. I allowed it because I don’t want to cohabit with a lunatic. And that is still not the right question. Not if you’re going to truly understand what is happening to you.”

Georgia knew the right question. But asking it was dangerous. The answer might confirm what she already suspected, and if she was right... She didn’t want to think about it. But there didn’t seem to be any other options. At least if she knew, she’d have a place to start fighting back.

“Fine. What are you?” The question came softly, as if she didn’t want to ask it, but couldn’t help herself.

The sound of hands clapping twice snapped through the air. “Well done! I know that you are afraid, and asking that question was hard, so I’ll reward you. I am a demon. A descended demon, technically, but now I have a body. Your body. So, I’m not sure the descended part applies anymore.”

Shock ripped through Georgia, threatening to unravel her soul. She put her hands over her ears and rocked back and forth, fighting to hold herself together. “This shouldn’t be possible,” she murmured. “You can’t invade someone’s body without their permission.”

Laughter filled the air around her, echoing as if she was in a cave. “Who sold you that load of nonsense? Your parents?” The rough voice grated against Georgia’s senses.

A hideous, scaly face forced its way through the dimness, rearing over Georgia’s head like a dragon over its prey. 

“Well, let me tell you, they were either lying or criminally misinformed. A person can, in fact, be possessed without their permission. That’s why most parahumans ward their children young — some right after they’re born. Sadly for you, human parents have not learned to do the same.”

Mara shrank to human size and settled into a comfortable chair that suddenly appeared behind her. A patchwork of scars resembling scales covered her, all a muddy greenish black. Her eyes glowed gold with red centers. Long talons extended from her fingers. She wore a black silk gown, sleeveless, fitted in the bodice with a flowing skirt that brushed the floor. 

“You can see why I didn’t introduce myself before coming inside.” She gestured to her face and arms. “You’d have run screaming, and I’d have missed my chance. Something I can’t really afford at the moment.”

“You have to let me go. You can’t do this.” Georgia stood, facing her enemy with fists clenched. “Get out.”

Mara grinned. “I don’t, and I can. I will give you credit for being feisty, however. Most possessed tend to grovel, which is annoying, so thanks for not doing that.”

Georgia advanced on the seated demon. “I said. Get. Out.” She launched herself across the space, slamming into the suddenly empty chair and knocking it out of the way. 

Pain flared in her belly, spreading out from the center like fire burning through a forest. Georgia fell to the ground, struggling to breathe, arms wrapped around her stomach, trying to quench the flames.

“Lesson one.” Mara strolled around the stricken woman. “You can’t hurt me. I will always be faster, and even if you caught me, you couldn’t hold me. And I will repay every attempt you make just like this, only worse.” She snapped her fingers and the pain stopped, leaving Georgia gasping.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

Mara crouched down in front of her. “Because I don’t want to spend eternity locked in Lucifer’s nasty little kingdom. The food is barely third star, and they assign the accommodations by rank. You should see the hovel they put me in. Barely enough room to turn around.” 

Georgia shoved herself off her back into a crouch, her hands grasping at Mara’s ankles. The demon passed right through Georgia’s arms and kept walking as if she hadn’t noticed, but the flames in Georgia’s belly ignited. She curled around her center, biting her lip to keep from pleading for the agony to stop.

Mara glanced down. “I did warn you.” She snapped her fingers, and the pain ebbed. “Where was I? Oh yes. There is absolutely no room for advancement. At least, not for a descended. Without a body, you can’t participate in any of the big man’s plots and battles.”

“Why would you want to?” Georgia gasped. 

Mara turned away. “Haven’t you been listening? Advancement. Your rank determines where you live, what resources you can access, what realms you can visit, everything. Once, I was one step below princess. I could go anywhere, do anything I wanted, but he ruined all of that. And now he must pay.”

“Lucifer?” Georgia didn’t try to attack again. It would do no good and the price of failure was too high.

Mara stared at her, eyes wide and incredulous. “Lucifer? No. I have nothing against the king of hell. I just don’t want to live with him.”

“Then who?”

“Never you mind. Let’s go on to lesson two.” 

Georgia braced herself for more pain, but none came. Instead, Mara’s chair materialized again, with Mara in it. 

“You can’t eject me, so don’t try. If you do, you’ll be punished. And really, if something is impossible, there’s no point in trying it, especially when doing so will cause you pain. Agreed?” She watched her captive with greedy eyes, waiting for her assent. 

Instinct pressed at Georgia, warning her against agreeing. “If there isn’t a way to get rid of you, why do you need my agreement not to try?”

Mara scowled. “Think you’re clever, little girl? Well, don’t be sure. You can’t ‘get rid’ of me, and trying will only get you hurt. A friendly warning is all. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it has to be.”

“Oh, and if I don’t give you any trouble, you’ll let me go when you get what you want? Is that it?”

“Not at all.” Mara snorted. “But I will promise not to hurt you while you wait. Then you can go on to the Summerlands without more trauma to overcome in your next life.”

You’re going to kill me, Georgia thought, and Mara nodded. 

“Of course. But not right away. For the moment, it suits my purpose to keep you alive.” She leaned into Georgia’s face, smirking when Georgia refused to give way. “As long as you aren’t too annoying, that is.”

And as long as I don’t kill you first. This time, Georgia made an effort to keep the thought to herself, imagining a steel door between herself and the demon. Mara blinked. 

“What is this? Wanting a bit of privacy, are you?” Mara chuckled, and then spoke as if talking to a child. “Well, you go ahead. But remember, secrets are like bullets. Fine so long as they stay in the weapon, but lethal when fired. And in your case, the gun is always aimed at you, so be careful how you use those secrets.”

She disappeared, and Georgia whipped around, trying to see where she’d gone. After assuring herself that she was alone, or at least alone as far as she could tell, she sank to the floor, thinking. 

Possessed. Her body taken over by a foreign entity — a demon. Something she hadn’t believed existed until now. And according to that demon, there was no way to get rid of her. 

She blew out a long, slow breath. Well, maybe there isn’t. And I guess my folks didn’t know they needed to protect me from you. But one thing they taught me was more important. Demons lie. She closed her lips and the imaginary steel door, turning it into a gray wall surrounding her on all sides. 

Then she whispered just for herself, “And if you lied about my ability to get rid of you, I’ll figure out how. You can count on it.”
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The sun was barely peeking over the horizon when Mara approached the standing stones crowning the hilltop. The land fell away all around the hill, flattening into green fields before rising again into mountains in the distance.

She could still smell an ancient death here – a sacrifice. And even now, the faint echo of song rang between the stones for those who knew how to listen. Mara knew how. She’d been here when the sacrifice was made. 

It had been made to her, though the celebrants hadn’t realized it at the time.

What fools the druids had been. 

Even Brendan of the Marsh had not known what she was until it was far too late. She scowled as she recalled his rejection when the truth was revealed. But she would reclaim him. It was only a matter of time now. 

She touched the place on her chest where his friend’s athame had plunged deep as Brendan distracted her so long ago, sending her to hell as a bodiless soul. His betrayal still stung. He would have to pay for that. 

Meanwhile, she had business to conduct in the lower realm. 

Stationing herself in the center of the circle, she spoke the charm of opening, turning three times sunwise as she slowly raised her hands to the sky. She swayed, dancing to music only she could hear, planting her bare feet in the cool, damp earth until finally, she swayed into position in front of the sentinel stone. 

Inside her head, she heard Georgia screaming and cursing in three languages. The original soul of this body had already made several attempts to break free. She’d been unsuccessful, of course, but the fact that she had the strength of will to square off against an invading demon was astonishing. Impressive, really, but a nuisance at the moment. 

Ignoring her unwilling host, Mara spoke the spell again and again, her voice gaining depth and weight until it sounded like a hundred singers all at once.

As she chanted, the sky darkened over the stones, and stars peered down at her. Wind whipped through the stones, flattening the grass only to release it, then flatten it again. 

She doubted those outside her circle could see the darkness or feel the wind. To them, the hill likely looked empty and ordinary. But inside the circumference of the circle, the moon brightened the path as the earth opened, revealing a set of stone stairs going down into a tunnel. 

Georgia’s yelling reduced to whimpers, a sound that Mara enjoyed as she walked the staircase down to the bottom. There she found an old torch and lit it with a snap of her fingers. A wave of her hand closed the soil overhead, and Georgia screamed. The shrill sound made Mara wince. She much preferred her victims spitting and cursing, but you had to take what you could get.

“Oh, shut up. I wouldn’t have bothered taking over your body if I planned to kill it.” Holding the torch high, she started down the corridor, careful not to brush against the dirt walls. She’d taken her time selecting an outfit from Georgia’s suitcase, and she didn’t want to soil the fabric. 

You shut up. You have no right to do this to me. Get out and let me go!

That was much better. “Actually, I quite like this body,” Mara replied easily. “It is fit and pleasing to the male eye. I saw those gentlemen watching us on the train. I’ll enjoy putting it through its paces when I have more time.”

The sound of retching filled her head, and Mara’s amusement faded. “Stop that,” she snapped. “Have you no self-respect?”

You know I’m a lesbian, right?

“That is beside the point. You don’t seem to understand, so I’ll be blunt. This body is now mine. I’m letting you stay in residence only temporarily.”

Georgia fell silent, but Mara could feel her thinking that last statement over. 

You’re going to murder me. But if that is true, why not do it now? Why wait?

“I see no need to explain.” She hid the thought that permanent possession wasn’t usually done. It was too hard to maintain. But she had a plan, and this was only the first step. 

Holding the torch high, she walked down the center of the corridor, careful not to brush against the walls. The fae didn’t like visitors from the Upper Realm, and they’d been known to set traps in their entrance halls. Traps that magick kept functional no matter how long between trespassers. 

She traveled for more than an hour, bypassing no less than three triggers, before rounding a corner and arriving at a dead-end. The walls of the tunnel curved into a blank wall, sealing the way forward without warning.

In her head, Georgia gave a trembling huff of satisfaction. They closed it off. You won’t be able to get in this way.

Mara stiffened. Implicit in the thought had been the understanding of who ‘they’ were, and that this was an entrance to their territory. How had Georgia — a human — known?

The nervous silence in her head should have been a relief after hours of alternating between angry rants and despairing wails. But Mara frowned. “Stay out of my thoughts, little human. Or I’ll have to kill you sooner than planned.” 

She kept to herself the knowledge that human bodies and souls were deeply attached. A demon could take over a human easily, but if the original soul left it, the body died, sending the demon back to hell. 

She held up the torch and thrust out a hand with a muttered incantation. The stone and mud wall shifted, melting away from the center outward until an opening formed. With a soft cry of satisfaction, Mara moved forward. The way sloped down, paved with circular, flat slabs of marble. 

She had entered the Lower Realm. The trick now would be to keep out of sight of the high fae. If they found her here, they wouldn’t mind dispatching an innocent to get at the demon within. 

Georgia wept, and Mara smiled. 
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Stake-Out
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Char: Hawthorne



I sat at a corner table in the Black Hat, the only upscale bar in Hawthorn, sipping iced tea from a highball glass. 

The tea ensured that I’d keep a clear head, while the sparkly black sleeveless top and snug jeans helped me blend in. At the moment, that was an important consideration, even though the sparkles in the fabric made me itch.

Another victim had surfaced, this one in the alley behind this very establishment. 

The woman had been seen drinking with friends. According to the nightly news, witnesses reported that she’d gone to use the bathroom and never returned. 

The body had turned up the next morning, drained. This similarities between this death and Saya’s were too striking to be ignored.

So here I was, staking the place out in hopes of finding something the cops missed.

Across the room, a man sat alone, nursing his drink and scanning the bar like he was looking for someone. I studied him, trying to ignore his dark good looks in favor of figuring out what, or who, he was looking for. He stood, giving me a better look at his lean height and rock-hard physique. My toes curled. 

I ignored the sensation as he followed a woman toward the restrooms. Putting my drink aside, I fell in behind him, keeping my distance without losing sight of him. He didn’t ‘look like’ a vampire, but that meant less than nothing. Other than having pale skin, vampires looked no different from their human prey. One version of parahuman camouflage. 

The woman turned right into the ladies’ room; the man turned left, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Leaning against the bar, I waited. Just because he hadn’t gone after her in the hall didn’t mean he wasn’t my guy. 

A few minutes later, the woman came out of the bathroom and rejoined her date. I turned and ordered another iced tea. “Can you put it in a highball glass?” I asked.

“Who are you, and why are you shadowing me?” The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. A frisson of nervous energy passed over me as I turned and stared into the darkest blue eyes I’d ever seen. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, struggling to control my erratic pulse. 

The man was stunning. Sable hair and a square jaw topping a body that would make a goddess drool. Even wearing a glare that would melt stone, he was heart-stopping.

“Yes, you do. You’ve been watching me for the last half hour, and when I got up to take a piss, you followed. Who are you?”

I pulled out one of my newly minted business cards. “Charlotte Knox, of the Knox Agency. I’m not following you. I—”

He snatched the card out of my hand. “Charlotte. I should have known. How come you didn’t tell me you had another case?”

I blew out a huff of disbelief. “Do I know you?”

“Brendan Marsh. You’d better know me. If you aren’t following me, what are you doing here?” He looked me over, his gaze lingering on my bare arms, and a sneer marred his perfect mouth. “But truth be told, I’d rather not know. Just get out and don’t come back.”

“What the hell is wrong with you? We haven’t even met, formally, and you’re already ordering me around. I knew you were a curmudgeon, but this is even worse than I thought.”

“Wrong with me? You’re one to talk — marked as you are.” His gaze raked over my skin, ice and fire in his eyes. “What kind of woman allows herself to be sullied in such a way?”

“Marked how? What are you talking about?” 

“As if you didn’t know.” He leaned close and I could smell the mix of salt and cinnamon on his skin. “Just go home, and stay out of my territory from now on, or I’ll cancel our contract and you can find some other idjit to tamper with.” 

Without giving me a chance to respond, he spun on his heel and stalked off, leaving me staring after him in confusion. 

What a jackass.
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Mara: Balor Mansion, Lower Realm



“What you ask is impossible.” Ethniu, only daughter of Balor of the Evil Eye, sat on the other side of a broad oak desk, the sides and top carved to resemble tree bark. Like most dark elves, she possessed a preternatural beauty. She’d braided her masses of dark hair into a rope that hung over one shoulder. Hooded eyes and full, red lips contributed an unexpected sensuality. Lithe and athletic, she didn’t look like someone who had suffered much in life. Looks could be deceiving. 

She stared at Mara, her gaze traveling over the possessed body from head to heels. Assessing her threat level, Mara assumed. 

“Everything is possible,” she replied calmly. “It’s just a matter of cost and logistics. I want the Eye, and I am perfectly willing to pay for it. Name your price.” She rose from her chair and took a short tour of the room, admiring the artwork — paintings of great battles for the most part. A sideboard in the same style as the desk held an ample stock of alcohol, including a wine fridge hidden underneath. Crystal glassware, delicate and beautiful, sat on a silver tray on the shining wood top. 

Mara lifted the stopper from a bottle and sniffed it. Fomorian brandy. Nice.

“I did not offer you refreshment,” Ethniu said. “My father always said that uninvited guests deserve nothing in return for their rudeness.”

“Balor was always a stickler for protocol,” Mara said. She added ice to the glass and poured herself a drink before returning to her seat. “But the deal I offer is a good one. I get the Eye, and you get whatever it is you want for it.”

“It is a family heirloom and not for sale.”

“Sale?” Mara took a sip of her drink. “You know that wouldn’t work. The jewel must be given freely. Even doing a favor in return is skirting the rules.” She cast a glance at Ethniu. “But I can live with that.”

“What you can or cannot live with is immaterial. My father is dead, and—”

“At the hands of your only surviving son, I know. Why is it that Lugh doesn’t have ownership, I wonder?” 

Ethniu’s lips tightened, and she didn’t answer. 

Mara shrugged. “Had Balor lived, I’m sure you would want him dead. I would, if he killed two of my children. That doesn’t answer my original question,” Mara said. 

Ethniu ignored her, completing her own thought. “The Eye remains, but it is for us to guard. Only destruction comes from its use. I would be worse than a fool to unleash such power on the Lower Realm.”

“I am well aware of the emerald’s properties,” Mara said. “But I have no plans to use it here in the Lower Realm.”

Surprise registered on the Fomorian’s face. “If you aren’t after conquest here, what do you want it for?”

“I have scores to settle in the Upper Realm.” Mara sat back with her drink, refusing to explain further. 

After several moments of silence, Ethniu shook her head. “The answer is still no.”

Mara set the glass down. “When I said name your price, I meant it. What would it take — assuming everything is on the table, no carve outs or limits — to put the Eye in my possession?”

Ethniu blew out a frustrated sigh. “There is nothing—”

“Oh no. There is always something.” Mara’s voice dropped to a sultry whisper and her eyes widened, the green irises glowing with a subterranean light. Filaments of magick radiated from her to surround Ethniu as Mara’s voice took on a dark energy. “Everyone has a price. Sit still and tell me; what is yours?”

Caught, Ethniu stiffened, trying to resist the pull of the magick on her soul. She clamped her lips tight against the compulsion spell, trying to beat it back by will alone. 

“There... is... nothing...” Her muscles twitched, straining to break free without success.

Rising, Mara sauntered around the table. “But there is. You have only to think of it.” She rested her hand on top of the woman’s head, sifting through her thoughts like so much wheat. “Ah. I see. But who is this Neala Tyrusali? She has... three stones? Huh. Now isn’t that something? But let us stick to the main point for the moment. You want Lugh to take Dinael’s place as sun king, which he can only do if Dinael and his children are dead. Interesting. That is a larger blood price than I intended to pay. But if that is your desire...”

“No!” Panic twisted Ethniu’s features as she struggled against Mara’s immobilizing spell. 

“You want your only son to be king. Don’t bother denying it. It was there, in your mind.” Mara returned to her seat and waved a hand, releasing Ethniu. “I can make that happen.”

“I want Lugh to be king, this is true. But I would not commit regicide, much less child murder to accomplish that. Lugh stands high in the king’s favor. That is enough.”

“But you wouldn’t be the one doing the crime. That would be my part of the bargain.”

“The king and his family have been kind to me. I love his children as I did my own before my father... I will not be responsible for Dinael’s death or that of his children. No.”

Mara scowled. “As you wish. What do you want then?”

Calculation lit Ethniu’s features. “I have never been comfortable with the Eye in my possession. Did you know my father used it to kill all twelve of his sons?” She swallowed as if to rid herself of a foul taste in her mouth. “I’m sure Balor found it amusing to bequeath me the very stone that destroyed all my brothers. I would drop it into the deepest ocean if I could. It is a weighty responsibility to hold so mighty a weapon.”

“One I would relieve you of, for a reasonable price.”

“There is no price great enough. Much as I hate it, I will not unleash it upon the world. Not this one, or the one above. I will not put such power into your hands.”

Mara sighed heavily. “I did so hope it would not come to this.” She shrugged. “But one does what one must.” Her hand flashed out, the nails suddenly three inches long and razor sharp. She slashed the woman’s throat, leaving three deep furrows in the flesh between Ethniu’s clavicle and her chin. Ethniu choked and grabbed at her throat as blood gushed onto the top of the desk. 

Mara rose and stalked across the room to a small painting of a rose garden — the only one in the room that wasn’t a scene of violence. “I saw the safe’s location in your mind a moment ago. I wonder how many treasures are in here.”

She tugged the frame forward, and the painting swung out on hidden hinges. The wall safe behind it was small in appearance, no more than two feet square, with a black glass panel in the center where a combination lock would be in the Upper Realm. There wasn’t even a handle, but a soft, blue light surrounded it, suggesting that it had magick enhancements. 

Mara put a hand on the black glass and drew back with a hiss of pain. “Clever,” she said, and sucked on her burned fingers. “I suppose it is a spelled lock? Tied to your aura so that only you can open it?” She glanced over her shoulder. Ethniu’s eyes were glazing over. She’d be dead in a few seconds. “Better be quick then.” 

Grabbing the dying woman under her arms, Mara carried Ethniu to the safe and pushed her limp hand against the plate. The glow dissipated, and the safe opened with a soft click. 

Dropping Ethniu’s body on the floor, Mara reached inside and lifted out the Eye of Balor — an oval cut emerald glittering in the center of a crown. As Ethniu breathed her last, Mara felt the ownership, and with it all the power the stone possessed, transfer to her. Her knees weakened as a surge of almost erotic power rose like a tide within her. Beginning in her belly, it spread outward, flooding her body with sensual delight before retracting to a concentrated glow in her core. 

She turned the crown this way and that, admiring the craftsmanship. “Pretty,” she said. “But quite dated. Let’s see if we can bring its design into the modern era. 

She held her hand over the artifact and muttered in an arcane language. The silver and gold setting melted, changing shape as Mara hummed. A new setting formed in the shape of an eagle clutching the stone in its talons. Smaller gems formed the raptor’s eyes, keen and glittering. A loop of chain extended from between the bird’s wings. A moment later, Mara slipped the emerald pendant around her neck. 

She walked back to the desk and lifted her glass one last time, then grabbed the decanter. It would be a shame to waste good brandy. 

On her way to the door, she spared a glance for Ethniu. She smiled as an idea occurred to her. “Best not to leave any evidence.” 

Lifting the Eye in her hand, she faced the stone outward and concentrated. A beam of green power erupted from the emerald, burning everything it touched to dust. The carpet burned, the sideboard turned to ash, and the desk burst into flames. When she trained the beam on Ethniu’s body, the corpse disintegrated. 

As the fire consumed the desk, Mara smiled. It was good to see a task completed. She didn’t bother closing the door behind her when she left.
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Georgia pressed her hands to her face, covering her eyes. Just after Mara left her, she realized that though she couldn’t direct them, she could access her senses. Mara was in control, but as long as Georgia kept quiet, she could see what Mara saw, hear and smell whatever Mara experienced. 

Now she wished she had stayed in the steel gray room. There was nothing to look at there, but that meant she couldn’t see what Mara did. Who she murdered. 

The destruction she caused with Georgia’s hands. 

The girl stared at her hands, ghost white in the gray light. “I did not do that. I did not steal that horrible jewel from her. I did not kill that woman and burn her office. That was Mara. Not me.”

She said the words over and over, trying to convince herself. 

Finally, she stopped. Her body was being used to harm others. She couldn’t let that continue. She just needed to figure out how to make it stop. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Targets

[image: image]


Cassadaga

Lilliana’s Café in what passed for downtown Cassadaga was busy. All the tables were full, and the counter only had three spots left. Mara took a seat at the counter as a waitress hurried toward her. 

“What can I get you, hon?” The pretty blond held no notepad. 

Mara hoped she had a good memory. “I’ll take a coffee, black.” She perused the menu. “I’ll have the full Irish breakfast, please. Bacon rather than sausage, white toast with marmalade.” Ignoring Georgia’s muttered ‘gross’ inside her mind, she continued. “And perhaps you can help me. I’m looking for an old friend who is supposed to live in the area. Haven’t seen her in ages, but maybe you know her? Neala Tyrusali?”

The girl frowned. “The name sounds vaguely familiar.” She thought a moment, then shook her head. “Can’t place it. But Lilliana might know. She’s lived here forever.” She turned and raised her hand to wave an older woman over. “Lil, this lady is looking for someone named Neala Tyrusali?”

Lilliana approached. “You a friend of Neala’s?” Her eyes glinted with something that might have been suspicion. Mara hoped not. Killing an entire café full of people would attract attention.

“You could say that,” Mara replied, and Georgia snorted. You’d be wrong, but you could say it. Mara’s mouth tightened, and she forced herself to relax. “We haven’t seen each other in ages, and I was hoping to reconnect. Do you know where I can find her?”

Lilliana hesitated for a moment, her body tight, twisting a cloth in her hands. “Not sure how to tell you this, but... The only place you’re going to find Neala is in the cemetery. She’s been gone several years now.”

“Oh, that’s Shawn’s grandmother.” The waitress hurried up with Mara’s breakfast. “I knew the name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it.”

Mara’s brows rose as Lilliana glared at the girl. “Shawn?” Mara asked. 

Setting Mara’s plate in front of her, the girl missed Lilliana’s warning gaze completely. “Shawn Panteran. Used to be Delaney. She’s Neala’s granddaughter. They live— oof! What was that for?” she asked, rubbing her side where Lilliana had poked her.

“You have guests at table four,” Lilliana said sternly. “You’d best see to them.”

The girl dipped her chin. “Sure thing, Lil.” She hurried off, sending hurt glances over her shoulder at her employer. 

“Neala’s not here anymore. Can I get you anything else?” Lilliana asked. 

Mara took a bite of crispy bacon and shook her head. “No, thank you. I think I have all I need.” 

Lilliana gave Mara a doubtful look but didn’t push. 

Your friend is in danger! Warn her! Georgia screamed from the prison her mind had become. 

Don’t bother. They can’t hear you. No one can, Mara thought to her. Finishing her breakfast, she laid a ten on the counter and left.

Smiling as she walked to her car, she pulled out Georgia’s smart phone and opened the internet app. In a few seconds, she had an address and driving directions. 

She didn’t notice Lilliana watching from the café window, nor see her pull her own phone from her pocket and tap in a number
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Shawn Panteran smiled at her husband through the candlelight. They were celebrating their thirtieth anniversary, and she loved him as much now as she had the day they married. 

Luke reached across the table and took her hand in his. “Happy anniversary, darling.”

“Happy anniversary,” she replied and lifted her wine glass to toast. Her phone buzzed, and she glanced toward her purse as their glasses clinked together but didn’t pick up. This was their time. Nothing should interrupt.

“You don’t want to answer that?” Luke asked. 

“I want to focus on you right now,” Shawn replied, but a frown creasing her forehead as the phone buzzed a second time. 

“At least see who it is. Might be one of the grandkids.”

She favored him with an impish grin and dug the phone from her purse. The frown came back. “It’s Lilliana.”

“She knows we’re out tonight, and why,” Luke said. “She wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important.”

Shawn tapped the answer button and Lilliana’s worried voice came through the phone. “Shawn? I’m sorry to interrupt your night out, but there was a strange woman here asking for Neala.”

“Neala? Gran’s been in the Summerlands for more than thirty years. Who was this woman? Was she fae?”

“I don’t think so. She was drop-dead gorgeous, but human, I think. Still, there was something strange going on with her. I got a weird vibe, like she was saying one thing and thinking something else entirely. It was almost like there were two of her, and I could only see one.”

Lilliana’s intuition was legendary. If she said something was off, you could bet there was.

“Well, at least she doesn’t know—”

“Thanks to Hailey, she knows you were born a Delaney, and your married name too. You know how my girl likes to talk. She blurted it all out before I could stop her.”

Shawn sighed. “All right. Well, thanks for the warning. We’ll be on the lookout.”

She hung up and took another sip of wine. 

“Do we need to go home?” Luke asked.

Shawn smiled at him, pushing the nagging sense of impending doom aside. “We do, eventually. But I’m going to have a slice of key lime pie first. You going to join me?”

He grinned. “Always.”
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Mara arrived at Shawn and Lucas Panteran’s house just after sunset. There were no lights on, except one over the front door. 

Mara chuckled with satisfaction. Much as she enjoyed a good scrap, this Shawn person probably wouldn’t have been much of a challenge. According to Ethniu’s memories, Neala had run away rather than fight for what she wanted. Her granddaughter was probably much the same.

The two-story blue clapboard structure stood in the middle of an unfenced, well-tended yard. Chrysanthemums budded on either side of the front steps, and hanging plants offered the last summer flowers like a gift. 

She climbed the stairs and knocked, planning to present herself as a stranded motorist if anyone answered. Not that she couldn’t simply raze the house to the ground with a thought, but for now, it was better to be discreet. If the high fae found out she had the Eye, they might want it back. 

And Dinael still held Eiliminti. In a battle between soul stones, a win was not guaranteed.

No one answered her knock, so she kicked the door in, shunting the pain in her all too human leg off onto her host. 

In her head, Georgia swore and screamed. What the hell do you think you’re doing?

Making good use of my talents. Mara released a peal of mocking laughter and walked into the neatly arranged living room. “Now, if I were hiding a soul stone, where would I keep it?”

Her search ravaged the house. She ripped open cushions and rifled through books before dumping them on the floor. She raked the entire contents of the China cabinet onto the hardwood and trod through the shards to reach the kitchen. There, she emptied the cupboards, opening storage containers to paw through the contents before tossing them aside. Glasses, plates, cutlery, emptied from their drawers and cabinets, shattered on the floor. 

The bedrooms were next. 

In the end, she wrecked the upstairs, but found nothing. Back in the living room, she upended an end table, and the drawer fell out, raining pens, a notebook and an old-fashioned address book onto the floor. Mara scooped up the address book and opened it. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Mara whipped around to face the slight, ash-blond woman standing in the doorway.

“You must be Shawn. You aren’t nearly as old as I expected.” Ignoring Shawn’s question, Mara asked, “Where is the stone?” 

An enormous black panther padded up beside Shawn, and she rested a hand on his head.  “I don’t answer questions from thieves. Get out of my house before I throw you out.”

Mara threw back her head and gave voice to a roar of venomous laughter. She tucked the book into her pocket and lifted the Eye, holding it out in front of her. “Do you know what this is?”

The panther leaped, slamming into Mara before she could react. The pendant flew out of her hand and slid between the pages of a ruined book.

“I don’t care what it is,” Shawn said. “You are leaving.” She gathered fire in her palms as the panther jumped out of the way. Mara threw up a shield, hoping to deflect the surge of pink energy coming at her. Instead of hitting, the ley line power enveloped her, shield and all. 

The woman lifted her hands, and Mara rose into the air. 

“Enough,” Mara shouted. She thrust her arms out, sending her shield outward in a blast of power. The expanding shield smashed into the woman and her panther, throwing them backward. The energy hit the walls like a bomb. 

When it dissipated, the woman and her panther lay in the yard, debris covering their bodies. A pile of rubble was all that was left of the house. 

Mara walked over to the charred book and plucked the Eye from its tattered pages. She slipped it around her neck and walked over to the woman. 

“It doesn’t pay to be rude to a demon.” She sauntered to her stolen car, got in and drove away.
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Char: Hawthorne



I bent over the computer, adding details to what I’d written so far about our adventure at the Blood Bar. I wanted to send the file off to Brand before going to see Zel again. If anyone knew anything about the local vampire population, she did. 

She was hiding something, which wasn’t like Zel. And she probably thought she had a good reason, but people were dying. If I told her about the attack on the girl, she might change her mind. 

Frustratingly, I didn’t have anything else to go on. The cleaners had tidied away Saya’s crime scene weeks before. They had either bagged and tagged any evidence to be found there, or it was long gone. Worse yet, there was no way MacAllen was going to let me look at the crime scene photos or other evidence. 

The phone rang, and I answered without taking my eyes off my computer screen. “Hello?”

“Char?” Something in the trembling, female voice focused my attention. I glanced at my screen and recognized the name. 

“Lilliana? What’s wrong?”

“They were attacked. She ransacked the house.”

“She who? Is Grandma all right? Where is Grandpa?” 

“They’re both in the hospital. They’ll be all right, but the doctor wants to keep them overnight. Just as well because the house...” She choked. “Char, it’s gone. She demolished it.”

Shock coursed through me. “I’m on my way. Tell Gran it will be all right. I’m coming.”

“Char, I don’t think—”

Something crashed to the ground upstairs, and I jerked upright. “Lena?” She wasn’t home. She’d gone to run errands an hour before. 

Which meant someone or something else was in the house.

“Lil, I have to call you back. Tell Grandma we’re coming.” I hung up and headed for the door of my office.

“Charlotte!” The shout came from overhead, and the voice sounded familiar. I took the stairs two at a time, reaching the upper floor in less than thirty seconds, only to skid to a halt in the kitchen as Xavier stumbled down the stairs from the third floor. 

Cole’s brother stood at the bottom of the steps, bent over, hands on his knees as he hauled air into his starved lungs. He must have entered through the portal Cole created when we were dating, but that was only the first question.

“Xavier, what happened? What are you doing here?”

“It’s Cole,” he gasped. “Attacked. Hurt bad. You have to... help him.”

Char? Is everything all right? From his place on my nightstand upstairs, Sasha’s question echoed in my head even as I heard the front door open and close and footsteps on the spiral staircase. 

“Char? You want to come help me unload the groceries?” Lena’s request trailed off as she reached the kitchen and saw Xavier. 

He stood erect now, breathing easier, but his skin was pale and his blue eyes wide with alarm. Reddish brown stains and wrinkles marred the silk tunic he wore, and his slacks were torn on one knee. Blood trickled from a shallow cut on his neck.

“What happened?” Lena asked. 

“That was my question,” I said, crossing the room to help Xavier to the couch. “Can you get him...” I glanced at our sheet-white cousin. “You want coffee, or whiskey?”

He shook his head. “You don’t have any peppermint tea, do you?” His voice shook. Lena put the bags she was carrying down and hurried to the kitchen. Seconds later, the kettle was on, and she was rifling through her specialty teas. 

We’re OK, Sasha. Stay put for the moment. 

All right, but I’m listening in, and here if you need me.

Thank you. I took Xavier’s hand and led him to the couch. He came along like a lost child, hurting, but compliant. I’d never seen him like this before. “Xavier, who attacked Cole?”

The question seemed to stiffen his spine. “Georgia Tyler, but it doesn’t make any sense. I know Georgia. She’s modeled several shows for us. She has always been a good person. A little adventurous, but never violent. But what she did to Cole...” His voice trailed off as his eyes took on a vacant, glazed look. “I don’t understand.”

I glanced at Lena. “He’s in shock.”

She gave the kettle a stern look, and it obediently whistled its readiness. “I’ll have something to settle him in a few minutes.” Taking in my exasperated look, she continued. “It does no good to give him weak tea, Char. Why don’t you see to the cut on his neck while we’re waiting?”

Xavier shivered, and I noticed that he was shaking. I pulled the blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around him before hurrying to the bathroom to grab the first aid kit. He didn’t wince or move when I cleaned the wound, a long, jagged cut from just under his jaw to the end point of his clavicle. If his attacker had gone any deeper, he’d be dead instead of sitting in my living room. I added an antibacterial salve and bandaged it, my heart thudding with dread. 

Lena brought a cup of tea over and urged him to take a sip. 

“Xavier,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “Where is Cole now?”

“He’s in Panacea Memorial. The human hospital was closer, but their detector found traces of magick in his wounds, so they sent him to the para-human facility. They wanted me to go too, but I had to find you.”

Panacea Memorial, named for the Greek goddess of universal healing, took care of New York City’s para-human population, including magickal injuries; things human hospitals weren’t equipped for. Established by the healing gods and goddesses of the Celestial Realm, it was heavily warded against malign invasion and negative energy. So, for the moment, Cole was in good hands. I hoped. Why they’d let Xavier leave was beyond me.

The glazed look was leaving his face, and I gave Lena a grateful look. 

“Xavier, can you talk about it? Tell us what happened?” I asked.

“We’d just gotten home, and we were talking about getting dinner ordered. We don’t always eat together, but neither of us had plans, so...”

He trailed off again, and I fought the urge to shake him. Whatever had happened, he was obviously struggling. Me getting impatient wouldn’t help. 

“So, you were about to order dinner, and...?” Lena said. Like me, she kept her tone gentle. 

“We’d just decided on Thai food from that place on ninth and I was placing the order when the front door just... exploded. And Georgia was standing there, but she looked...” He studied his hands as if he didn’t recognize them. “Strange.”

“Strange how?” I asked. 

“Like it was her but... not her. When I looked in her eyes, there was no recognition, just a cruel smile.” He met my gaze with a lost expression. “I’ve known her for years. She’s never looked like that before.” He shook himself and cleared his throat. “And then she attacked us with magick.”

“Is she a witch?” I asked.

Xavier winced. “No. She’s human.”

“A mage, then?” Lena asked. 

He shook his head. “Not that I know of. She’s never shown any inclination for spell work or anything like that.”

“I understand,” I said. “What happened then?”

“Cole had Solcruth throw a shield around me, but she wasn’t after me. She attacked him like a dragon after sheep. They fought, and she kept demanding that he give Solcruth to her.”

Lena and I looked at each other. Soul stones had a way of attracting unfriendly attention. It was one of the reasons we only used them when we had to and kept them secret the rest of the time. Even Zel didn’t know I had Doirsain. 

I was sure Cole did the same thing. “How did this Georgia person find out he had the creation stone?” I asked. The events he was describing sounded scarily familiar. If this was the same person who’d attacked Grandma and Grandpa...

“I don’t know,” Xavier replied, meeting my eyes. “Cole is so careful. He hardly ever uses Solcruth. He doesn’t even wear him most of the time.”

I wondered briefly how Solcruth felt about that. After my discovery back in May, I’d spent a lot of time coming to terms with the fact that they were angel souls, trapped in stone. 

“Did Georgia survive the fight?” I thought I knew the answer. Humans who attack witches don’t usually live long. But, while Cole was a witch by birth, he didn’t practice much. Still, Solcruth should have tipped the odds in his favor. So, if Cole was in the hospital, I didn’t hold out much hope for his opponent. 

But Xavier was nodding. “She had a stone. An emerald set in silver. She used it against him. He had his shield up and a weapon Solcruth made for him, but it didn’t seem to matter. She hit him with a blast that threw him across the room. He hit the wall so hard...”

Tears welled in Xavier’s eyes and Lena put an arm around his shoulders. 

A ball of fear and grief clogged my throat painfully. I swallowed it down with difficulty and asked the question I had to ask. “But he isn’t... She didn’t...”

“He’s alive. The blast knocked him unconscious, but Solcruth’s shield kept the attack from killing him. She tried to finish the job, but I stopped her. For a second, at least.” He touched the bandage on his neck briefly. “When I came to, she was standing over him with Solcruth in her hand, mumbling. She cursed him, Char. I didn’t catch it all, but the gist was that if we can’t lift the curse within a few days, it will destroy him.”

“What about Solcruth? Where is he now?”

“She took him. Pulled the bracelet right off his wrist, though not without cost.” The ghost of a satisfied smile tugged at his mouth. “Solcruth’s shield burned the hell out of her hand when she pushed through to grab the bracelet. 

A human didn’t do this. Even with such an amulet, she wouldn’t have been able to beat Cole if he was using Solcruth, Sasha said in my mind.

You’re right, I replied, then repeated his comment to the others. “Which takes us back to your first comment that she was Georgia, but not her, at the same time.”

“Possession?” Lena suggested.

“That was my thought too, but it doesn’t necessarily explain the amulet. It sounds almost like a soul stone.” 

There is a possibility that it is just that. 

Shock coursed through me. “What?” I said out loud. Lena and Xavier stared at me. “Sasha says the emerald could be a soul stone.” 

“Which one?” Lena asked. 

“There are more than the three we have?” Xavier asked at the same time.

Sasha? I asked. You want to expand on that? Broadcast so I don’t have to repeat what you tell me.

There are seven stones. 

I already knew that, but Xavier clearly didn’t. “Six now,” I said. “Sena has been restored.”

Yes, but at one time there were seven, and we have no idea how many people know about Sena. Your family, because of Neala, possesses three. 

“That’s right,” Lena said. “Uncle Declan has Lapis Vitae — the healing stone. Cole and Char hold the others.”

Exactly. But three remain: Eiliminti - an aquamarine held by King Dinael of the Lower Realm, which gives the bearer control of the elements, Caraigama, which is held by Ryleigh O’Conner, and the Eye. 

I wasn’t familiar with the Eiliminti, but it didn’t sound like we needed to worry about it for the moment. “What is the Eye?”

An emerald with the power of destruction. There is very little that can stand against it. If Cole had been unshielded when she used it on him...

Sasha broke off when Xavier uttered a cry of distress. “You have to help him, Char. I can’t lose my brother.”

“We’ll call Uncle Declan. He can help,” I said, trying to comfort him. 

“Don’t you think I did that already? He and Aunt Isabelle are out of the country. They are on their way back, but that will take time. If we don’t lift the curse in the next few days, we will lose...”

He couldn’t finish the sentence. 

“We’ll lose Cole,” I said for him. “And the world gains a powerful enemy.”

“That’s why I came to you. I thought if you use Doirsain you could lift the curse.”

Lena jumped up and ran, the staccato of her feet on the stairs drifting back to us as she hurried downstairs. 

“Where is she going?” Xavier asked. 

“To her herbarium, I think. Not sure why, though. I’ll come back to New York with you,” I said. 

“You think you can help him?” Hope shone in Xavier’s eyes. I hated to squash it, but lifting curses was as tricky as defusing a bomb. If the person who inflicted the curse knew their stuff, trying to lift it could accelerate or intensify the spell rather than stopping it. 

“Honestly? I don’t know. But I’ll try,” I said.

We heard Lena coming back up and looked toward the stairs expectantly. 

I met her in the kitchen where she held up a bottle with green liquid in it. “If you can see where the curse first hit him, pour this over the site. It won’t lift it, but it should slow it down. Give you more time.”

“What is it?” I asked, staring at the swirling colors inside the bottle. 

“A retraction potion. It acts by drawing the energy of the curse back toward its center. The curse will fight being localized, and eventually, it will win. But in the meantime, it won’t be able to do any more damage.”

“You don’t think the hospital will have tried something like this?” I asked. 

“They might have. But I have something they didn’t have.”

“What?”

“A brush he used prior to being cursed.”

“What? How did you get that? I thought he picked up all his stuff when you two broke up,” Xavier blurted out. Then turned beet red when he realized what he’d said. “Sorry, Char.”

I touched his arm and gave him a smile. “No apology necessary. It was for the best. Besides, I have the same question.” I turned to Lena, waiting for her to explain.

“It had fallen behind your bureau. I was... erm... borrowing a pair of earrings and one fell back there. I knew the brush wasn’t yours, so...”

“Since no one else has slept over, you knew it had to be his,” I finished for her. “Makes sense. Did you return the earrings?”

It was Lena’s turn to blush. “Well, I—”

“Never mind. We’ll talk about it later. Come on Xavier. Let’s get moving.”
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Char: Hawthorn

We travelled to New York the same way Xavier came to Hawthorne; through the portal Cole created when we were dating. It was a direct magickal corridor between Cole’s apartment and our house. I didn’t know why he hadn’t closed it, but I was grateful to have it.

The entry was in the hall outside my bedroom door. All you needed to do was stand on the spiral embedded in the tile and state your intention. 

Xavier stepped onto the spiral and waited, fidgeting. 

I pulled my sister into my bedroom with me. “Just before Xavier got here, Lilliana called. Grandma and Grandpa are in the hospital,” I said, keeping my voice low so Xavier wouldn’t overhear. I’d tell him later. He had enough to deal with right then.

“What? Are they OK?”

“Lilliana says they are all right. The doctor just wants to keep them overnight as a precaution. But the house...” I took a moment to swallow down the hard, aching knot in my throat. “They’re going to need a place to stay. You should go to Cassadaga. See if you can arrange a place for them to stay or bring them here.” She nodded her agreement as I went on. “In the meantime, I need you to research ways to break a curse. Try several different kinds since we don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

“I can do that. And grandma may have some ideas. Once I get her and grandpa settled, I’ll bring you whatever I find,” she replied.

I rummaged in my closet to find what I wanted, then tossed a change of clothes and toiletries into a bag. Slipping Doirsain over my head, I hurried back into the hall with Lena trailing behind me. 

“I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, so contact Mr. Karfa and let him know we’ve had a family emergency.”

“I’ll do that before I head to Cassadaga. You think the two attacks are connected?”

I glanced at Xavier, but he didn’t react. I hoped he hadn’t heard.

“Xavier? What does Georgia look like?” I asked. 

He turned a distracted gaze on me. “Like a model. Beautiful. Long black hair. Tall?”

Lilliana hadn’t given details, just that the woman was ‘drop-dead gorgeous.’ Still, the two incidents were similar enough that a connection seemed probable, which meant we all needed to be on our guard. 

“Could be. And that isn’t our only problem, so Lena, keep your eyes and ears open. That rogue vampire found prey here, so he or she is probably still in town.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. See you soon.” Lena gave me a brief, tight hug and stepped back. 

I stepped into the spiral next to Xavier, closed my eyes and focused on getting to Cole’s place. Lena disappeared. The hall telescoped into a long, bright corridor with multicolored points of light littering the ceiling overhead and a plane, white path under our feet. 

At the far end of it, I could see Cole’s bedroom door. We started walking.

A moment later, we reached the terminal point of the portal and the magickal corridor dissipated, leaving us standing on a twin to the spiral in my house. This one was in the hall outside Cole’s bedroom. 

The brothers shared a three-story brownstone. Xavier had the third floor, Cole had the second, and they shared the kitchen and living room on the ground level. It had been a good arrangement for both of them when they were first starting out. Not much had changed, even with their increasing success. 

Everything on the second floor looked normal, but the expression on Xavier’s face told me that wasn’t going to last. 

“She didn’t come up... She got what she wanted on the ground floor, so there isn’t any damage up here or in my place,” he said. 

“Show me.” I followed him down and felt nausea roil in my stomach. The once airy, stylish bottom floor was destroyed. Furniture overturned, the artwork slashed or ripped completely off the walls. The lovely bay window had long cracks in the glass, and the comfortable upholstered cushion was ruined by a series of slashes that looked suspiciously like claw marks. Long, ugly scorch marks scarred the hardwood floors. In two areas, the wood was charred in irregular, vaguely body-shaped patterns. 

“This is where she had you pinned down?” I asked. It wasn’t really a question, but Xavier nodded anyway. “He made you the same kind of armor that he created for me that time, didn’t he?”

“I guess so. He doesn’t talk much about your time in Ireland.”

Xavier’s simple statement struck me like a blow to the solar plexus. Was being with me that painful?

It isn’t like it was a romantic vacation, Char. Cut him some slack.

I knew Sasha was right, but it didn’t help much.

I looked around, but there wasn’t much else to see. Georgia, or whoever was controlling her, hadn’t left anything behind except damage.

“Right,” I said at last. “Let’s get to the hospital.” I planned to do a web search on the way, so I’d recognize her if she showed up. 

Without Solcruth to cut us a direct path, we had to take a cab. Xavier tapped in the order on our way out the door and five minutes later we were on our way. 

From the outside, Panacea Memorial looked more like a Gothic insane asylum than a hospital. The inside was a completely different story. An expansive waiting area furnished with comfortable armchairs and a variety of green plants provided a tranquil atmosphere. Clean white tile floors and modern art reinforced the professional look. The intake desk stood at the back of the room, manned by two clerks. 

Xavier didn’t even glance their way. He led me to the elevators left of reception and we rode up in silence. When the doors opened, Xavier turned to me. “I don’t want you to be shocked. He looks...” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “It isn’t pretty.” 

“I’ll be all right.” I wasn’t at all sure that was true, but Xavier didn’t need anyone else to worry about. We trooped down the hall to a closed door, and he pushed it open. 

The figure on the bed looked nothing like Cole. Bruises discolored his face and a cut above his eye had been deep enough to need stitches. Once I brought up my second sight, he looked even worse. I pulled the sheet down to his waist and bit back a gasp. His skin was blotchy, sick green, and the curse crawled over his chest in ugly, mold-black lines. 

“I’ll see if I can find the doctor,” Xavier whispered, and backed out of the room. 

I forced myself to look closer, tears burning the backs of my eyes. “Oh Cole. What did this to you?” The words came out in a whisper without conscious thought as my heart clenched into a fist in my chest. 

I’d come to the realization that what we had wasn’t what the romance novels call ‘true love,’ but it had been real, and strong. The remnants of it still kept me company on lonely nights. Seeing him lying there unconscious, and in pain if the twisted features and taut limbs were anything to go by, all but broke me.

The door opened behind me, but Sasha didn’t react, so I didn’t bother turning. 

“We’ve tried every curse lifting protocol we know. None of them worked.”

I looked over my shoulder. 

The light tenor voice came from a young doctor, her brown curls pulled back ruthlessly into a ponytail, her white coat starched and pristine. A stethoscope hung around her neck, and a wand stuck out of her pocket. She approached the bed, and the stethoscope climbed to her ears as the bell snaked out to settle on Cole’s chest. She listened intently for a moment before her instrument retreated to loop itself around her neck again.

“You are his cousin, I understand?” 

We weren’t, not by blood, but I didn’t bother correcting her. She might get ideas about keeping me from visiting, and I wasn’t having that. “How long does he have?” I asked instead.

She frowned. “We don’t know that the curse is lethal.”

I brought up my second sight and scanned Cole. With the enhanced vision, I could see tiny barbs on the writhing lines hooking his skin as they crawled over him. “Looks deadly enough to me.”

“Yes, but looks can be deceiving.”

I looked at the monitor next to his bed. “What does that tell you?”

She followed my gaze and couldn’t keep the worry from her eyes. “His respiration is shallow,” she admitted. “And his heart rate is erratic. But we were able to get an IV in for fluids and sustenance, so—”

A quick glance over my shoulder ensured that Xavier hadn’t come back in. “Don’t sugar coat it. For Xavier? Sure. But I work best when I know what I’m dealing with. Best guess that I promise not to hold you to; what are we looking at here?”

She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “He’s dying. Tests show that all his systems are slowing down. If we can’t find a way to lift it, the curse will kill him.” She gently pulled the sheet back up to his shoulders. 

It was what I expected, but it still hit me like a semi running downhill. I cleared my throat. “OK. Gotta make a phone call. Be right back.”

I stalked out of the room and saw Xavier in the hall. 

He bit his lip and couldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m sorry. I just can’t...”

Putting my arm around his shoulders, I pulled him close. “Don’t worry about it. You will when you need to. Meantime, I’m going to put another call in to Declan. See if we can’t figure out a way to get them here sooner.”

I pulled out my phone and saw it had no bars. “What the hell?”

“The hospital is a dead zone. Something about crossing lines and weakening the wards and... I don’t know. But you have to either use their landlines or step outside to get a call to go through.”

“Wards?” I looked around, scavenging my memory for the little bit I knew about para-human hospitals. They were staffed mostly by witches — doctors and nurses both — though they also employed elementals and other healing entities. But there was something I’d heard specific to Panacea Memorial that I couldn’t lay a mental hand on. What was it?

Memory flashed, and I grabbed it. “That’s right. This is one of the blessed hospitals, isn’t it? Set up by Celestials to care for their followers.”

Xavier nodded. “Yes, but they take anyone in need. That’s why I brought Cole here. The human hospital didn’t know how to help him.”

Neither do these people. Sasha voiced the thought I’d planned on keeping to myself, and I glanced at Xavier to see if he heard it. No change in his expression, so probably not. 

I closed my hand over Doirsain, feeling the metal ridges of Sasha’s wings press gently into my skin. You might be right, but please keep that thought to yourself.

The wyvern sniffed irritably. Of course. I’m not a complete ass. 

No, but sometimes... Never mind. Out loud I said, “I’m going to step outside then. You’ll be OK for a minute?”

Xavier nodded and walked with me toward the elevator. “I’ll check on Cole and then go to the waiting room over there. You can meet me when you come back up.”

“Will do.” I stepped into the elevator and tried to ignore the sinking sensation as it descended. It felt too much like grief.
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Char: Panacea Hospital, New York



I stepped out of the hospital only to be blinded by late morning sunlight. The day had turned out fine — blue skies and a light breeze. A rare September treat for those with the time to pay attention. 

I didn’t have time.

I tried Declan’s number, then Isobel’s. Both went straight to voice mail. If they were on their way, they might already be in the air. I hoped that was the case.

“Hello. You are Charlotte Knox, yes?”

I looked up from my phone and kept looking up. 

To say the woman was beautiful was an understatement. Long, onyx curls complemented olive skin and huge, blue eyes. A tiny mole near the corner of her mouth drew attention to full lips and a delicate chin. 

I recognized her from the fashion ads my internet search turned up. And now that I saw her in person, I realized that she was all over fashion mags too. Not that I read those often, but I didn’t have to. She was everywhere. Georgia Tyler. There might be five people in the U.S. who wouldn’t recognize her as a famous model. Until this morning, I was one of them.

How she knew me was another question entirely. “That would be me. What can I do for you?” And how do you want to die? Given her attack on Cole, I thought it was a reasonable question, but I kept it to myself for the moment. Letting her think I didn’t know who she was might give me a shot at figuring out what she was.  

“I understand you live in Hawthorn. Do you know a Brendan Marsh?”

“He’s my mentor. Who are you and how did you know I live in Hawthorn?”

She held up a pink address book. “Your grandmother has excellent handwriting.” With a smile, she reached out and traced a finger down my arm. Instantly, lines of red fire rose through my flesh to blaze on the skin of my arm. Memory flickered to life; cold stone walls, a metal tray, and on it... I shoved the memory down and jerked away from her. The lines faded, taking the sensation with them. 

“Interesting,” she purred. 

Something cold and skittish ran up my spine. I obeyed instinct and put more distance between us.

Her mouth tightened. “I’m Georgia Tyler. I’d hoped we could keep this cordial, but...” She held her hands out to the side, palms up in a helpless, ‘what’s-a-girl-to-do’ gesture. And then she kindled demon fire in both hands and threw it at me. 

The few visitors in the parking lot screamed and ran for the doors or their vehicles. 

My mind raced as I dodged the fire and brought out my counter-attack, slinging ley line energy at her head as I moved away from the hospital and out of range. The parked cars wouldn’t provide much cover against the Eye, but I’d work with what I had.

Since she had Shawn’s address book, there was no longer any question about the attacks being connected. No human was capable of this kind of assault. And I only knew of one entity who could use demon fire this way. 

Georgia was possessed. 

It was confirmation of what I’d suspected, but it only added to my problems. A demon incarnate, I could kill. Without the demon’s full name, ejecting them usually meant killing the body they were in. And I had issues with murdering an innocent woman taken over by a malign spirit, probably through no fault of her own. 

People think demons have to have permission to possess someone. They don’t. If you are outside a circle when they find you, and unwarded, you’re fair game. But only descended demons can possess someone without risking harm to the natural bodies they have to leave behind.

The question was, who possessed the model? If I could get a name, I could exorcise the bitch back to hell. Without one, the process got a lot more challenging.

“Who are you?” I yelled from what I thought was a safe distance.

The entity inside Georgia laughed. “As you’ve clearly dealt with my kind before, I’m surprised you think I’d answer that question. 

“How do you know I’ve dealt with demons before?” I asked, stalling. 

She eyed me. “The spell lines were my first clue, and now you’ve confirmed it.” She studied her fingernails. “Now. If you’ll tell me what you know about the other two soul stones your family holds, we can be done with this.”

Spell lines? What is she talking about?

No idea, but you’d better move, Sasha replied. Because if she has the Eye, I’m not going to be much help. 

“Lift the curse from Cole, and I’ll consider it,” I said, sliding from one car to the next, keeping myself covered.

“Aha, you’re funny. Not.” She turned toward the sound of my voice and raised a green fire-coated hand. “Come on. This is getting boring. Tell me what I want to know or suffer the consequences.” She sauntered to my left, looking for a clearer shot. 

“Yeah, not going to happen.” Crouched behind a car, I crab-walked sideways toward a large truck, narrowly avoiding the second volley of demon fire. There hadn’t been much hope that she’d lift the curse. Asking was just a stall tactic to give me time to figure out how to get back into the hospital. 

The celestials had it so heavily warded against those with evil intentions, she probably couldn’t get in. Cole was safe from her for the moment.

The image of charred wood invaded my head, and I shook it off. I couldn’t afford to end up like Cole if I was going to save him. 

“This game has gotten old. Come out, give me the information and maybe I won’t kill you.”

“It’s not nice to tell lies. Especially when we’ve just met.” Doirsain glowed purple as I threaded power through her from the nearest ley line, pulling in more energy than even the most powerful of witches could handle. Thanks to the soul stone, I felt a pleasant warmth and nothing more. Anyone else would have fried themselves in three seconds trying to channel that much power.

Picking up a pebble I found under the truck, I tossed it as hard as I could and heard it hit a metal fender with a ping. Tightening my grip on Doirsain, I spun half the power she offered into a shield, making it flexible, but strong. Then I reached into my pocket and pulled out the slender blue rod Cole had given me. I squeezed it, and it expanded until I held a spear in my hand. 

Now I was ready. 

I stood up. Georgia had her back to me, looking out over the parking lot. I moved a foot, scuffing it on the asphalt, and she whipped around, an emerald glowing in her hand. I flung the spear, and she held the emerald in front of her. A bolt of green light flashed toward me, hitting the spear mid-flight. 

The impact was like two bombs colliding. Celestial steel sang a vicious song of blood and death as the green fire crackled over it. The spear clattered to the ground where it lay, twisted and smoking — not destroyed, but warped to the point of being utterly useless. Georgia leaned over to look at it curiously. 

“Where did a foolish parahuman like you get a celestial weapon?” She lifted her wrist and stared at the sapphire bracelet there. “Did Solcruth make it for you? Clever! When? And why?” She looked at me. “Not that it matters.” 

She lifted the Eye, and I knew if I didn’t move, I was dead. Slipping my arm through the shield handle, I expanded it with a thought, feeding more ley line energy into it to make it thicker and stronger. The blue of my magick blended with Doirsain’s purple light, revealing what I’d rather conceal, but it couldn’t be helped. I was strong, but not strong enough to go up against a demon on my own.

One foot behind the other, I backed toward the hospital entrance. 

“Ah, you have Doirsain. How convenient.” She tightened her fingers around the amulet, and green fire speared toward me, hitting my shield dead-center, cracking it. The force lifted me off my feet, knocking the breath out of me when I landed in front of the hospital doors. 

Fragments of the Eye’s power exploded like shrapnel, punching through sheet metal, tires, engine blocks — destroying anything in their way. Shards of fractured power ricocheted off my broken shield, rebounding, becoming deadly missiles flying right at Georgia. 

Crap. She was going to get skewered. Which meant the real Georgia was about to die. 

Georgia screamed her outrage as she flattened herself to the ground, letting the surge pass over her. A few fragments scoured her back, leaving jagged, smoking tears in her jacket.

I scuttled backward, shoving my way through the doors. Georgia got to her feet and forced a laugh. 

“Tell him I miss him. I’ll be coming for him soon.” The last I saw of her, she was limping past a destroyed red Corvette toward a red Alpha Romeo, one of the few undamaged vehicles left in the lot.

“Like hell I will,” I muttered, and stumbled into the hospital. First, I’d deliver Lena’s medicine. Then it was time to talk to Amaryllis.
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I stalked through the corridors, Lena’s potion clutched tight in my hand. 

Xavier met me at Cole’s door. “The doctor is waiting for us in Cole’s room. She has an update on his condition.” He stopped and took in my torn jeans and battered appearance. “What happened?”

“Mara, aka Georgia, introduced herself outside.”

Xavier paled. “Are you all right?”

“A little sore, but nothing worse. At least I can verify that we’re dealing with a single enemy...” I could have smacked myself for revealing more than I intended, but Xavier didn’t seem to notice. 

“I am so sorry, Char. I swear it never occurred to me that she’d attack us here. How did she know you were connected to Cole?”

Caught, my mind raced over how to explain it without adding to his worry. My grandparents were his aunt and uncle, and the Delaney’s were a close family. “No idea,” I fibbed. “We need to get this potion on Cole. Do you think the doctor will be on board with it?”

Xavier frowned and shook his head. “I doubt it.”

“My thought too, and the reason I didn’t do it when she was in the room.” I raised my brows. “Forgiveness over permission then?”

“I think so.” 

“Good. You distract her while I look for the impact site and get this poured over him.”

We walked in and the doctor straightened from examining a spot on Cole’s bare chest. She glanced at us before returning her gaze to Cole. “We’ve found the impact site where the curse made direct contact.”

I moved up next to her, letting Xavier hang back. He gave me a questioning look, and I held up one finger out of the doctor’s line of sight for ‘wait.’ 

The impact site on Cole’s chest was a black bruise under the skin, with jagged, threadlike lines of red running through it. The lines pulsed in time with his heartbeat, and the black edge crept outward from the center, one fraction of an inch at a time. The sickly green hadn’t left his skin, and strands of curse venom streaked over his body. 

“As you can see,” she went on. “The effects are spreading. If we can’t stop it soon, things are going to get extremely challenging.” 

“You mean he’ll die,” I said. 

She looked at me. “I can’t say for sure, but yes. That does seem to be a likely outcome.” 

Xavier picked up Cole’s chart from the bin on the wall by the door. “Doctor, can you explain this test result to me? I—” He swayed, his eyelids fluttering. It was a convincing performance. If I didn’t know him, I’d have bought it wholesale. 

The doctor didn’t know him. She rushed over, putting a protective hand under his elbow to guide him to the room’s only chair. 

I unstoppered Lena’s potion and poured it over the curse. The pungent scent of cedar and mugwort filled the air, and Cole shuddered as the cool liquid spread over his chest. 

“What the hell are you doing?” The doctor snatched the empty bottle from my hand and held it up to the light. 

“Helping him, since no one here seems to know what to do.”

“We’re doing the best we can.” She glared at me. “We haven’t had a descended demon cursing in more than fifty years. It’s barely touched on in medical school classes because it is so rare.”

“What happened to him?” I asked. “The cursed patient all those years ago.” 

Her lips compressed into a thin, pink line. “He died,” she said flatly. “It’s in the hospital records, but no one who was present is still here.”

“So you have no idea how to help him.” I held up a hand to stop her protest. “That’s not an accusation, just a statement of fact. You are doing the best you can. I appreciate that. But my sister is a potions genius. If anyone can slow this thing down, it’s her.”

The doctor looked from me to Cole and back again. “It isn’t a cure?” Disappointment threaded through her tone and I relaxed. 

“No,” I said reluctantly. “But I’m working on that too.”
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Back at Cole and Xavier’s apartment I helped clean and cleanse the living room. This basically entailed hauling the destroyed furniture to the curb, along with the damaged art, and scrubbing the floor before several rounds of smudging. Finally, I was satisfied.

“You might want to give me a little space,” I said to Xavier. “I’m going to call Amaryllis.”

“Ama—” He stopped mid-word, his eyes going round. “Your spirit guide? Can I watch?”

I stared at him. “Xavier, you are as much a witch as I am. Maybe more, since your heritage has fae blood in it, and I don’t think mine does. You could practice the craft, have a guide, plus whatever any other witch can do, you know.”

“My dad would have a fit. You know how he feels about the craft ever since my aunt died.” 

“First, you are a grown man. You don’t need anyone’s permission to be who you are. Second, you’re making assumptions not based in fact, from what I can tell. There was no body, no sign of a struggle. She and Pearl just disappeared.”

“Sure, a couple of decades ago. And they haven’t been heard from since. I’m thinking she’s a goner.” He sighed, his gaze on the hardwood. “I wish you were right. Aunt Willow and her wife were cool.”

“Maybe they are in the Summerlands, maybe they’re not. I notice no one has ever asked me to check, but whatever. Do you have any salt?” It took him a minute, but he came back from rummaging in the cupboards with a five-pound bag. My eyebrows rose. “Are you sure you and Cole don’t practice?” 

He opened his mouth, then closed it, and crossed his arms over his chest. 

Seeing that I wasn’t going to get an answer, I took the salt. “Anyway, I need to make a circle so I can talk to Amaryllis. You can watch from the kitchen, but do not, under any circumstances, break the circle or make any noise. Amaryllis is picky and I don’t want to piss them off.”

His eyes widened further. “Your guide is non-binary?”

I sighed. “They are what they are. Can you back up a bit?” I wasn’t trying to be mean, but I wanted to get this done and get back to the hospital. The wards would keep Georgia out, but it wouldn’t stop a fire or some other ‘natural’ disaster from happening. I wasn’t taking any bets that she wouldn’t burn the place down to get at Cole.

Xavier backed into the archway, and I laid out a thick salt circle, stopping at each of the compass points to place an artifact from my travel altar — a black and silver lacquered box with all my emergency supplies in it. I’d thrown it into my bag on impulse, and now I was glad I had. 

With earth, air, water, and fire in place, I was ready. Setting the altar in the circle’s center, I set a candle on top and lit it before calling the quarters. Once everything was ready, I settled on the floor, closed my eyes and sought calm and clarity. 

It wasn’t easy. Worry for Cole kept jumbling my thoughts until, finally, I cast out a plea. 

“Amaryllis, I need your help. I know you aren’t a fan of rushing things, but I am very short on time. Please, come to my aid.”

Almost immediately, calm descended, steadying my breath and clearing my mind. “I am here, Charlotte. Tell me your need.”

I opened my eyes and saw Amaryllis floating in the circle with me, their diaphanous gown and long, blond curls waving in an unseen breeze. 

Xavier gave a squeak and retreated several steps into the kitchen. I noticed he didn’t leave, though.

I focused on the spirit guide. “I need information. Something has possessed a woman named Georgia Tyler. Whatever it is used her to put Grandma and Grandpa in the hospital.” I lowered my voice to a whisper so Xavier wouldn’t hear. There was no reaction from the kitchen, so I continued. “Then she came and did even worse to Cole. She stole Solcruth.”

Amaryllis waited. I couldn’t believe they were going to waste time making me spell out my request. I didn’t have time for this.

“You have time to plan carefully so that your plan does not fail,” Amaryllis said calmly. “Order your mind, Charlotte. Ask for what you need.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, reaching for the tranquility they’d brought with them. “Who am I dealing with?” I said after a moment. Simple questions usually brought the most useful answers.

“The descended demon, Mara, has possessed the young human, Georgia.”

Not just who, but what. This was progress. “What is her full name? If I have that, I can get rid of her.” 

Amaryllis’ lips twitched, but the smile didn’t form. “Demons keep their true name as secret as witches do. Even I do not know the whole of it.” 

I sighed. I’d expected as much, but hope does tend to spring eternal. “What does Mara want?”

“What do all demons want? Power. Control. With the Eye, she has gained both.”

“Then why attack Cole? Isn’t one soul stone enough for her?”

“Those who hunger for power are never filled. Enough is not sufficient for their ambition. They desire to obtain all, and in doing so, they often lose what they have.”

“From your lips to divine ears,” I said. “So why didn’t she kill Cole when she had the chance?”

“She thought she had. Her rage when she discovered he still lived, and Solcruth, though in her possession, was not hers to wield, was significant.” 

As we spoke, I forgot the need to be quiet. A movement in the archway caught my attention. Xavier stood there, his hand over his mouth. 

“Oh my goddess,” he burst out. “We have to get back to the hospital. She’ll break in and kill him!”

Amaryllis turned their head and let their gaze travel slowly over him from head to foot. “You hide your talent. It is not wise.” Drifting close to the circle’s edge, she stared at him for a moment longer as he backed away. “Mara can enter the hospital, but she will not. Celestial wards would sever her control over Georgia Tyler’s body, and Mara would likely descend back into hell whence she came. She will not risk that.”

I suspected as much, but having it confirmed lifted some of the weight from my heart.

“She has Grandma’s address book,” I said. “It’s how she found Cole. Is the rest of our family in danger?”

Amaryllis returned to float in front of me. “She has no desire for Lapis-Vitae since it can only heal. She wants Doirsain and Solcruth because, added to the Eye, she believes they will make her invincible.”

I snorted. “She isn’t wrong. We can’t let her gain control of either one.”

“Just so,” Amaryllis replied. “And her first act will be to find the one who escaped her.”

“Cole? She’s already put a curse on him. That’s not getting away.

“I do not speak of Cole Delaney,” Amaryllis replied evenly. “But of the demon’s former paramour. The druid Brendan of the Marsh, whom you call Brand.”

Rocked, I sat back on my heels. “Son of a bitch,” I breathed.

“No, I believe his mother was human.”

I stared at Amaryllis for a moment, unsure whether she was joking or not. If she was, it would be a first. “Just expressing surprise,” I said. 

“Ah. I see. Very well. Do you require additional help?”

“No, thank you Amaryllis. But I do have questions for the one that got away.” With a nod, the guide faded.

I closed the circle and headed upstairs to use the portal back to Hawthorn. Brand had some explaining to do.
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Back in Hawthorn I bounded down the stairs, one hand on Doirsain to keep the amethyst from bouncing against my breastbone. Rushing through the ground floor, I burst out the front door and headed for my car.

“He’s going to talk, or I’m going to kill him. Pompous ass,” I muttered. 

Take it easy, Char. He isn’t responsible for Mara’s actions. Sasha’s attempt to calm me didn’t work. 

“Whatever he did to her all those years ago, he didn’t go far enough. And that is his fault. If he’d destroyed her then, we wouldn’t be dealing with her now.”

Do you know how hard it is to destroy any soul, let alone a demon’s? The Eye might be able to do it. Or another demon. Nothing else in the Upper Realm would even come close. 

I jumped into Hecate, turned the key and gunned the engine. Then I reached the end of the driveway and realized that I had no idea which way to turn. 

My eyes burned. The cuts and bruises Mara gave me ached. My brain writhed under the onslaught of images from recent memory. Xavier’s wrecked living room. Cole in that hospital bed. Shrapnel tearing through cars in the parking lot. 

I rested my forehead on the steering wheel and tried to control the flood of sobs tearing through me. I had things to do, but the worry and pain of the last few hours had finally caught up to me. There was nothing to do but ride it out. 

I banged on the steering wheel. “I. Don’t. Have. Time. For. This.”

You know better than that. Take time to deal with it, or it will make time to deal with you.

The fact that Sasha was right didn’t help. After a while, I calmed enough to pull out my phone and look up Brand’s home address. So far, I’d been operating according to his rules, and had made no attempt to visit him. 

That time was over. I spoke the address into my phone’s gps app. The map popped up, my route delineated in red. 

Taking a deep breath, I eased the car into gear and turned out of my little cul-de-sac.

To my surprise, instead of taking me into Hawthorn, the map led me to the outskirts of a nearby wildlife management area. Houses were few and far between here, and the county liked it that way. 

I followed the GPS, winding my way through increasingly heavy woods. I nearly missed the turn off in the deepening twilight but turned onto the narrow track at the last minute. 

Brand’s house was built log-cabin style, complete with a veranda, and smoke trailing out of the chimney. There were no rocking chairs on the porch, though, and the windows were covered in a serviceable brown cloth. It looked solid, but not inviting. 

“Sasha, keep watch for me, OK?”

Will do. Since you are literally entering the man’s lair, hoping he’ll be home, what am I watching for, exactly? 

“Could be a lot of things, but mostly, if you see a super-model pull up, give me some warning.”

To be honest, I am more worried about you going in there alone. 

“What? Why? Brand is an ass, but I don’t think he’s dangerous.”

Sasha grumbled something indistinct as he climbed up my torso to sit on my shoulder. 

“What was that?”

He took wing when I climbed out of the car. I said, there’s a funny scent around here, one I can’t quite identify. Be careful. He landed on a tree branch and almost disappeared into the foliage.

Well, that wasn’t very comforting. 

It wasn’t meant to be.

I took a sniff. The air was redolent with pine and wood-smoke, but I didn’t catch a whiff of anything hazardous. Still, I trusted Sasha’s instincts. 

That didn’t stop me from climbing the steps, but it did set my nerves humming. Then I remembered why I was there, and anger added weight to my fist when I knocked on the door.

“Who is it?” It was the same velvet-over-steel voice I’d heard on the phone and in the bar. I was at the right place.

“Open the door and find out.” 

The door flew open, and Brand filled the empty doorway with six feet of muscle and irritation. “What are you doing here?”

No hello. Not even, how did you know where I live? Just a surly demand that I wished I didn’t need to answer, if only to piss him off. What a jerk. A handsome, well-built jerk, but still...

“I just ran into your ex in New York. First, she tried to kill Cole — he’s in Panacea Memorial, by the way, trying not to die from the curse she put on him. Then she attacked me. She said she was coming for you next,” I said.

Confusion replaced the irritation in his frown. “Who? I haven’t had a paramour since... In a long time. Who are you talking about?” 

I opened my mouth to answer, and he threw a hand up between us. 

“You know what, never mind. Our agreement states that you don’t come to my house. Go away.”

He started to close the door, and I stuck my foot in the gap. “Amaryllis says her name is Mara, and that she’s an old flame of yours from back in the day. Worse, Mara has possessed a young woman named Georgia Tyler, so I need to know how to lift the curse and exorcise Mara without killing Georgia.”

His already pale skin turned a shade whiter with each piece of information. Now he looked less healthy than a corpse under a bad animation spell. 

“That isn’t possible.”

“With a subjugated super-model, apparently it is. And I have the bruises to prove it.” Suddenly, all my anger drained away, leaving me exhausted and sore. “We need to talk. Can I come in?”

Wordless, he stepped back, pulling the door open. 

I followed him into the house and found it surprisingly warm and cozy, given the stark appearance outside. To my right, a sunken living room with a large fireplace and a set of cushy, plush furniture. A couple of paintings hung on the walls, both nature scenes. On my left, swinging doors hid whatever was behind them. A dining room or kitchen was my guess, but I wasn’t going to ask.

A set of stairs at the back of the living room offered access to the upstairs, and I presumed his bedroom. A shiver slid through me at the thought, and I cleared my throat, trying to shed it. 

“You want to tell me why you were dating a demon?” I asked, trying to quench the flame of awareness rising in me. 

“Do not judge me,” he growled. “Especially not when your skin is covered in demon runes.”

Surprised, I scanned my bare arms. “What are you talking about? I can’t see anything.”

“I wish I couldn’t,” he said. “If I’d known you lowered yourself to being claimed by a demon, I wouldn’t have agreed to work with you in the first place.”

“I haven’t been claimed by anyone, though Drakat gave it her best shot. You’re the second person today to mention what she did to me. I want to know how you know.” I squared up to him, though he towered over me. “You need to give me an explanation right now, before I kick your ass for suggesting it was my fault.”

His eyes widened. “Drakat? You mentioned her in the Belfast report. I take it you left a few things out, though.”

“It wasn’t relevant. I—”

He held up an imperious hand. “You said this was done to you. Are you saying this...” he waved his hand in a gesture meant to include my entire body. “Was done against your will?”

“This what?” I was fast losing patience with this guy. Obviously, he wasn’t about to tell me anything. Coming here had been a mistake. “Drakat tortured me for hours, carving designs into my skin for her own twisted pleasure. I sure as hell did not consent to it, and I’m not letting you make me feel ashamed for something that wasn’t my fault.”

He eyed me curiously, and I felt the rushing heat of blood coursing through my veins. His nostrils flared, his eyes glowing strangely.

“There are demon runes — dark spells — under your skin,” he said, his voice dropping to just above a whisper. “Put there, I’m sure, by Drakat. They are permanent. You’ll never get rid of them.”

Roaring filled my ears and my vision darkened as memory after memory crashed through my mind. Drakat standing over me with a blade, Cole creating the barrier, Sasha slamming into the wall and then lying horribly still, me throwing the spear and the wet, ugly thunk it made as it sank into the demon’s chest. Nausea bubbled in my stomach, and I swayed on my feet. 

I was barely aware of Brand’s fingers around my upper arm, leading me to a seat on the couch. “Sit. I’ll get some tea. It seems we have a great deal to talk about, after all.”
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I lost track of time as my mind struggled to process Brand’s words. I didn’t see him leave the room, but I recall the swinging of the double doors. 

“Boros healed me,” I whispered, my voice a thin rasp cutting the air. “He said he undid everything.”

“I don’t know who Boros is, but he either lied or is mistaken.” Brand returned to set a tray filled with cups and a teapot on the coffee table. Fragrant steam drifted out of the spout, but my stomach spasmed in protest. 

“Ouroboros. Guardian of the time stone. It was in my report.” I still couldn’t speak above a whisper. 

He sat down in the chair across from me and poured tea for both of us. “Ah. I remember now. But you recall everything that happened, yes?”

I nodded. 

“Then he only regressed your body. The spells couldn’t be removed because they bridge the divide between the physical and the eternal.”

“She marred my soul?” I swayed, gulping air like a drowning victim. “No,” I moaned. “That’s not — I can’t—” The torture was bad enough. I’d nearly died of pain and blood loss. If not for Doirsain flooding me with power, keeping me alive, I would have. To have my soul tainted? This was worse, far worse, than all the rest.

Brand gripped my shoulders. “You can. You did. You survived. The runes — I can only see them because I have the sight. To others, they are invisible.”

“But they are still there.” I met his eyes. “Mara saw them.”

“Mara is a demon. Demons can see the work of other demons, no matter how deeply hidden.”

“How do I get them off?”

He blinked at me. “You... You can’t. They aren’t like physical scars. The spells are embedded in your soul – your skin was just the canvas. Boros healed your body, but even he couldn’t reverse the shadow Drakat left in you. Even if you could forget what happened, the spells would remain.”

“I won’t have any part of her touching my soul. I can’t.” Tears burned at the back of my eyes, and I struggled not to let them fall. 

“It isn’t — a demon can’t touch your soul without your permission.”

“Then how are the marks still there? That’s why you were so disgusted when we met in that bar, isn’t it? You saw them that night and you assumed I was a willing participant.”

He lowered his head. “I’m sorry I judged you so harshly. Had I looked more carefully, I’d have seen...” 

“Seen what?” I jumped to my feet and paced the room. “That I’m damaged? That my soul has been twisted into a demon’s grimoire?”

“You are a person, not a book of shadows,” Brand said. “The spells are... It’s like writing on a sheet of paper. It isn’t Drakat’s touch that remains, only her knowledge.”

I choked on bitter laughter. “Well, that’s a relief. Information without the fingerprints. You’ll forgive me if I don’t find that comforting.”

“A spell is like a bullet, Charlotte. It is morally neutral. It is only when it is used that it can be judged good or evil. 

I stared at my hands, weighing his statement, examining it as I would a witness at trial. Could be he was right, but it didn’t feel true. I felt ugly and soiled in a way that wouldn’t wash off. I couldn’t look at him.

“Charlotte.” He moved to the couch, sitting down next to me. “It has been months since Belfast. Over a year now. And all that time, you didn’t realize that Drakat left a permanent mark. Right?”

Words couldn’t make it past the hard, painful lump in my throat. I nodded. 

“Then what has changed?” He waited, and when I still couldn’t answer, he said, “We can only be degraded by the things we do, not by what is done to us.”

Something in me unclenched — not completely, but it was a start.

He leaned toward me, then stopped. “Give me a minute.” He ran upstairs and I could hear him moving around. Something scraped along the floor, then a thump, then more footsteps. Finally, he came back, a backpack slung over his shoulder. 

“Where are you going?” I asked, still stunned by the revelations of the past hour. 

“You said Mara is in New York. I suggest we take this party to her before she brings it to our doorstep.”
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Brand sent me out to Hecate to wait while he closed up his house and reinforced the wards. If Mara was coming after him next, he didn’t want to give her the chance to surprise him in his own home.

My phone chirped, and I picked up despite the unknown number, worried that it might be the hospital calling about Cole. 

“Hello?”

“Charlotte Knox? This is detective MacAllen. Do you have a minute to talk?”

Surprise halted my words for a second, but curiosity quickly pushed past it. “Sure. How can I help you?”

“I heard Mr. Karfa hired you to look into his wife’s murder.”

Another surprise, since I don’t make a habit of revealing my client list to anyone, let alone the police, unless I came to represent them while they were being questioned. “Heard it from who?” I forced myself to relax into my seat.

“Mr. Karfa,” he replied, and I let out a sigh of relief. “I also heard you had a bit of a dust-up at the Blood Bar a week or two ago. Want to tell me about that?”

Did I? If it had been anyone else, the answer would have been no, but MacAllen had always been straight with me, and had even done me favors once or twice. That made it harder to say no. “We were there when a vampire tried for some non-consensual dining with an underage girl.”

“And you stopped him? Did you know he filed a complaint against you?”

“He what?” I sat bolt upright and yelled the question into my phone.

“Yeah. Said you broke his arm, but like all vampires, he heals fast, so there was no evidence of it. Don’t worry. We talked to the Blood Bar’s manager. She told us the whole story, and we explained to Klaus Egan that he was lucky we didn’t arrest him. That should be the end of it.”

“I might have broken his arm. I couldn’t say, honestly. But it was self-defense and defense of a minor.”

“Yeah, once Esmé Delacort realized the girl was just that, a child, she became utterly cooperative.”

“I’ll bet. Scared of losing her liquor and blood licenses, I’m sure.” I waited a second, but he didn’t respond. “Look, Detective, I’m sure you didn’t call to discuss the state of a defunct complaint against me. What’s up?”

“I just wanted to see if you had any information to share on the Karfa case. We’ve had another body turn up. Same MO, and I was hoping you might be further along than we are.”

“No. No one at the Blood Bar would admit to having seen Saya or even knowing her. My guess is, that place isn’t her scene. She may have been a random victim.”

“Which will make it harder to find her killer. Do you think you could come in? I have some more questions.”

“I wish I had more answers. I can come in, but not right now.”

“It’s not exactly a request,” MacAllen said. “We need your help with this case.”

“I understand that, but I’m on my way to visit a friend.” 

“Something you can do another time, I’m sure.” 

I ignored the interruption and kept my voice even with an effort. “Who may be dying. I’m headed to New York with Brand Marsh, so I don’t have a lot of time.”

There were several seconds of silence. “I see. I’m sorry. I hope your friend recovers. Brand Marsh? I didn’t know you knew him.”

“He’s my PI mentor.” I kept my answer short, and not just because my gut was still protesting recent discoveries. 

“Did you know he’s a vampire?” 

I sucked in a deep breath as Brand came out the front door and stood on the steps, hands raised, glimmers of white tinted power flowing from his hands over the house in intricate patterns. “I was not aware.” The calf-length leather duster, gloves, baseball cap and dark glasses he was wearing made sense now. 

Contrary to popular lore, vampires can go out in daylight. They don’t like to because they are highly sensitive to sunlight. Even a short time in the sun causes third-degree burns to unprotected skin. So when they have to go out during the day, they tend to look like the Van Helsing character in the 2004 movie. 

Not that I would point out the irony. 

“Look, Char, we’ve never had any trouble from him, and I’m not saying he’s our perp, but... Well... Are you sure it’s wise to be alone with him?”

I thought back over the last hour. “Yeah, I think I’ll be OK. I’ll come by the office sometime this week, though I’m not sure what more I can tell you. I really didn’t get anything useful at the Blood Bar.”

“Well, maybe I’ll be able to pass some information to you, then.”

This seemed to be the day for shocks and surprises. “I thought sharing crime scene information was against the rules.”

“It is. Usually. But you have a good track record for closing serious cases. Plus, Mr. Karfa told us he hired you. Was pretty militant about it, too. So, if it means we get help taking a serial killer off the streets, I’ll play.”

Brand stalked up to the car and pulled the passenger door open. 

“Thanks, and I’ll share if you’ll share. Can you send me the crime scene photos from the Karfa case?” He muttered agreement, and I glanced at Brand. “Then we’re agreed. We are getting on the road, so I’ll call you when I can come in.”

“Thank you. Talk soon.” The call ended, and I started Hecate’s engine.

“That sounded like MacAllen,” Brand said. 

“Probably because it was MacAllen. You didn’t mention that you were a vampire.”

“You couldn’t tell? I thought it was obvious.” The bitterness in his tone stifled any additional questions I might have had.

“I couldn’t. But Hecate’s windows are tinted with a UV and heat blocker. Even the windshield. You should be able to shed the gloves, coat and hat, if you want to.”

He glanced at me as if checking for a hidden reaction. I didn’t have one to offer. I’d run into a lot of different kinds of parahuman in my lifetime. Vampires might not be the safest, but they weren’t the worst, either.

“I don’t eat humans,” he said. 

“Good to know I won’t have to kick your teeth in. Thanks for the information.”

He gave a huff of surprised laughter. “It doesn’t bother you to hang out with a bloodsucker?”

I reversed and made a three-point turn to put us facing the street. “Tell you what,” I shot him a glance. “You don’t call me a moon hag and I won’t call you a bloodsucker. Deal?”

He had a great laugh when he allowed himself to be amused. “Deal.” 

I took the turn onto the main drag into Hawthorn, and he frowned. “I thought we were headed to New York?”

“We are. I know a shortcut.”
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I pulled into my driveway a little while later. “I just need to grab a fresh change of clothes. Everything else is packed. We’ll use the portal to get to New York.”

“You must have a lot of trust in this guy to let him open a portal between his place and yours,” Brand said. 

An image of Cole, lying still and silent in his hospital bed, flashed through my mind, but I swallowed the hard lump in my throat and said, “He’s a trustworthy guy.” I should have said more, but the words wouldn’t come without an ocean of tears, and I didn’t have time for that.

We got out of the car and the house’s energy hit me in the solar plexus. Normally, the wards prevented anyone outside them from scanning the house’s interior — even me. Now, I smelled the noxious taint of dark, alien magick in the air. Someone was trying to get inside if they hadn’t already. 

“Lena?” I yelled, and pounded toward the stairs until a voice pulled me up short. 

“Lena isn’t here, dear. But I am. Would you like to play?” Mara rounded the corner of the house and caught sight of Brand. “Oh my, you brought dessert.”

“Funny, you don’t look like Mara, but you have her voice and attitude in spades. Why don’t you go back to hell before I send you there?” Brand faced her squarely, balancing on the balls of his feet like a martial artist. 

Maybe he is one, Sasha commented. 

Mara threw her head back and laughed. “Now Brendan, did you forget the rules? Section 1, article one: thou shalt not harm your maker. Now, sit back and watch your friend die like a good boy. I’ll get to you in due course.”

I glanced at Brand, noting the rage and frustration marring his features. She was his maker? Damn, this was getting complicated. “How did you find me?” I asked Mara. 

Mara pouted. “You simply cannot be that dim. If you are, it’s going to make killing you a bore.”

“Grandma’s address book. I’m going to want that back,” I replied. 

“By the time I’m done, you won’t need it.” She threw a javelin of dark energy at me, but I sidestepped, put out a hand coated in my own energy and gripped the center as it flew past. Spinning on one heel, I flung it back at her, amping up the speed and energy with Doirsain’s help. The spear arrowed toward her chest, fast and accurate. 

It bounced off her hastily conjured shield, but it was satisfying to see her flinch. “OK, so not as boring as I thought,” she said. A lazy smile curled her lips. “That makes the inevitable outcome even more satisfying.”

I didn’t wait for her to rally. I laid down a barrage of ley line bombs, moving toward the steps. “Brand, with me!”

“You think your weak-ass security wards will protect you?” She angled her shield to shunt the bombs off into the woods. I had to retract the power to keep from starting fires.

“They kept you out so far,” I retorted, still headed for the steps. Brand stayed with me, moving in tandem. 

“I may not be able to hit you directly,” he said to Mara. “But I can keep you from hitting her.”

The smile she gave him would have frozen dragon-fire. “Can you? Let’s see, shall we?”

She planted a foot in the dirt and muttered in an arcane language I had only heard once before. Thorny vines sprouted around our feet. My arms tingled, and red lines rose in horrific patterns on my skin. They faded as she finished her spell, but the fact that she could raise them horrified me.

“Control the spells, Char. Before she can turn them on you,” Brand said under his breath. 

“It’d be a lot easier if I knew how,” I muttered. 

You’ll figure it out, Sasha said. I hoped he was right, but I didn’t have time to comment right then.

“That is bloodroot,” I said to Brand, pointing to the vines. “Don’t let the thorns touch you.” I muttered a freezing spell and aimed it at the plants. As they withered around our feet, I grabbed his arm and pulled him up the steps. As long as we were in contact, he’d get through the wards easily. Mara wouldn’t have the same advantage. I felt the warm touch of the protective barrier slide over me, granting admittance. We were inside. We were safe.

I faced Brand and opened my mouth to explain. 

Mara’s javelin sliced cleanly through the ward, splitting the air between us like a black knife. The hole she made was small, just the diameter of the spear-tip. But she wasn’t done, and the ease with which she’d pierced my barrier chilled me.

She wedged the javelin side to side, widening the breach. 

“Inside!” I shouted and pulled him through the door into the house. The wards on the structure itself were stronger than those around the perimeter. I’d strengthened all the protective barriers after a break-in last May. Color me provincial but being taken prisoner and laid out as a sacrifice on a sarcophagus was not my idea of a good time. 

“Can you fight her?” I asked. Demons lie, and though I had a superficial knowledge of vampire lore, I didn’t know all the specifics. 

Defeat stamped his features. “No. Not directly. I can defend against her and help you with advice, but I can’t lift a hand to hurt her.”

Something slammed against the door, but the ward held. So long as it did, she wouldn’t be able to even turn the doorknob. She could knock or ring the bell, but she wasn’t getting inside — yet. Cursing rose in volume from the front porch. 

“Do you know her full name?”

“No. She lied about that just like everything else,” he replied bitterly. 

I didn’t have time to get into his emotional baggage. “So, tell me what to do. How do I beat her without killing Georgia?”

“You have to exorcise her, but that is far harder to accomplish than they make it look in the movies.”

I’d rewatched The Conjuring recently. If that was easy, I didn’t want to hear about hard. 

“How do I do that?”

“I’d say call a priest, but the church doesn’t have many exorcists anymore. They basically stopped handling them when they signed the treaty. An angel might manage it, but I don’t know that Gant would want to leave Sena.”

“No, he mentioned in his last letter that she was still struggling with her transition from soul stone to flesh and blood person.”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you; that was an accomplishment. I’ve not seen anything like it in the last two thousand years.”

Outside, Mara screamed in frustration, then in triumph. I felt the electric ripple of my wards falling. 

“Thanks, but not the time. If you can’t fight her, stick to the sidelines. If you see something I can do, tell me.”

Sasha crawled out from under my shirt and took flight. He may be useless, but I’m not. 

“Sasha, stay out of this. She has the Eye.”

And you have Doirsain. I don’t see the problem. 

That wasn’t what he said before. I opened my mouth to tell him to go back to the pendant, but the door disintegrated into dust under a pale green beam of power. Mara stood in the doorway, smiling maliciously.

Sasha flew at her, and she held up the Eye, facing the gem to destroy him. Pulling hard on Doirsain’s power, I threw up a shield just inside the door, boxing in the entrance. She tapped it with a long, manicured fingernail and drew back with a hiss. Sasha backflapped, narrowly avoiding hitting the wall. 

Rude, he shouted in my head. 

“Get back to the pendant, now. I’ll call when I need you, I promise.” He flew straight for my chest, and I felt Brand tense beside me. But as usual, Sasha grew smaller as he flew, threading neatly between the neckline of my blouse and my skin without touching either.

“You can’t shield them all.” Mara stepped back and jumped, her feet disappearing above the top of the doorframe. An instant later, I heard glass breaking, and I knew she was inside. Without knowing where, I couldn’t stop her. 

“She’s trying to draw you in — force you to do battle where and when she chooses. You can’t let her set the terms,” Brand said. 

“I can’t let her roam my house destroying whatever she wants either,” I said as I headed for the stairs. 

The metallic clang of a steel door slamming shut shook through the house. I ran faster, hoping without hope that the sound wasn’t what I thought it was.

“Charlotte, wait!” Brand pounded across the floorboards behind me and from the corner of my eye, I caught a gleam of white light. Startled to see the rare aura color, I glanced over my shoulder to see Brand holding a sparkling shield. He turned it sideways so that it looked like a disk. “Duck,” he said, and spun it toward me. 

I crouched, letting it go over my head. Once it passed me, the flat, shining disk turned upright again, and moved as I did, providing protection from whatever I might encounter at the top of the stairs. “Thanks.” 

I hadn’t stopped moving, and we reached the second floor in seconds. 

It was empty. 

“Char, dear, why don’t you come up and play? I’ve blocked your little portal, so we won’t be disturbed.” Malignant glee laced Mara’s words. 

My heart sank as I strode across the room toward the second set of stairs. 

“Char, wait,” Brand whispered behind me. I obeyed since I had no idea what I was going to do once I got upstairs. I just didn’t want her going through my panty drawer.

“Where’s Lena?” he asked, and I felt the blood drain from my face. 

I pulled out my phone and sent her a text. For once, she answered quickly, and I sighed with relief. “She’s in Cassadaga with my grandparents,” I replied, also whispering, since I didn’t want Mara to overhear. Lena had been kidnapped once; I would not let it happen again.

“Tell her to stay there.” I obeyed and turned to head upstairs, but his hand on my arm stopped me. Tingles of warmth flooded out from where his hand touched my bare arm and I caught my breath. He stepped back, putting his hands in his pockets, letting me know he’d felt it too. 

Giving me an odd look, he kept his voice lowered. “Do you have any salt?”

“What witch doesn’t?” I asked. “There’s a large sack in my altar room and a smaller one there, in the cabinet.” I pointed to where we kept our spices and condiments. “Why? No circle is going to hold her for more than a minute as long as she has the Eye. She’ll just burn the salt away.”

“It won’t need to hold her long.” Quickly, quietly, he gave me the words to a banishing spell. “It won’t hurt her, but it will put her someplace else.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere from her past. She hasn’t been there in a long time, and she won’t like it, but it will buy us time.”

I repeated the words of the spell back, eyeing him doubtfully. “We need to end this, get Georgia’s body back without damaging it and Cole needs—”

“We can’t do any of that while she has the Eye. And if she kills you, she’ll have two soul stones. That can’t happen.”

“So, you want to put her in a hole until we can figure out how to get the Eye?”

“A hole would be a great idea, but no. Just a place far away that she won’t get back from easily.” 

“Hellooo? What are you two doing down there?” Her teasing tone turned violent. “You’d better not be playing kissy-face. He belongs to me.” 

My cheeks burned, but I turned away, heading for the stairs. “Draw the circle. I’ll get her down here.”

“Leave Sasha with me. I might need him.” He opened the cabinet and got the salt. “Be careful.”

Sasha jumped out of my shirt in a brush of leathery wings and flew to him. Shocked, I watched as the wyvern landed on his shoulder. 

What’s the plan, druid?

I climbed the stairs, Brand’s white, sparkling shield in front of me every step of the way.

As I cleared the top of the steps, a flash of green hurtled toward me. I ducked, and it passed through Brand’s shield, shattering it, then through the wall, burning its way to the outside before it stopped. Pulling up my own shield, I used Doirsain’s power to amplify its strength.

I stared at the hole for a second, then faced Mara. “I’ve always wanted a window there,” I said, letting sarcasm drip from my words like venom. “You’ve done half the work for me. Thanks.”

“Let me give you a closer look.” She raised the Eye and green fire speared toward me. It hit my shield and sheared off, splintering the guest room door frame this time. 

I let out a low whistle. “You keep doing that, and the damages bill is going to be more than you can afford.”

“You’re lucky I don’t burn the whole house down. Who is Lena?”

“Former roommate,” I lied. “We had a fight a while back. She hasn’t lived here in a long time.”

Mara waved an admonitory finger at me. “Don’t lie, dear. It doesn’t suit your personality. She has your last name, so she must be a relative, and since you lied for her, I’m guessing a close one. A sister, perhaps?”

I clamped my mouth shut and spooled fire in my palms. How was I going to get her downstairs? 

“How about you pay that bill now?” I shot a stream of ley line energy at her chest. It passed through my shield and bounced off hers, sputtering out in one of Lena’s potted plants. I guess turnabout is fair play, but the fact that I couldn’t see her shield worried me. What kind of evil creature doesn’t have an aura?

She threw back her head and laughed. “Now you’re wondering why you couldn’t see my shield, right? Well, being a descended demon has its benefits, after all.” The laughter faded, and she held up the Eye again. “Let’s get this over with.”

It was now or never. At least I had a believable excuse for running. That damn emerald would scare anyone.

Spinning on my heels, I jumped down the steps, skipping most of them, taking the descent at breakneck speed. It worked. I heard her pounding down the steps behind me.

“Come back here, you miserable little sparrow. I want that stone.”

I reached the second floor and saw Brand standing in the middle of the room, no salt to be seen. 

He beckoned and pointed to an empty spot on the floor. I ran to him, carefully stepping over the spot indicated. He pulled me close and raised his shield. Pure sparkling white surrounded us.

“Can I banish her from in here?” I whispered the question as Mara appeared at the bottom of the stairs. 

“Patience. As soon as she steps inside the outer circle, speak the spell,” he whispered.

“And how will I know she has? I can’t see it,” I whispered back.

“Good. Neither can she. Couldn’t give her a warning. But you’ll know when she does.” Brand gave me a light squeeze on my arm.

“What are you two muttering about?” Mara asked. She didn’t enter the room, just stood in the entry, staring at us. “Some kind of trap? That isn’t very welcoming.”

“I didn’t invite you in, so there is no welcome,” I said, raising my voice. “And you can take the hint; leave any time you want.”

“Oh, now, what fun is that? We’ve only just gotten started.” Her light, teasing tone fell away. “Besides, I haven’t got what I want yet. Can’t leave without my present.”

“You aren’t getting a present, Mara. Just like you couldn’t get me,” Brand said.

Her cheeks flushed with anger. “You belong to me just like the Eye.”

“I was never yours. I may not be able to move against you directly, but I took you down once. I’ll do it again if it is my last act on this earth. And this time I’ll make sure it sticks.”

“Take me down? Have you forgotten how good we were together? You loved me once, and you will again. Think carefully, Brendan of the Marsh, before you do something, or teach your little witch to do something, you will both regret.”

“The only thing I regret is not burning your soul into oblivion when I had the chance,” he replied coldly. 

I tensed. I wanted this over, and her out of my house. This sounded more and more like a lover’s quarrel. At least on her side. The idea that bloomed in my head might be a big mistake, but if it got her into the room... 

I snuggled closer to Brand, putting my arms around him. “He isn’t yours, Mara. Not now, not ever. He’s mine.”

Brand lowered his startled gaze to mine, bringing his lips close. My breath caught, and I leaned into the moment, rising on tiptoe to press my lips to his. Unexpected heat flashed between us. 

Mara’s hiss of rage was all the warning I had before she slammed the Eye’s power into Brand’s circle. The white energy field flickered but held — the difference between a projected shield and one still tied to his aura. 

Brand pulled back from the kiss, but kept his gaze locked on mine. I could swear I saw a swirl of red in his blue eyes. He gave my arm a light squeeze.

I spun to face Mara. Her jealousy had drawn her into the room, just as I’d hoped. She was inside the circle. Quickly, before she realized she’d been played, I invoked the spell. 

“Banished be from my home,

Never to touch anything I own

Never return, never cross this threshold,

Begone, unwelcome, to the place chosen of old.” 

I brought my hands together, forming a globe of ley line power, and cast it at her. The orb shot across the room faster than I could track it, striking her in the chest and spreading over her body. 

She screamed. “You bitch! I’ll be back, you wait. You can’t escape and I’ll make your death—”

Her mouth kept moving, but the sound was gone. It took only a moment for the rest of her to follow. Seconds later, we were alone, and Brand dropped his shield. 

He cleared his throat. “That was...”

“Effective,” I said, stepping away from him. “Thanks for playing along.” The last thing I needed was to develop a crush on a man I wasn’t even sure I liked. This was a temporary alliance, and it was best that I remember that.

He rubbed his chin, a rueful smile tugging at his lips. “You didn’t give me a lot of choice, or warning.” 

“It worked, right? That’s what matters.”

He frowned but nodded. “Agreed.”

My phone pinged, and I checked it. “It’s Lena. She’s bringing the grandparents here to recuperate.” 

“Do you think that’s wise? Mara knows where you live. The ban you put against returning here won’t keep her from standing outside the house and using the Eye to burn the whole thing down.”

“That’s been tried before,” I said. “And we’re still here. Still standing. Between Lena and Gran, I think it will be OK. Besides, there aren’t a lot of other choices. So we’ll just have to keep her busy.” I stomped up the stairs to check on the portal. If it really was blocked or destroyed, we were going to have to drive to New York and I worried that we were running out of time. 

I reached the third floor with Brand on my heels. The dirty green glow was visible from the top step. I entered the hall and blew out a long, tired breath. A dome of dark energy blocked Cole’s portal. Etched across the rounded surface was a reversed pentagram, the lower two points at the top, the center alive with a writhing winged serpent. 

“She wasn’t lying. I hoped she was, but she wasn’t,” I said. I stretched my hand over the dome. If I could hook enough ley line power under the edge, I might could pull it off. 

“Don’t,” Brand said. “Mara likes to booby-trap her spells so they can’t be lifted or dissipated without damage.”

I lowered my hand. “You mean to the house?”

“I mean to the person trying to reverse the spell.”

“So, this is permanent?” I might have to burn the house down myself.

Brand’s face settled into grim lines. “Not necessarily, but you’d need a lot of prep work first. Otherwise, if you touch that cap intending to break or remove it, you’ll probably end up dead.”
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Georgia



Georgia’s spirit sat in the corner of her mind that Mara allowed her to inhabit and thought about what she’d learned so far. 

From the moment when the demon took over, Georgia had only a limited understanding of what was happening to her. She could feel her body moving; vaguely sense what it was doing. Sound, muted and indistinct, came to her though she wasn’t sure how. She could even see outside of her body, sometimes clearly, others as if through dense fog. 

She’d known when Mara fought the white-haired woman. In those moments, Georgia’s connection to her senses sharpened. As if when the demon was focused on something else, she was too busy to keep Georgia totally in the dark. 

Georgia sat up, catching hold of that thought. If she could get Mara distracted enough, might she be able to break the demon’s hold on her body?

The murmur outside grew louder and more distinct. “... he’s mine.” Mara’s rage-filled hiss followed and then that terrible energy pulling at her soul, blasting outward. Georgia couldn’t tell what it was. She only knew she wanted it to go away. It stopped, and she panted with relief. Someone was chanting. 

The words came to her as if she was under water, but she caught most of it. 

“Banished...from...home,

Never to touch...own

...return, never cross...hold,

Begone, unwelcome...chosen of old.” 

A swoosh of air flowed over her, sending Georgia tumbling across the gray space. She was falling with nothing to stop her. She screamed, but no sound came out. It was like she was free-falling through darkness. She landed with a thump and lay there for a moment, wondering if it was safe to move. 

She heard Mara groan. “Unfair of him to have her send me here. So many memories.” The demon’s voice was raspy and slow, as if she’d been drugged. “Sleep. So long since I had a body. Forgot how exhausting it can be. I need to lie down.” 

Next to Georgia in the gray half-light, a humanoid figure materialized. Laying on its side, the being was breathing, but if the closed eyes and relaxed posture were anything to go by, it was asleep. 

Horns sprouted from the creature’s forehead before curling back on themselves like a big horn sheep’s, but much smaller. The scarred, scaly skin was the same, but she hadn’t noticed the horns before, or that the demon had hooves instead of feet. She hadn’t seen Mara from behind before either, so the goatish tail was another surprise. 

“Mara?” she whispered. The creature stirred but didn’t wake. 

Slowly, Georgia drifted back and up, turning as she rose toward an unknown, but somehow familiar surface. She blinked, opened her eyes, and gasped. 

“I’m back. I’m in control. Oh my god, I have to get out of here.” She looked around the dark confines of the space. A single, tiny window covered in hide allowed little light. On the other side of the structure, a narrow, wood-framed door offered escape, and Georgia wasted no time taking it. 

She ran out into the sunlit glen, ringed with trees, carpeted in wildflowers. Between the trees were conical stone dwellings similar to the one she’d just left, some tumble-down, a few intact. There were no people that she could see. 

“Where am I?” She stumbled across the clearing, stopping in the center to get her bearings. Near the tree line, she saw a narrow space, two feet wide, where the brush was thinner than the surrounding foliage as if trampled flat; the remnants of a trail. It entered the glen at the eastern end and exited to the west with no trace of it in between. It was overgrown, but not completely obliterated. 

“It must lead somewhere,” she said to herself, and moved to the eastern trail head. 

Brambles caught at her pants, and she was glad she wasn’t still wearing the heels she’d put on to see the fortune teller. The shop was her last clear memory of being herself and alone in her body. Now she was wearing leather boots, an unfamiliar pair of leather pants, and a silky tank top. Not exactly camping attire, and not something she would have purchased, but better than a dress and heals, given the circumstances.

She pushed through the brush, keeping to the faint path as best she could. Birds took wing at her approach and several times she heard the scuffle of small animals hurrying out of her way.

She wound through the forest, the path rising through the trees until she was standing on a hill, looking over a broad, agricultural valley. She could see a village below, arranged around a square. From here, the people looked like ants, and there weren’t many of them, but Georgia didn’t care. She could get help there, maybe even find a way to get rid of the demon before Mara woke up.

That is a wonderful plan. Too bad it won’t work.

Georgia gasped as her vision faded. Sharp talons dug into her spirit, pushing her back into the gray space inside her mind, flattening her attempts to hold on. 

“You have more courage than I would have thought,” Mara said, awake and back in control of their shared body. “But a human isn’t strong enough to defeat a demon. Not without help, anyway, and that is one thing you do not have.”

Trapped in the gray room again, Georgia pounded on the walls. Let me out! You can’t steal a person’s body!

Mara twirled in a circle, making Georgia dizzy. “But I did steal your body, and I am going to keep it.”

Then why keep me alive? Georgia shouted. Why not just kill me?

“I suppose I might as well tell you.” Mara stopped spinning. “It isn’t as if you can do anything about it, and, if you see the futility, you’ll stop making these annoying attempts to escape. It’s like this. While I can drive this body the way one would a car, my soul is not tied to it as yours is. If you die, the body dies, and I can’t have that.”

The sounds and sensations retreated from Georgia’s consciousness, leaving her alone in the cold, gray dimness. But she’d learned something. 

She could get her body back. And she would. Even if it meant dying to make it happen.
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Char: On the road to New York



I stood next to Hecate with my hand resting on her hood, purple oozing from under my fingers as the spell spread. 

“They cannot catch 

What they do not see,

As I will, so mote it be.”

“An invisibility spell?” Brand asked. “Isn’t that going to make driving a bit dangerous?”

“Not an invisibility spell. More like a targeted unobtrusiveness spell. To drivers with no interest in us, we’ll be visible. Police and anyone else who might want to catch us will have a hard time noticing us.

“Including Mara? Demon sight is keener than humans.”

“True. And I don’t know how well it will work on her,” I admitted. “But it is highly effective against police who want to make their speeding ticket quota.” I pulled out my phone and asked it for driving directions to Panacea Memorial, New York City. At the same time, I noticed that I had an email. MacAllen had come through with the crime scene photos. I flipped back to the navigation app. The Karfa case would have to wait until Cole was safe.

“I thought quotas were illegal,” Brand said.

“Officially, they are. In Florida, at least.”

“And unofficially?”

I shrugged and slid behind the wheel, positioning the phone on its dash mount while he settled into the passenger seat. “Let’s just say I don’t want to be the thing that bumps some over-eager trooper over the line for his next promotion.”

Hecate roared out of the driveway, and we hit the highway going as fast as I could pretend was safe. 

We were stopping for gas in Baldwin when Mara caught up to us. I’d just filled up the tank and was waiting for Brand to come out of the store where he’d gone for drinks when she shimmered into visibility right in front of Hecate.

She slammed both hands onto the Charger’s hood, and smoke rose from the metal with an oily stench. 

“Get your hands off my car!” I yelled through the windshield. She just grinned at me, and I sent a surge of purple tinted ley line power coursing through the steering wheel, into the Charger’s body. The magick slid under her palms and she yelped. Jerking back, she examined the itchy red marks on her palms. 

I stared at the prints burned into my paint job. She was definitely going to pay for this.  

I gunned the engine and Hecate responded with a leap forward. Mara’s eyes widened and in the next breath, she was gone. 

Brand came running out of the store, jumped in the car and pounded on the dash. “I saw! Go, go, go! She isn’t going to let that stand.”

I pressed the accelerator to the floorboards, barely getting clear before a fireball slammed into the gas pumps, sending gouts of toxic smoke and fire shooting into the air. Hecate leaped across the lot, fishtailing as I jerked the wheel to the right, pulled out on the road and headed for the on-ramp. 

Getting to New York was going to be harder than I thought.

Hecate’s tires spun, and I saw a dark figure running for a red sports car. I pressed harder on the gas. Hecate ate up the asphalt, and I pumped more power into her concealment spell. For the next few minutes, we really were invisible. Not exactly safe on the highway, but I couldn’t chance Mara catching up to us and destroying my only means of transportation. 

A quick glance back showed me the gas station in flames. I hoped no one was hurt. 

No red sports car in the rearview either. But that could simply be the result of a spell similar to mine on her vehicle. 

“She’s tucked in behind that semi,” Brand pointed to the silver and black cargo mover two cars back. “Probably trying to figure out where you’re at,” Brand said. 

I stuck to the right lane and turned off at the next exit, narrowly avoiding an SUV with the same idea. Have to admit, I probably enjoyed watching the red Alpha Romeo continue down the freeway more than I should have. The advantage I’d wrung out of the situation wasn’t going to last. “Do you think it worked?”

“For the moment,” he replied. “Let’s take this invisibility spell off before someone tries to park on top of us. Maybe grab some coffee while we wait for her to get further ahead.”

“I don’t like giving her space. I’d rather get there ahead of her.” 

“Then we’ll have to give her reason to believe we’ve turned off somewhere up ahead. We could use a phantom spell.”

“Sure, but we’d need a focal point. Something that looks a bit like Hecate would be ideal.”

He pointed to a ShopMart up ahead. “Fast Wheels has a blue Charger. Looks just like her.” 

I grinned at him. “That’ll work.” 

I pulled into the big box store’s parking lot and we hustled inside. Ten minutes later, we were back in the car with a two-inch die-cast toy car that looked remarkably like the one I was driving. 

I looked at him. “You got a kid I don’t know about?”

He shot me a defensive glance. “No. Why?”

“Because it seems a little... unusual for a grown man to be this familiar with Fast Wheels offerings.”

“It gets boring in the woods by myself, and I am not a fan of television news,” he grumbled. “So, I like building models. I look at these guys for inspiration. Besides, who says you have to be a kid to like toy cars?”

I held up my hands. “Not me. You want to do the honors or shall I?” 

He set the midnight blue toy on the asphalt. “Allow me.” Rubbing his palms together, he sifted white light over the little car.

“Looking bigger, always faster,

Lead away the one we’re after,

Make her believe it’s Hecate she sees, 

As I will, so mote it be.”

A hazy outline sprang up around the toy, solidifying until it looked like a normal size car. I whistled. It looked like Hecate’s twin, parked next to us. 

“That is amazing,” I said. 

Brand was staring toward the highway, a frown crimping his brow. “Not a minute too soon, either. Look.” 

I swung my gaze to the freeway offramp and saw a red sports car coming down. She’d figured it out faster than I hoped. Brand waved his hand and Hecate’s midnight blue mirage rolled slowly out of the ShopMart parking lot. Blue and red met at the four-way stop, and the decoy turned right onto the county road rather than left, back toward the freeway. 

The Corvette revved her engine and bolted through the intersection, narrowly avoiding a family-filled station wagon. Brand and I watched her chase the toy down the street, the distance between them neither growing nor shrinking. 

“How long will your spell last?” I asked. 

“An hour, ninety minutes, tops.” 

I grinned. “She is going to be pissed when it fades out, isn’t she?” 

He snorted. “Oh yeah. More than.”

“Good.” I reduced the spell on Hecate to the original strength. I still didn’t want tickets, but driving while invisible was too dangerous. We climbed in the car and Hecate rumbled to life. “Let’s go.”
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Mara

“Where are they?” Mara was two miles down the highway, with four near-miss almost-accidents in her wake, when she concluded that Char had taken the first exit after all. She hadn’t seen the Charger turn off, but that didn’t mean much. 

Inside her head, Georgia kept to the shadows, watching through her own eyes like a stranger standing at the window. She listened intently to Mara’s loud thoughts but kept her silence. 

Mara reached the next exit and made the long, wide U-turn under the overpass that would take her back the other direction. 

A few minutes later, she glided down the offramp, her eyes scanning every turn, every parking lot, for the midnight blue Dodge. “I’m probably going to have to scry for them. She’s smarter and more skilled than I thought if she can hide an entire automobile from me without getting smacked by other drivers.”

Georgia caught sight of the Charger first, as it pulled up to the light on their right, waiting to turn onto the same road Mara was on. Georgia shrank further into the shadows. She didn’t want to call attention to the Knox woman’s vehicle. Didn’t want to be responsible for any more deaths. 

It was no use. An instant later, the demon saw what Georgia had already noted. With a squeal of triumph, Mara pulled up to the stoplight, barely waiting for it to change before roaring off after Char. Swerving around a family-filled station wagon, Mara raced down the county road after her quarry. 

They quickly left the freeway behind. The collection of restaurants and gas stations that tend to congregate around a busy off ramp faded into obscurity behind them in a matter of minutes. Magnolias, oaks, palms and kudzu lined both sides of the two-lane highway. There was no way Char hadn’t noticed Mara’s scream-red vehicle. There weren’t enough cars this far out to hide behind.

Oddly enough, Char didn’t gun the engine. If Mara sped up, so did she, but otherwise, she made no effort to shake the demon off her tail. 

“Doesn’t know who she’s dealing with,” Mara grumbled. “But she will.”

Seventy-eight minutes later, she swore in six languages, her face turning a mottled red as the Charger faded from view. 

A flicker of blue light on the black roadway, and she was alone on the highway. Mara pounded on the steering wheel so hard the Georgia winced as her hands reddened and throbbed. 

“Stop it,” she said quietly. “If you break my body, it will be of no use to you.”

“Shut up,” Mara screamed. She jerked the wheel so hard the car spun in a tight one-eighty, tipping up on two wheels before slamming back down onto the asphalt, leaving a dark trail of rubber on the road. “I will do whatever I want, and you will suffer the consequences. So you’d better shut up.”

After a mile or two in silence, a satisfied grin tilted Mara’s lips. “It doesn’t matter that we didn’t catch her here.”

“Oh?” Georgia said. “And why is that?”

“Because I know exactly where she’s going.” The Corvette roared down the road, heading for the highway.
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Char: Between Florida and New York



The scenery blurred by the window as a light rain fell, giving a shine to the highway bathed in dusky twilight. 

I glanced at Brand, his gaze fixed on the passing countryside, and finally asked the question that had been brewing since Mara’s revelation. “So, you want to explain how you became a vampire? Specifically, Mara’s progeny?” He didn’t turn and after a minute, I went on. “I don’t usually pry into other people’s personal affairs... Scratch that. I don’t usually pry unless the person is under investigation, which you aren’t. But in this case — If we’re going to work together, I need to know.”

Miles passed between my question and his response. I was just about to repeat myself when he cleared his throat. 

“I understand your curiosity, but it isn’t something I like talking about.”

Fair enough. I scrubbed a hand over my eyes. I didn’t know about Brand, but fatigue and hunger were decimating my reserves. We needed to stop, if only for a meal.

Lights brightened the horizon, and I caught the message from a billboard as we passed. Jimmie’s Mexican Cantina. It wasn’t Tuesday, but I could do with a taco. I pulled off the highway. 

Brand glanced at me; brows raised in inquiry. 

“Food. Gas. A minute to stretch. Then we can get back on the road,” I said by way of explanation. 

He didn’t argue. “Tacos?”

“That was the plan. Objections?”

“None.”

Looking at his stern profile, I thought about MacAllen’s warning. He hadn’t come out and accused Brand, though. So maybe it was just a general warning to stay away from vampires?

We parked and entered the restaurant. This late on a weeknight, most of the tables were empty, so they seated us immediately. 

The waitress took our drink order and hurried off as another couple left the dining room. It looked like we would be closing the place down.

I sat back in the wooden booth and studied my companion. “It isn’t curiosity. It’s need-to-know. I get that you don’t want to talk about it, especially if it’s something that was done to you, without your consent. But I need to know what I’m up against, and this is part of it.  If you can’t—”

“She tricked me,” he said, stopping me. Afraid that whatever I might say would make him even more reluctant, I held my silence as he continued. “Most humans think that vampires are self-propagating, and the oldest among us are. But it takes decades, if not a century, to gain the ability, not that all of us want it. I sure as hell never did.” He scrubbed a hand over his face and stared at the table for several seconds.

Finally, he continued. “Demons created the first of us by accident. And when they discovered the effect their blood had on their victims, they started doing it on purpose. In the earliest days, demons used humans as their playthings. Drank from them, toyed with them until they either turned or died.”

The waitress returned with our drinks and caught the tail end of his sentence. The pulse in her neck jumped and her eyes widened as Brand turned to look at her, his nostrils flaring.

He waited while she set the glasses down and stumbled through taking our order. As she walked away, he said, “but I’m not a demon and I don’t eat people.”

The woman hesitated, then kept walking, her shoulders relaxing slightly.

“That was for her?” I asked.

“I don’t like to scare people unless I have to,” he replied. “Anyway, not all their victims died. Some rose, and those that did were vampires.”

“You saw this?”

“Mara told me most of it, and I’ve had corroboration since. She pretended to be a vampire hunter. ‘Putting the misbegotten demon-progeny out of their misery, while protecting other humans,’ was how she put it. But it was all a lie.” 

Bitterness and the ghost of old pain coated his words, and I would have sympathized, but he wasn’t done. He stared out the window and went on. 

“I was a druid then. Our grove provided religious teaching and medical care to several of the surrounding villages. Mara joined us disguised as a human acolyte. She and I...” 

He paused, turning his distant stare on the restaurant, and I didn’t blame him. An ex was bad enough. Mara was a whole other level. 

“We had a relationship,” he said. “She used it, used me, to mask her activities in the local villages. At first, it was just stories of a dark figure that lured the unwary into the shadows. Those victims weren’t killed, but they were never the same after the attack, either. Sickly, with a craving for red meat. Physically, they recovered, but mentally?” He shrugged. “Then people started turning up dead, drained of blood.”

A server approached with our food. I looked at mine, my appetite fading. I knew I needed to eat though, so I forced myself to take a bite. 

“Then what?” I asked, needing to get the explanation behind us. 

“Then she made a mistake. We had no idea who, or what, was killing the people, but one night she entered a home, and while she was murdering the adults, she missed the child hiding under the bed. The child named Mara as the murderer, and we imprisoned her. Or tried to.” Self-mockery twisted his features into the caricature of a smile. “Have you ever tried to trap a demon? It’s damn hard, and we still didn’t know what she was, so she escaped.” 

“But you were still human at that point?”

“Yeah. Stephan and I tracked her as best we could, but tracking a demon who can not only shape-shift, but disappear like the wind, is a bit of a challenge. Mostly, we searched from village to village, and when we found victims of a certain type, we knew we were on the right track.” He closed his eyes against the memories and sipped his drink. 

I didn’t interrupt. Dredging up old, ugly memories wasn’t one of my favorite ways to spend an evening either. 

“Eventually, she got tired of being followed,” he said after a while. “She waited for nightfall and circled back on our camp. She put an immobility curse on both of us and made me watch while she murdered Stephen. Then she turned me.”

“But you said you killed her?”

He shook his head. “She drained Stephen, but not quite enough. While she was turning me, he had just enough life left in him to stick a celestial steel athame through her heart. By then it was too late for me, but at least I knew she would do no more damage.”

“And Stephen? Was he all right?”

“Did he become a vampire, you mean?” Brand took a hefty swig of his drink and slammed it to the table so hard hairline cracks spread up from the base to the lip. “No. Killing Mara was his last act on this earth. And I was so crazed with bloodlust that I left him in that clearing for the carrion crows to feast on.” 

I’d heard that newborn vampires couldn’t control themselves. Tormented by their unrelenting thirst, they killed anything that came into proximity. New vamps had been known to destroy entire villages with no memory of their savagery afterward. Over a century ago, the Tri-Kingdom Council had introduced new laws governing makers and their progeny to prevent such atrocities. Vampires who didn’t adhere to the law could be summarily staked. 

“That wasn’t your fault. You had no maker to guide you.”

“You are generous. But I can still hear the screams of my victims, even though I can’t remember their faces.”

Loss and shame etched themselves across his features. He shook his head, and we fell silent, each lost in our own thoughts as the food on our plates grew cold. 

Finally, I had to ask. “But you don’t eat human’s anymore?”

“No. Once I came back to myself, I only hunted animals. Deer, usually. These days I rarely kill one. There is no need. Vampires need less and less blood as they get older, though we never lose the need completely. At my age, a swallow or two a week keeps me healthy and sane.”

This was new information and I guess my face must have shown my surprise, because Brand’s lips twitched as if he might smile. 

“How old are you?” I asked. 

He waved the question off. “Doesn’t matter. But you should know, not needing it isn’t the same as not wanting it. The hunger and the need are separate. The need fades. The hunger doesn’t.” 

The desolation in his eyes brought an ache to my throat, and I pushed it down. “Sort of like me and chocolate,” I quipped. 

His answering smile was weary. “Sort of. Enough about me. Have you heard from Lena?”

“Her last text says she is back in Hawthorn. She’s working on removing the barrier Mara erected over the portal.”

“You told her what I said about Mara’s hexes?”

“I did. She has our grandmother with her, though. Between the two of them, I’m betting the portal will be operational within a day or two.”

The waitress glanced my way as she passed our table and I signaled for the check. 

“Do you want to go on, or stop for the night?” Brand asked. 

“Do you need to rest?”

“No, but you do. From what I can tell, you’ve been going pretty much non-stop for several days. You need to sleep.”

He wasn’t wrong. “I need to get back to New York.”

“It won’t help Cole if you show up too tired to fight.”

Again, not wrong. But the thought of Cole lying helpless while I rested didn’t sit right. “So, you think we should stop for a nap?”

“I think you shouldn’t play into Mara’s hands by facing her in a weakened condition.”

“Fine. We can get a room here and sleep for a while,” I said. “But only a couple of hours.” I pushed a twenty across the table to him. “That ought to cover my food. Let me know if it’s short. I’m going to see if the hotel has any vacancies.”

Brand reached for his wallet, and I walked through the restaurant to the front doors. The hotel front desk was on the other end of the complex, with a three-story room block in between it and the restaurant. Poorly lit pass throughs split the block every four or five rooms like narrow concrete lined alleyways. 

I passed three before a whisper of sound slowed my steps near the fourth. The dim glow of vending machines parked halfway down the passage beckoned.

Trouble.

The single word of warning sent a tremor down my spine as I glanced into the alleyway. I passed the passage’s mouth and flattened myself to the wall on the other side. Is it Mara?

I can’t tell for sure, Sasha replied. Smells a bit like Brand, but not as strong. He climbed out onto my shoulder, perching there like a pirate’s pet.

I am not a parrot, he grumbled, hearing my thought.

You aren’t indestructible, either. Get back to Doirsain.

No. My job is to protect you. That’s what I’m doing. Like it or not.

A whimper from the pass-through brought my head up. Do you smell anything besides vampire? I asked Sasha, sticking with telepathy since I didn’t want whoever was in the alley to hear me.

Nothing. The scent I caught a moment ago is fading.

I edged around the corner into the pass-through. No movement. No noise. It was hard to see anything in the shadows created by the vending machines. I conjured a light orb and held it up, illuminating the space. 

Empty. 

Whatever had been here was gone. 
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The only room they had available came with two double beds and it didn’t smell. That was the best I could say about it. The carpet and curtains matched, both a threadbare, muddy brown. Lumpy beds, paper thin blankets and towels completed the bedraggled appearance.

At least it was on the ground floor.

I stepped out of the room and saw Brand walking toward me from the restaurant. He stopped at the same pass through that I had and turned to stare down the tunnel-like structure. He sniffed, then scowled. 

He didn’t go down the alley like I had. Instead, he made an abrupt turn away from the passage and headed in my direction.

“What do you think was in there?” I asked.

“Vampire. Young, by the smell. And it isn’t good that I only smelled one.”

I took a beat before responding. “Because they’re young, and don’t have much control?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t think it was Mara?” 

“No. I know her stench well, even after all this time.”

“Could she have created progeny?”

He stared at me, his eyes darkening to red. I took a step back, and he blinked, the natural blue of his irises returning. “I—” He hesitated, thinking it over. “I don’t think she can make new vampires so long as the body she possesses is human, rather than demon.”

“You don’t think. Which means, you don’t know for sure.” 

“Very little in this world is certain, Charlotte. The truth is, with magick, all bets are bound to be settled on the side of the house. And they rarely show their cards.” He brushed past me and inspected the room. “This is...acceptable,” he said after a moment. 

“This is a dump. But it’s clean and we’ll only be here a few hours. I’m sorry they only had the one room available.”

He shrugged. “Like you said. We aren’t going to be here long.”

“Right. I’m going to get my bag from the car and take a shower.”

I went out to Hecate, got my bag and locked the car. I even set the alarm, something I don’t normally do at home. But this wasn’t home and nothing about the current situation was normal. 

When I got back to the room, Brand was lying on the bed closest to the door, hands under his head, eyes closed. I didn’t say anything, just headed for the bathroom. 

He took my place when I came out, and it was my turn to lie down. I kept Doirsain around my neck — another departure from my usual routine. With Mara on the hunt, it seemed prudent to keep the amulet close. 

I punched the pillow, trying to break up what felt like a ream of legal-size copy paper. It didn’t help. Looking at Brand’s empty bed gave me warm shivers in my core, so I stopped. Instead, I piled the other pillow on top of the first one, laid back, and closed my eyes.

The bed wasn’t comfortable, but I was so tired I hoped it wouldn’t matter. Still, the lumps kept me awake, so I pulled out my phone and accessed the email app. 

MacAllen’s email was top of the queue, and I opened it. There were two files. One marked ‘victim’, the other ‘crime scene.’ I opened the latter and scrolled through the pics until I came to wide angle shots. There wasn’t much to go on, even there. 

She’d been killed in a wooded area, one I didn’t recognize, but that didn’t mean anything. The ground showed signs of struggle, but not many. That made sense if the killer was a vampire. She would have been overpowered quickly. Dryads aren’t the strongest species of fae. Their power lies in their ability to grow and protect their tree. Physically, they have incredible longevity, but they are delicate.

The shower noise tapered off. With a glance at the bathroom door, I closed the app, plugged in the phone to charge, and pulled the covers over me, eyes closed. A moment later Brand came out of the bathroom. The scent of him was a shock to the system. 

The spicy aroma of cinnamon and sandalwood drifted over me as I struggled to keep my eyes closed, my heart pounding in my throat. 

“You aren’t asleep, and you don’t need to pretend. I meant what I said about not eating humans.”

The springs creaked on the neighboring bed, and I kept my eyes closed. “Not pretending, just trying to get to la-la land without being skewered by a bedspring.”

“Faint hope of that.” Amusement colored his tone, and I found myself relaxing without meaning to.

“MacAllen could have saved his warning,” I mused. 

“What warning?”

Damn it. I really need to learn to keep my mouth closed. I barely got the thought out when Sasha started chuckling in my head.

Been telling you that for two years now. 

Shut up, Sasha. 

“Charlotte? What warning?”

I sighed, and sat up, opening my eyes. My pulse throbbed, and I swallowed hard. Brand Marsh in a pair of pajama bottoms and no top was enough to tip any girl’s scales. His wide shoulders and muscled torso were enticing, but the dangerous slant to his mouth had me thinking how those lips would feel on mine. I cleared my throat. 

“The warning that there is apparently a rogue vampire, or something just as bad, on the loose in the Hawthorne area.”

“And to be careful in case I’m the rogue?” Red glinted in his eyes, and I could have sworn I saw a white gleam peaking over his bottom lip. 

“He didn’t put it that way. He said you’d never given him reason to worry.” Sort of. 

Sasha’s snort in my head was not helpful. 

“And what do you think?” The fangs were gone, but the red flicker in his eyes remained. 

“I think you haven’t given me cause to worry either.”

Liar

Shut up, Sasha.

Brand rubbed a towel over his wet hair. Watching his chest muscles stretch and contract had me biting back a groan. 

“Much as I’d like to be insulted that he felt he needed to warn you, I guess it’s only natural, since I’ve killed in the past.” He took the towel into the bathroom and came back without it.

“How long ago was that?” I asked. “A hundred years ago? Two hundred?”

His lashes brushed down, hiding his expression as he swung his legs under the sparse covers. “Something like that,” he said. 

“Then there was nothing to warn me about,” I said. 

“With a vampire, there is always something to worry about,” he said with a fatalism that made me wince. 

I stared at the ceiling, wondering how to respond. He was right. Vampires were the most mercurial group in the parahuman collective – even worse than fire elementals. 

Hunger drove them as it did no other species. The older vampires could control it when they chose to, which they did, mostly. Newborns were loose cannons; glorying in their newfound strength and speed, reckless with the fact that they were as close to immortal as a living being could get. The ones in between varied based on personality and mental strength. So many thought that vampires were like zombies, members of the undead. But they were alive, just as witches and weres were. 

The difference lies in their hyper-efficient metabolism. Their hearts beat so fast that when you put a stethoscope to their chest the sound you heard was more a hum than a beat. 

Their skin took in all the oxygen needed to maintain their life. They tended to breathe through their lungs only when preparing to feed, or as a conscious effort to blend in with humans. If you found one sleeping, you immediately thought they were dead. The pale skin didn’t help — which I have no idea how they accomplished, given their constantly revving hearts. 

On the rare occasions when they ate ‘normal’ food, it was usually raw red meat, the bloodier, the better. Like the steak Brand ordered at the restaurant. Fruits and vegetables were unheard of in the vampire diet. If it didn’t bleed, they didn’t consume it. I’d seen vampires drink wine at the university, but I suspected it was heavily laced with stored blood. I’d seen racks of vacutainers — those little test tube looking things techs use for a blood draw — under the bar at the last sorority party I’d attended.

Brand’s feelings about being a vampire didn’t seem all that positive. That was what came of being turned against your will. 

“Brand?”

“Hmm?”

“When Mara turned you... If this is too personal, just say. I’ll understand.”

“You haven’t asked anything yet.”

Fair enough. “Right. When she turned you... I know it was against your will, but...” Having gotten this far, I wasn’t sure how to phrase the question. This was far more intimate than sex, even. Mara had initiated a radical change to everything Brand was. To do it without consent was akin to murder. But in exchange, he’d gotten perpetual life and health. Some would consider that a good trade. 

“Were you ever glad it happened?”

He uttered a bark of bitter laughter. “Was I happy to become one of the undead, as humans call us? Did I want to have to drink blood to survive? Did I come to appreciate being something that feeds on death to maintain life?”

“I’m sorry. It was an insensitive question. But some find the lure of eternal life attractive. Ghouls let vampires feed on them in hopes of being turned at some point.”

He sighed. “It was not consensual. I don’t keep ghouls. The very idea is abhorrent.” He didn’t sound angry, just tired and sad. 

“I’m sorry. We don’t need to talk about it.”

“Good. I’ve set an alarm on my watch for three hours. Is that enough rest for you?”

I didn’t bother telling him that I’d done the same while he was in the bathroom. “That will work. Goodnight.” 

“Goodnight.”
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Opportunity Found
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Mara: Between Hawthorne and New York



Weariness tugged on Mara’s consciousness like an importunate child. She needed rest. Preferably somewhere close to the freeway. 

A sign up ahead advertised no less than three motels within a mile of the next exit, and Mara moved into the right lane without bothering to signal. 

The family van behind uttered a bleat of protest, but Mara ignored them, taking the exit at a speed any cop would have found excessive. Lucky for Mara, there were none in the vicinity. 

She parked and strode into the front office, stopping to survey the establishment.

The lobby was tiny, the carpet faded to a uniform gray. To the right, steps led down into what passed for a restaurant. To the left, the reception desk and on the far wall between them, a bank of elevators that would take her to a room. 

Only one clerk was on duty. That made things easier. 

She stalked to the desk. “I need a room,” she said. 

The girl checked her computer and shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Ma’am, but all our rooms are booked for the night.”

Mara brought her green gaze to rest on the girl, taking in her neat appearance and the name tag on her uniform. “Listen, Shelby. I need a room for the night. And you are going to provide me with one.”

“I understand,” Shelby assured her. “But I can’t provide what we don’t have. Tell you what. I can call another hotel for you. See what they have.”

Mara closed her eyes and pressed long, manicured fingers to her brow. “That is unacceptable, I’m afraid. I chose this hotel as the best this little bug of a town has to offer. Check again.”

The girl sighed and shook her head but turned back to the computer. A few clicks, and the headshaking didn’t abate. “I really am sorry, but the only empty room is the presidential suite. And it’s reserved for a late arrival.”

“That will be perfect.” Mara smiled at the girl, letting a gleam of white show between her lips. 

“No, you don’t understand. The room is booked.”

“I understand perfectly. It is booked.” Mara’s eyes glowed with dark power as she held the girl’s gaze. “By me.”

Shelby’s face went slack, her eyes glazing over. “It is booked for you,” she confirmed obediently.

“Excellent. You’ll have a meal sent up. Steak, I think, blood-rare, with stuffed manicotti and a spring salad. Champagne as well. Compliments of the hotel to make up for the dreadful delay at check-in.”

Shelby nodded, her expression dazed. “Of course, Ma’am.” She handed over the key card. “I hope you enjoy your stay.”

Mara didn’t reply. She was already heading for the elevator. 

Arriving at the suite, she pushed open the door and frowned. “Not exactly five-star,” she muttered. “But I suppose it will do.”

The suite was divided into two rooms. The front room was furnished with a desk, an L-shaped couch, a mini-bar and a fifty-inch TV. None of this interested her. 

The other room held a king-sized bed and matching dresser. An overstuffed chair in the corner had its own reading lamp. “Serviceable, I suppose,” Mara commented. 

A knock sounded at the door, and she opened it. Dinner had arrived. 

Mara took the food — rewarding the young man with neither a thank you nor a tip — and closed the door in his face. She grimaced at the steak. They’d overcooked it. 

You know I’m a vegan, right? Red meat is going to do a serious number on my stomach.

Mara shrugged and put the plate down on the desk. “What do I care? This body needs nourishment. I like steak. So shut up for once and let me enjoy this.” Taking a seat, she proceeded to devour the meal with precise efficiency.

Retching sounds filled her mind until she ruthlessly sealed off Georgia’s gray space from her own consciousness. Once her stomach was full, she laid down on the bed. 

An hour. That was all she needed, and all she dared take. She had to be in New York before Charlotte Knox arrived. She had plans for that girl, and she didn’t want to break them.
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Georgia waited, pacing her space in long, impatient strides, for Mara to fall asleep. She’d been practicing keeping her thoughts secret from the demon, and now she would be rewarded. But the plan only worked if Mara was dead asleep. 

Her body tilted sideways, and the cool texture of soft sheets and a fluffy pillow caressed her senses. Georgia let down her defenses, the gray steel wall fading cautiously. 

Mara’s demon shadow-form shimmered into being. Laying on her side, her arm curled under her head, the scaly skin a dull greenish brown. 

Now was her chance — maybe her only one. Georgia rose through the gray light as she had before and opened her eyes to survey the darkened room. A thin sliver of light poked through the tiny gap between the curtains. 

Still daylight, then. She’d noticed that Mara tired more easily during the day, though she wasn’t sure why that should be so. 

She glanced at Mara’s sleeping form. Even so, she couldn’t count on more than an hour. Less if Mara realized the body was moving. 

Georgia crept to the door, grabbing the key card on her way out. Whatever time she had, she planned to make good use of it. 
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Danger by Her Side
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Sasha: Hotel Room

Moonlight streamed through the gap between the cheap curtains, sending a slash of silvery light over the beds. Sasha heard the bedsprings creak and lifted his snout to sniff the air. 

Brand sat up in bed, his eyes glaring red, a hungry, glazed expression on his face. 

The wyvern unwrapped his talons and tail from around Doirsain. Be right back, love. Doirsain didn’t answer, but he knew she heard him. 

Sasha crawled across the pillows to the nightstand and sat there, his tail wrapped neatly around his front claws, ears pricked, watching. 

Brand swung his legs off the bed and stood. His pajama bottoms clung to his hips. A thin sheen of sweat covered his skin as he stood, his bare chest rising and falling with his panting breath. Sasha knocked over a water glass on the nightstand with his tail, sending liquid cascading over the edge to splash Brand’s feet. Char grumbled and turned over, but the man didn’t flinch. 

You aren’t even awake, are you?

Brand clenched his hands into fists, slowly lifting one foot as if to bridge the three-foot aisle between the beds.

Brand? Sasha sent the thought arrowing into Brand’s mind, but it hit a swirling gray and black wall. A mind shield that worked while you were asleep? That’s a neat trick. 

Brand completed the step, bringing him to Char’s bedside. His fangs descended, gleaming in the moonlight. The vampire stood over Char’s sleeping form, staring down at her. 

Not on my watch, buddy. Arching up onto his hind legs, Sasha flared his wings and released a stream of fire into the air. He increased his mass, knocking over the lamp, preparing for a fight.

There was no need. 

Brand’s eyes widened, the red fading as his head jerked up. His fangs disappeared, and then so did he. Blurring into motion with typical vampire speed, he slammed the door behind him. 

Char sat up, bleary-eyed. “Sasha? What happened? Where is Brand?”

My guess is, he got hungry. Went out for a bite.

“He needs rest.”

Actually, no. Vampires usually sleep during the day, but they don’t have to. Just like they don’t have to breathe, but they do so as not to freak people out.

“Not just that. They hyper-oxygenate before feeding too.” Char corrected sleepily. She checked the time and let herself collapse onto the bed, her head pressing deep into the pillow. “He couldn’t have left without slamming the door? Rude.” Her voice faded into sleep and Sasha didn’t wake her. He pushed the lamp upright and shrank to amulet-size before returning to the pendant. 

As he wrapped himself around Doirsain once more, he felt her inquiry in his mind. I don’t think we should tell her, no. She has enough to worry about. Besides, I believe this was like sleep-walking. He wasn’t aware of what he was doing.

Another question, and an observation.

True. If I hadn’t startled him awake, he might have hurt Char, so we’ll have to be on watch. But he didn’t attack her when he woke, which suggests that the desire isn’t conscious, or perhaps even under his control.

And if he makes a serious attempt on her? Doirsain’s question was unusually specific and clear, showing her concern. 

Then we will have to kill him. Pity. He seems like a good sort, all things considered. 

Doirsain agreed quietly, and Sasha settled into sleep. 
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Georgia read faster as she felt Mara stirring in her mind. She’d been in the business center for an hour now while the demon slept. She couldn’t hope for much more time, but she had to learn how to get rid of Mara permanently or she was doomed. 

Mara’s prolonged possession was having some unexpected side-effects. Georgia didn’t know if the demon wasn’t aware of them, or if she just didn’t care. One side-effect was a sort of thought seepage. Some of Mara’s thoughts leaked through the gray space into Georgia’s mind. 

Mara’s plan to have Solcruth create a soul-killer potion that would kill Georgia’s soul but keep her body alive, slipped through as the demon was falling asleep. 

Georgia wasn’t going to let that happen, so here she was at the computer, looking up exorcisms. But she was running out of time. 

Inside Georgia’s mind, Mara groaned. The model’s fingers flew over the keyboard, copying and pasting the ingredients to an expulsion spell into a cloud document where she could access it later. 

Then she wiped the browser history and shut off the computer as Mara rose to the surface, pushing Georgia back down into the gray. 

“Hmm. What were we looking up? She flipped on the computer, but it was too late. “Clever girl. But I think I can guess what you were looking for. Did you find it?”

Georgia didn’t respond. She sat with her head on her knees focusing on how strange it was that, even here in the murky half-lit corner of her own mind, she imagined herself with a body, and therefore had one.

“So, not ready for a do-it-yourself exorcism? You have to be careful there. Might just get rid of the wrong soul and then where would you be?” Mara’s laughter as she stalked out of the library was cruel and cold, but Georgia ignored it. Instead, she focused on her musings about in-mind/body experiences.

If the thought seepage worked both ways, she needed to keep most of hers private. 

“I see what you are doing, but it’s a useless effort,” Mara said as she got into the stolen Corvette. “You really are quite intelligent and resourceful, though. I almost wish I didn’t need your body for the long haul. You’d make an excellent servant.”

A shudder shook through Georgia’s spirit, and Mara giggled. 

“That hit a nerve. So, you’d rather die than serve me? That can be arranged.” 

But Georgia detected a note of unease in the demon’s thoughts. Maybe they were both running out of time.
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Fire washed past, warming his face and Brand started awake. Shock froze his core as he realized he was standing over Char, hunger raging in his belly like a snake about to strike. 

He sprinted from the room, letting the door slam behind him as he headed for the nearest forest. 

His growing attraction to Char had activated Mara’s geas, and that could not be allowed. He’d cut ties with Char as soon as they returned Mara to hell. In the meantime, he wouldn’t let himself sleep. When the compulsion got too strong, he’d... 

He didn’t know what he’d do. 

A geas was different from a curse in that it was unbeatable, and unbreakable. It always found a way around whatever safeguards he put up. And he had tried them all. If it hadn’t tricked Trina into destroying his amulet...

But it did no good to revisit the past. 

Right now, he needed to feed. If he dampened his hunger, Char would be safe. At least for now. 

He reached the woods beyond the freeway and leaped to the lowest tree branch. Jumping from tree to tree, he traveled deeper into the forest until the gurgle and rush of a stream replaced the thrum of tires on asphalt. The brook meandered through a meadow surrounded by trees, smallish, but large enough to attract prey to the water.

Sitting on a branch above a clearing, he waited, still and silent as death itself. The hunger in him, amplified by Mara’s curse, raged and swore, demanding that he return to the hotel. It wanted him to kill what he loved, but he wouldn’t do that. 

Not ever again.

So he banked his anger and despair into a quieter fire and waited, ears tuned to the night sounds of owls in flight and small prey scurrying through the brush. He ignored the rabbits and voles grazing below. They weren’t large enough to give him what he needed without dying themselves, and he had no desire to kill other than what the curse fed into him.

A crackle of fallen leaves drew his attention to the south end of the clearing. A stag stepped into the moonlit oval, the points of his rack spearing the night as he cautiously advanced. 

Brand sniffed, his nose telling him that the deer was not the only large animal in proximity. He recognized the scent of a Florida panther stalking through the forest. It wouldn’t be long before it found the deer’s scent and tracked it to the clearing. Brand needed living blood, so allowing the predator to have its fill before he fed wasn’t an option. 

Waiting until the stag bent his head to drink, Brand dropped like a stone from the tree, landing on his feet with his arm around the stag’s neck. The animal struggled in his embrace, but he gripped it tight, whispering in its ear. Slowly, the deer quieted under the spell of Brand’s voice. Stroking its neck, he found the carotid and sank his fangs into the beast’s flesh. Hot, rich blood flowed past his lips, sating his hunger. 

The deer staggered when he released it. He’d drunk deep to put his hunger to sleep, weakening the stag. It would be easy prey for the panther. 

He could have let it happen. But willingly or not, the deer had helped him, and it seemed wrong, somehow, not to return the favor. He ran a nail along his arm, raising a thin line of blood, and dabbed some of it on the wounds he’d made in the stag’s throat. The injury immediately began closing over.

Slapping the deer on the rump, he set it on a stumbling run into the wood. A low growl turned him as the panther streaked out of the trees, ready to ignore Brand in favor of its regular prey. 

Brand jumped in front of the big cat, startling her. She probably had cubs to feed. Should they go hungry so that the stag could live?

For tonight, yes.

The panther leaped at him, and Brand dodged. She landed in the grass and spun, slashing at him. 

Brand juked backward, but the panther caught his leg, raking her claws from knee to ankle in a bloody swipe. The cuts were already healing, but the panther wasn’t done. She pounced, and Brand jumped, letting her pass beneath him. 

The forest stilled around them, small and large prey alike recognizing a clash between predators and wanting no part of it. 

They stared at one another, the big cat incensed that he’d spared her dinner, Brand hoping he wouldn’t have to kill her. 

Scanning the area, he caught sight of the telltale sheen of eyes in the brush. Vampire night vision showed him the vague outline of rabbit ears. If he could flush it out, the panther might be distracted enough to give chase, letting Brand go on his way. 

He planted his feet, and his toe tapped a small but effective stone. He kicked the rock into the bushes, scaring the rabbit into flight. The panther sprinted after it, forgetting her anger over losing the larger meal. This one would do for now. 

Sated, though not at peace, Brand headed back to the hotel. 
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Sitting in the parking lot, Mara slammed her fist against the steering wheel, a muttered cuss word twisting her lips. She was tempted to burn the entire hotel to the ground but resisted the impulse. The last thing she needed right now was to be arrested for arson. The local human police wouldn’t be able to manage it, but they’d call parahumans who could. All she needed was for them to locate some arrogant godling with sufficient omnicompetence to send her back to hell. 

Lucifer would LOVE that. Not. And she could end up paying the price of his displeasure for centuries before he tired of torturing her.

Besides, Georgia would just find someplace else to access a computer. She snorted. Hell, a library or even an internet cafe would accomplish the same purpose. Both littered the landscape between here and New York. 

Georgia is researching exorcism techniques while I sleep, I know it. I can NOT have her kicking me out before I get what I came back for. I need Solcruth now, dammit. Why won’t the bastard die?

She knew Cole was still alive. She’d have felt the sleek sizzle of transferred ownership if her curse had stopped his heart. She scowled. 

“It should have killed him by now. So why is he still breathing?” The scowl deepened as she put the car in gear. Time to go to New York and find out. 

She slammed the car into gear and roared out of the parking lot.
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Crime Scene
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Char: Motel North Georgia



I was up and dressed when Brand returned. It was still dark out, but the sun was peaking over the horizon, and I wanted to get back on the road.

I noticed the reddish-brown stain on his chest but didn’t comment. A person has to eat, I guess.

“I’m heading over to the restaurant. You coming?” I asked him. 

He dressed, then shrugged into his overcoat and hat. “I’ll drop our stuff off in the car and then head over. I could use a coffee if you’ll order me one.”

“Doesn’t that mess with your stomach since you’re a vampire?”

“I don’t actually drink more than a sip or two. I like the smell.”

I nodded. “Don’t we all?” I zipped up my bag and handed it to him. “Thanks.” 

We went our separate ways at the door, and as I turned, my stomach clenched. There were several police cars and an ambulance parked in front of the hotel office. People milled about, both uniforms and civilians.

“What is going on?” I muttered as I passed through the crowd. On the thin edges of the group, I reached a mostly empty section of sidewalk. 

Only one way to find out, Sasha replied. 

A kid hurried toward me, and I held up a hand. “Any idea what’s going on over there?” I asked, pointing toward the office. 

“Cleaning folks found a body. Said it had been drained of blood. Seriously creepy stuff, dude.”

I reminded myself that ‘dude’ can be any gender, any thing, really, and refrained from explaining that I identified as female. “When did they find it?”

He shrugged. “Sometime before I woke up, that’s for sure. I gotta get back to my mom. We’re on a road trip.”

“Sure. Thanks for the info. Hey, is the restaurant open?”

He lifted the coffee slightly as he moved past me. “It was a minute ago.” He hurried into a room three spots down, closing the door behind him. 

As we talked, more people had joined the gathering. I threaded my way between the newcomers as they picked up gossip from those who had been there awhile, gleaning comments and odd facts along the way. 

“...only seventeen...”

“...does that to a child?”

“...runaway...”

“...horrific thing. Had to be a vampire.”

The image of Brand’s blood-stained chest flashed through my brain, and I shivered as MacAllen’s warning echoed over the top of it like words on a meme. Suddenly, I needed to see the crime scene. There was a slight chance that it matched Saya’s murder, and if so, I needed to let MacAllen know.

Pulling on Doirsain’s power as well as my own, I let the ley line energy cover me and sink into my skin, watching as my feet disappeared, then my legs, then the rest of me. 

Need a lift?

I almost snorted. What, like ride you?

It wouldn’t be the first time I gave a short ride to Doirsain’s charge. 

Charge? Like a ward of the court or something?

He didn’t answer, and I brushed it off as something to pursue later. Thanks for the offer, but I didn’t work the spell to cover you, and the last thing we need is to alert Mara to our whereabouts with a drag— wyvern sighting on the six o’clock news. 

I sidled down the last pass through between the room block and the restaurant, coming out on the other side of the complex. Crime scene tape roped off a group of cops and EMS personnel standing around something on the ground that I could only catch glimpses of. 

Bumping through the crowd wasn’t an option. They couldn’t see me, but they’d be able to feel me. A police officer hurried my way, her head bent over a large camera set up. Police photographer. Perfect.

I let her get part way into the alley and stroked two fingers over the back of her bare hand. “A mhacasamhlú,” I whispered. 

Startled, the woman whipped around, but I held onto the spell, holding it back from actuating as a surge of ley line energy swirled inside me, and she saw nothing. Muttering to herself, she turned and hurried off. 

Terminating the invisibility spell, I let out a long, slow breath. I released my hold on the duplication spell and felt something like oil cover my skin as the illusion settled over me, complete with illusory camera. I hurried toward the crime scene. 

“Janey? That was quick. I thought you were out of film.” The tired-looking plain-clothes officer instantly reminded me of MacAllen. Not so much his appearance as expression and demeanor.

“I realized I had some in my pocket,” I replied, and he cut me a sharp look. 

“You coming down with something?” he asked. “You sound funny.”

“No, sir. I’m fine. Just need to get a few more pictures for the file.” He nodded, and I moved past him, careful not to touch him. All I needed was to change my appearance in front of an entire squad of folks investigating a murder. One skin-to-skin touch was all it would take to alter the illusion, and then we’d have two identical detectives staring at each other. Not a good look. 

I held my phone out, thumbing open the camera app as I approached the body. Onlookers would only see Janey doing her job. 

The victim was lying face down, her long, chestnut hair matted with blood, the collar of her shirt banded in the same wet crimson. Fashionably ragged jeans clung to slender hips below an oversized sweatshirt. “Is the coroner ready to move her?” I asked, glancing toward the alley. The real Janey was sure to be on her way back by now, and I needed to be gone before she got here. I snapped a couple more pictures of the scene and the surrounding area as they carefully turned the body. 

I gritted my teeth against the urge to vomit as her ravaged throat came into view. No one could survive this. The pictures of vampire bites I’d seen in my parahuman species class had been neat and nearly bloodless. Even the fatalities, though bloodier than the consensual bites, hadn’t looked like this. 

Her throat had literally been ripped out from just under her chin to her collarbone. The China-blue eyes staring at the early morning sky held enough despair to suggest she’d died of that rather than exsanguination. 

Trauma-filled memories flashed behind my eyes, amping up my heart rate, spreading a thin layer of sweat over my skin. I blinked them away as a flutter of movement pulled my attention back to the alley. Janey was hurrying toward us, and I took that as my cue to leave. I pushed through the pack of officers intent on other duties and headed for the opposite alley. There was nothing more for me to do here anyway. 

Heart stuttering under my ribs, I skirted the crowd with my head averted as Janey approached, maintaining as much distance between us as I could. Luckily, she was still focused on her equipment and didn’t notice me. The empty alley offered me welcome concealment, and I leaned my clammy forehead against the cold, rough stone for several moments, catching my breath. 

I heard the detective barking at Janey and winced. 

“What do you mean you haven’t taken any more pictures? You’ve been standing there for the last ten minutes. Geez, get on with it, will ya?”

Sorry Janey. Thanks for the use of your appearance.

I wouldn’t worry about her, Sasha thought to me. Listen.

“Back off Peabody. It gets done right or not at all, remember? Time ain’t as big a factor as thoroughness, according to the chief. You gonna argue with her?”

The detective walked away, head down and muttering. 

I shrugged. I get your point. I glanced back. Janey would be fine, obviously, and the victim was beyond help, worry or no. But I could find her killer, bring them to justice. And I would. Just as soon as I kept Cole from dying. 
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A hand descended on my shoulder, and I stiffened, pulling away with a curse. 

“Easy. It’s only me,” Brand said in my ear. “What happened here?” he asked, looking over my shoulder. I push-turned him so that we were headed down the passage toward the restaurant and kept walking as Brand fell in beside me. 

We reached the front walk, and I noticed he was getting a lot of odd looks, some of them definitively unfriendly. The sooner we were inside and seated, the better.

The hostess did her share of staring at Brand when we approached her podium, but I wasn’t sure if it was attraction or revulsion in her eyes. 

She twirled a length of blond hair around her fingers, tilted her head to the side, and gave Brand a warm smile while ignoring me completely. Attraction then. Goodie.

“Welcome to Haverlands. All by yourself this morning?”

I snorted and Brand flashed me a grin. “Two,” he said to the girl. 

She cut her eyes my way and popped her gum. “Oh. OK. Right this way.” She sashayed to a table near the windows, and I spoke up. “Can we have something a bit further from the front? I don’t know what’s going on out there, but I’d like a quieter spot.”

She rolled her eyes but took us to a more secluded table. 

Brand and I took our seats, and the girl smiled at him. “Enjoy your meal.” She left, but not without looking back several times. 

It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Why don’t you just bite her? You’d make her day.”

“I don’t bite people.” 

“So you said.”

“I do look at bodies, though. Something I’m guessing we have in common.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it as a waitress approached the table with coffeepot in hand. She filled both our cups and said she’d be back after we’d had a chance to look at the menus.

“They let you see it?” I asked as soon as she was out of earshot. 

“Well, ‘let me’ is probably not the right phrase for it. I was on the roof before they covered her up, and my eyesight is excellent. I saw two of the photographer, though. Was one of them you?”

Shit. He’s admitting to being at the crime scene, I thought to Sasha. 

Not exactly, the wyvern replied. He’s saying he took a look when he realized there was a murder. From a distance. And that he tagged you as the second photographer. The last line was delivered with a hefty dose of snark. 

I swallowed my first response and considered ways to ask Brand if he’d killed the runaway without being rude in the event that the answer was no. There weren’t any. “Any ideas what happened to her?”

To my shock, he nodded. “Under other circumstances, I’d say Mara, But I don’t think this is her.”

“Yeah? Why not?”

“Stands to reason that if she can’t turn people due to inhabiting a human, she probably can’t feed for the same reason.” Shadows haunted his eyes. “Can’t be sure though. Young females were always her favorite prey.”

“But not yours,” I said.

He locked eyes with me, anger flaring red in his. “No. I told you. I don’t hunt humans.”

“But you fed last night.”

“On a deer. He’s still alive. If you’d like, I can track him down and show you,” he snapped in an undertone, sending a glance over the other diners. No one turned our way or seemed to be listening. 

“Sorry. Had to ask.”

He curled his lip, showing the points of his canines. “Did you?”

I picked up the menu and flipped it open. “Given that I barely know you, and only discovered your... nature... yesterday, yes. I did.”

“If I’d wanted a human for dinner, it would have been much more convenient to eat in, rather than going out and hoping for an opportunity.” His voice took on a raspy quality, as if his throat were dry. 

A chill radiated down my spine as I caught his meaning. “Is that why you slammed out? Avoiding temptation?”

Rage flashed in his eyes, but he didn’t answer. 

After a moment, I returned to the original question, still trying to puzzle things out. “So, if not Mara, then who, do you think?”

“My best bet is the young vampire we smelled in the pass-through,” he bit out, and I sighed. 

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m trying to give you the benefit of the doubt here, but you have to admit, it’s a little suspicious that you went out clean, came back bloody, and now there’s a body. Pardon the alliteration.”

All the anger drained out of his eyes, leaving them their normal sapphire blue. He even managed the ghost of a smile at my joke. “Look, there’s something I haven’t told you.”

Dread pooled in my stomach. “Oh? And what’s that?” 

“Stephan was so weak. He was dying, but he managed to drive a dagger through her shoulder blades, piercing her heart, before he collapsed. I saw him coming for her, and I didn’t warn her. Maker or not, I wanted her dead for her crimes.”

“And she realized you’d betrayed her as far as you could?” It was a guess, but his expression told me it was accurate.

“Unfortunately, the strike didn’t kill her instantly. As she died, Mara cursed me. She said if I couldn’t love her, I’d never love anyone else, either. Charlotte, I choose to walk alone because she turned me into something dangerous.”

“To your enemies, sure. So am I.” There was no hubris in my statement. I’d been through enough in the last two years to know who I was. 

What I was.

“To everyone.” Despair tinted his words. When he raised his gaze to mine, I saw the sorrow there, and the need he would never acknowledge. “She attached the curse to my hunger — warped it so that I... would never feel safe enough to love anyone but her.”

“So you’ve been alone all this time? Two thousand years?” It was a horrific fate. To be condemned to live, but forever alone. 

“My grove came together and created an amulet that blocked the curse. Made my... me feel safer. For a long time, that was enough. I hunted rogues and other killers, used my new vampire strength and speed to bring them down. I had friends, lovers, even. Until three hundred years ago, when the amulet was destroyed.”

“That’s why you’re a recluse. Is that also why you are allowed to live on the edge of a nature reserve? You had the house before the land was designated?”

“That’s why I avoid people and relationships. The need is easily sated now, but the hunger... There’s always the chance that it will overcome me.” He took a breath, as if calming himself. “And yes. I came to this continent before the first British colonists. Built my house and lived alone. I was friendly with the Native Americans, but I kept my distance.”

“On purpose.” 

He met my eyes. “Yeah.”

The waitress arrived, took our order, and left. A few minutes later, I had bacon and eggs while Brand had a fragrant croissant. 

“Satisfied?” he asked.

“With the food? Sure.”

“With my answers.”

“If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t still be sitting here.” It was mostly true. Intuition told me that Amaryllis would have warned me if Brand wasn’t trustworthy, but they hadn’t revealed the curse. Then again, they’d been known to ignore pesky human emotions before, so maybe they hadn’t thought it worth mentioning. That omission didn’t make Brand a killer. 

Probably. 

The waitress came by again, which surprised me since we were nearing the end of our meal. She ignored my refusal of fresh coffee, pouring slowly. 

“Thought ya might want to know the cops are asking about a vampire they saw coming down off the roof a bit ago,” she said, keeping her tone both quiet and conversational as she flicked a finger toward Brand. “They don’t know you’re in here, I don’t think, but it ain’t gonna take long for someone to mention seeing you.” She looked him over. “You don’t exactly blend in.”

Brand sat back, saying nothing. 

“Thanks for the information...” I checked her name tag. “Tildie. I’ll be sure and leave a nice tip.”

She waved the offer away. “My boyfriend is a vampire and he ain’t hurt me once. Y’all get blamed for too much shit you didn’t do.” She laid our check on the table.

“Thank you,” Brand said. 

Tildie smiled at him and moved off to the next table.

“So, how are we going to get around that mess? We parked Hecate practically in the middle of it,” Brand said. 

“I think the ‘can’t see me’ spell should help once we’re in the car.” If his acceptance of my answer came a little too easily, I wasn’t going to argue about it. Not yet, anyway. “Getting to it without drawing undue attention might be a problem, though.” I gave his Van Helsing attire a significant once-over. 

He plucked at his lapel. “It’s either this or we buy a gallon of industrial grade sunscreen, which is likely to raise more than eyebrows.”

“Point taken. Any other ideas?”

He pulled out his cell and brought up the map feature. “According to this, there’s a rest stop a few miles down the road. I’ll meet you there in ten.” 

“What? How?”

His grin reminded me of a mischievous ten-year-old and I fought against the melting sensation in my chest. “Watch and learn.” He tossed a five on the table for his coffee and croissant. 

Our conversation so far had been quiet, meant to be heard only at our table. Now he raised his voice so that the tables on either side were sure to hear. “If you feel that way, go ahead without me.” His performance of ‘Angry Vampire-Man’ would have won awards. “Meanwhile, nature calls. If you aren’t here when I get back, I’ll understand.” 

He strode off toward the back, where the bathrooms were, along with the rear exit. A pair of police officers came in through the front doors and I tensed, but they stopped at the hostess station, asking the previously flirty hostess a question. She pointed toward our table, and I threw a couple of twenties on the table, stacking a five on top so the larger denominations weren’t visible. I hadn’t checked the bill, but by my calculations, forty-five dollars would more than cover it and the generous tip I’d promised.

As I stood, I muttered a spell under my breath. 

“Like the wind, passing unseen, 

You will barely notice me. 

I am not the one you need, 

As I will, so mote it be.”

A flood of translucent blue rose over my feet, climbed my legs and torso. The cops walked right past me, looking confused when they arrived at the empty table. 

“Where the hell did she go?”

“She was right here!”

I grinned as I walked out the front door and over to Hecate. Seconds later, I was headed for the rest stop.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Options

[image: image]


Char: Somewhere in North Carolina



We sped down the highway, leaving Georgia, and then South Carolina in the dust. Hecate was running well, and I was relieved that she hadn’t been damaged during our last encounter with Mara. The fingerprints in my paint still bothered me, but that could be fixed. 

I wasn’t as happy with other things. 

“So, explain to me again why exorcism isn’t a valid option?” I said to Brand. Keeping my eyes on the road kept me safe physically, and it made it easier to avoid imagining him naked in my bed. What was wrong with me? Why was I always attracted to the wrong guy? First Cole, now Brand. At least I hadn’t suspected Cole of murder, even if he had bludgeoned my heart.

“Exorcising a descended demon would require a full coven to gather enough power.” He sounded so certain, but though he’d seen Sasha, he didn’t know about Doirsain, and I wasn’t ready to tell him. Not yet. I realized he was still talking, and I tuned back in. “...not as difficult, because a day-walking demon has to keep a tether on their true form. Tightening that tether, thus reeling the demon soul back to their natural body, is comparatively easy, even if the possession is consensual. A descended demon, meaning one whose body has been destroyed, is harder by an exponential amount.”

“Nothing to...” I made quote marks in the air with one hand. “...reel them back to?”

“Exactly. Every once in a while, you have a case where the possessed person finds the will and has the knowledge to eject the demon themselves. Refuse them safe harbor. I don’t see that happening here.” 

“But it could?”

“I doubt it. From what you said, Georgia is a human making her living as a fashion model. She’s not even a warlock. She isn’t likely to have a recipe for ousting a demon squatter in her body.”

I sighed heavily. I wished it wasn’t true, but he was probably right. “What else? Is there some way for us to do this alone?”

He shook his head. “I doubt it. In Mara’s case, to do it on our own we’d need help from an elder god, and finding the right one — talking them into helping? That would take time we don’t have. Besides, freeing Georgia is only step one. Even if we send Mara back to Hell, the curse will stand.”

“Cole would still die, you mean.”

“I didn’t want to say that. I know you were... are, close to him.”

An echo of remembered pain sliced through me, and I winced. “We were. Once. Not so much lately. But that doesn’t mean I want him dead. What if we had help?”

“Who? It would take an entire coven or grove to manage something this size.”

“Zel’s coven would help if she asked them. And if I asked her, she would.”

Brand stared out the window. “Zel has been a good friend to me, and I think, to you as well. Whoever helps us risks dying if things go even the slightest bit sideways. Are you willing to ask her to risk her people that way?”

I sighed. “Only as a last resort. Her coven is only five witches strong right now, anyway.”

“Not enough power there to manage this. We’d need at least thirteen, all at the mage level or higher.” 

“That leaves Zel’s coven out completely. Even if all of them came, three of them are novices. So where does that leave us?”

“Looking for another way.” 

“And what would that look like? What are our options?”

It took several miles for Brand to respond, so I knew I wasn’t going to like the answer. 

Finally, he spoke. “We’d need to create a powerful enough blessing to counter her curse on Cole, which I’m not sure is possible. The only other option is the descend Mara again.”

I shot him a quick look and returned my gaze to the road. “How? You said we couldn’t exorcise her.”

Another mile passed. “The only other way is to take away the body she’s inhabiting. If we do that while she’s in it, her soul might be destroyed.” 

“Meaning...?”

“We’d have to kill Georgia Tyler.”

I stared at him, jerking my attention back to the road when a neighboring driver blared his horn at me. “We can’t do that.” 

“Not even if that’s what it takes to stop Mara from gaining the power of two soul stones? We might have to. Imagine what she would do with both the Eye and Solcruth.”

My gut tightened. Sacrifice an innocent to destroy evil? It was like something out of a horror movie.

The South Carolina border flashed by, and I pressed the accelerator to the floor. Hecate leaped forward, gleefully answering the call. I only hoped she could get us to Cole in time.
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Gathering Reinforcements
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Char: New York



As I pulled into the parking lot at Panacea Memorial, a wave of dread hit me. What if he’s dead?

He’s not. Sasha’s tone was adamant, but something roiled in my stomach, telling me he was wrong. You can’t think that way, especially without evidence. Lena is an excellent green witch. Her potion bought you time.

Goddess, let it be so. My prayer was short, but heartfelt. I was over Cole, but affection remained. He didn’t deserve to die like this, cursed by a greedy demon. He’d saved me once. I would save him now.

I turned off the engine and shoved myself out of the car. Putting off seeing him wouldn’t change his condition, and it might make things worse.

On the other side of the car, Brand stood up, already scanning the lot for threats. Mara didn’t seem to be in attendance though, and we headed for the entrance.

All our options were either bad or doomed to failure. I wasn’t sure how to move forward, but I had to find a way.
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As we reached the wide glass doors, I saw Xavier pacing down the corridor toward us. When he saw me, the worried frown on his face eased and he picked up the pace. 

I held up a hand so he wouldn’t come outside. No need to give Mara extra targets should she choose to show up.

“I have news, but...” He saw Brand next to me, and his eyes widened. “Who is this?” he asked with just enough starch in his tone that I knew he was interested. 

“This is Brand, my mentor. He’s here to help. Brand, this is Xavier, Cole’s brother. How is Cole?” I asked, hoping he was too concerned for his brother to think about making a pass. I didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with a rejected Xavier right now.

“Cole is holding his own. That potion Lena sent stopped the spiritual damage, but he hasn’t regained consciousness. The doctors are all going into his room like they’re going to a post-mortem.” Xavier’s voice hitched on the last sentence and tears pooled in his eyes. 

“It’s going to be all right, Xavier. We’ll find a way to fix this.” I made the promise knowing I might not be able to keep it. I’d be damned if I went down without a fight, though.

“Have you learned anything?” Hope lit Xavier’s weary face, and I noticed he’d lost weight. Worry can do that to a person. 

I gave him a rundown on what we’d learned so far, downplaying Mara’s attacks on us. He didn’t need anything feeding his anxiety.

Laying a hand against his cheek, Xavier gave me a thoughtful look. “I’ll tell you what, though. This Mara person has to be getting tired. I mean, there’s only me in this bodacious bod, and I have all I can handle just controlling that. Keeping another soul under lock and key would be exhausting. Especially one like Georgia. That girl is smart, and she does not give up.”

I stared at Xavier for a second, then looked at Brand. The vampire had stiffened, returning my look with a mix of hope and alarm. “It would be risky,” he said. 

“But it could work,” I replied. “Especially if Xavier is right, and Georgia has been fighting her.”

“A prolonged battle though... We couldn’t win it by ourselves.”

“A fight? Honey, you don’t fight a demon. I’m not even a full-fledged witch and I know that.” Xavier looked from Brand to me and back again. “What are you two talking about?”

“We need to contact all of the grands,” I said. “Start with Declan and Isabelle, then—”

“They’re here!” Xavier clapped his hands together. 

“What? Who?”

“That’s the news I was going to give you before this handsome hunk distracted me. Uncle Declan and Aunt Isabelle arrived this morning.” 

I resisted the urge to clap a hand to my forehead in favor of immediate information. I grabbed Xavier’s silk lapels. “Uncle Dec is here? Why didn’t he use Lapis Vitae to heal Cole?”

Easy, Char.

Don’t defend him, Sasha, that should have been the first order of business, and Xavier should have led with news of their arrival.

Just hear him out.

“He did!” Xavier squirmed until I let go of his jacket, then spent several seconds smoothing down the crumpled fabric. “But Lapis only heals physical wounds. Still pretty impressive, given Cole’s injuries. Why do you think the doctors are so interested in a patient they know they can’t cure?”

The tension and worry that ebbed when Xavier said Uncle Declan was here rose in a tidal wave, washing over my heart and brain until I thought I would drown. I hadn’t realized how much I was hoping Lapis Vitae could set things right. 

“What do you mean, it only heals physical wounds? Is it a stone of healing or not?” I demanded. Xavier took a step back, raising a hand to his mouth. 

Brand’s hand descended on my shoulder. “Charlotte. Xavier is trying to update you. Why don’t we listen to what he has to tell us?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, willing the roaring in my head to quiet. “I’m sorry, Xavier. It’s been a hard couple of days, and I’m worried about Cole.”

“I know,” he replied. “Uncle Declan says his stone only heals physical wounds and illness. It can’t lift the curse, but it repaired Cole’s injuries. Now his body has more energy to fight back with.” 

“Where are they?” I asked. 

“He and Aunt Isabelle are in with Cole. Uncle Declan hasn’t left him since they got here.”

“Right. Let’s go. We’ll need to call Jackson and Maeve again and get in touch with Lena.” I felt Brand’s cool presence next to me, keeping pace as I strode toward the elevator. 

“What’s the plan? Should I call Aunt Shawn and Uncle Luke?” Xavier asked. 

“They are in Hawthorn. Lena is trying to open the portal so she can bring them here.”

“What’s wrong with the portal? Wait, more important, why are Shawn and Luke in Hawthorn?” Xavier asked.

I stopped and turned to him. I didn’t want to add to his burden, but skirting around the information now just meant it would come out by accident later. And probably at the worst possible moment. “I’m not sure how to tell you this, but the Cassadaga house is gone. Mara destroyed it.” 

“That bitch!” Xavier paled to an alarming white but didn’t waver. 

“You won’t get an argument from me over that assessment,” I replied. “To answer your first question, Mara put a cap on the portal in my house. Shawn and Lena are trying to lift it.”

Xavier was silent for a moment. “And if they can’t?”

“They will. But the six of us aren’t going to be enough. We are going to need as many witches as we can get. Call your grandfather and get him and Maeve here.”

Brand and I stepped into the elevator. 

“I’ll do it now,” Xavier said. “And I’ll meet you up there.”

The doors closed, and we rose. The ward looked much as it had when I left. Men and women in scrubs moved from room to room or sat at computers in the nurse’s station, adding notes to files. 

We walked down to Cole’s room, and no one raised an objection to our presence. Uncle Declan sat next to the bed, his hand on Cole’s arm. The rose quartz ring known as Lapis Vitae winked on his finger, sending healing power into Cole’s inert form. The Raven, Sorcha, sat on Declan’s shoulder. The bird was larger by half than any other raven I’d ever seen, which made sense since she was Lapis Vitae’s guardian.

Aunt Isabelle stood staring out the window. She turned when we entered, and I made quick introductions. Brand stayed by the door, trying to give us space, I suppose.  

The way my mother’s family came together in a crisis oddly comforted me. ‘Delaney’s don’t run,’ my grandmother had told me many times. I thanked the divine that she wasn’t wrong.

Isabelle opened her arms to me, and I entered the hug gratefully. “She cannot win. We won’t let her,” Isabelle whispered fiercely.

I pulled back to look at her. “We may actually need to bury a body this time, Aunt Izzy. I don’t want to kill the host. She didn’t ask for any of this. But we may not have a choice. Has Xavier filled you in?”

“This demon, Mara, wants Solcruth. We will not give it to her, of course. But we need to lift the curse on Cole, or he will die. Does that cover it?”

I glanced at Brand. He met my eyes and gave me a nod. “That is about the size of it, yes,” I said. 

Looking at Cole, I could see they’d removed some of the equipment. The bruises and lacerations were gone, and his color was better, but when I pulled up my second sight, I could see the curse was still there. 

Lena’s potion had contained it to the area around his left breast. The blotchy skin looked more normal, and the sickly green lines had retreated. Still, the red-threaded black spot around the impact site was about the same size and getting bigger. The potion wouldn’t hold it back much longer. My guess was, if the curse had struck his heart, Cole would have died instantly. Either Mara’s aim was poor, or he’d turned at the last minute.

“What did Lena put in the potion? Do you know?” Uncle Declan lifted his intent gaze from Cole’s face to pin it on me. His tired eyes and rumpled, sand-blond hair spoke volumes. I hadn’t seen him since Tallahassee, and now I wished it was under happier circumstances.

“I don’t,” I admitted. “But I’m asking her to come. If she sees the curse for herself, she can tailor the potion better.”

“That makes sense.” He returned his gaze to Cole. The Delaneys were a close-knit family. Time and distance didn’t seem to matter much. Declan and Isabelle had broken off a vacation to get here. I knew the others would come too, if we could get a hold of them.

“Xavier is calling the other grands. I’m going to ask him to call the parents and siblings, too, though they’re pretty scattered and may not make it in time, if at all. Cole’s parents, your kids... We’re going to need as many magick workers as possible if we’re going to beat this thing.”

“Mark might not come. Ever since Willow disappeared, he’s hated anything to do with magick.”

“This is his son, laying here. He should be here already.” Shock coursed through me, and shame. I hadn’t even thought to ask about Cole and Xavier’s dad. They’d been estranged for several years, ever since Cole had refused to follow in the family business — a successful stock brokerage. Still, given the circumstances, I was sure Mark would want to be here.

“Maeve will bring him,” Isabelle said. “He won’t refuse his mother.”

“It won’t do us any good. He doesn’t practice. Hasn’t since Willow...” Declan looked up at us. “If he wanted to be here, he’d have come already. I don’t think we can count on his help.”

“Then we’ll make do with what we have,” I said, infusing my words with more confidence than I had to spare.

“Whatever you need, I am there,” Isabelle said. 

“Me too, though I don’t have Isabelle’s power,” Declan said. 

“You have more than enough, mi amado,” Isabelle said. “And you are a doctor. I hope we won’t need those skills, but if we do...”

“I’m in,” he said. “Have you gotten through to Shawn and Luke yet?”

“They’re with Lena. I’ll have her bring them.” 

“It won’t be enough.” Brand spoke gravely from his position by the door. “How many can you count on?”

“I’m hoping for twelve. The twins are in Europe. No way they’ll get here in time, but all six grands, me, you, Lena and Xavier. And Mark and Ziva. If they come, we’ll have twelve. If they don’t, we’ll have ten.”

“Ten? Against Mara? That’s like sending a group of toddlers against Godzilla.”

“You beat her before, and there were only two of you,” I replied. 

“We took her by surprise. She thought Stephan was dead,” he said. 

I glanced at Cole, still breathing against all odds. “She seems to make that mistake a lot. Who knows what kind of errors we can force her into if we get her tired enough?”

“You have fought this demon before?” Declan asked. 

Brand gave him the condensed version of what he’d already told me. “But it was a fluke. We didn’t know what we were up against, and I... distracted her while Stephan dealt the final blow. Worse, she’s my maker. I can’t fight against her directly.”

“But you are here. And you can help us, protect us, as we fight. Besides, we have something you didn’t have.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m in, no matter what. I just want everyone to be realistic about what we’re up against,” Brand said evenly. “Solcruth isn’t available, and forgive me, but Lapis Vitae isn’t going to be much help until the fight is over.”

“But I have a plan, and I have Doirsain.” I hadn’t meant to say it, but it was too late to take the words back. I met his gaze and couldn’t find it in me to regret the revelation. 

Shock widened his eyes. “Doirsain. You have the stone of power?” Brand cocked an eyebrow. “Right, then. Can’t wait to hear the plan.”
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I put a hand on the gurney, avoiding the doctor’s concerned stare as I spoke to my sister on the room’s land line. “So, that’s the plan. Are you in?”

“Of course, I am. Gran and Grandpa are too.” The words came through faintly, and I could hear the doubt in them. “Grandma is helping me burn through the lock Mara put on the portal, but I can’t be sure how much longer it will take. Should we just drive?”

“Cole doesn’t have that kind of time,” I said. “If you can’t get through the portal, we’ll have to do this without you.”

“What? And let you have all the fun? Not a chance. We’ll get there somehow,” Shawn chimed in. She must have been on the other phone at the house. Her voice came through clearer than Lena’s.

“Good. Xavier is still trying to get through to the other grands. As soon as he does, I’ll update you.”

We said our goodbyes and hung up. 

“Why have you commandeered a gurney, and who is under that sheet?” The doctor pointed at the outline of a head under the white linen. 

I twitched the sheet back, revealing the lifelike head and torso of a CPR practice dummy with two sheets bundled to resemble legs when covered. It didn’t look a lot like Cole, but I was hoping distance and short exposure time would be our friend there. “I didn’t think taking Cole out of the hospital was smart, so we had to improvise.” I snapped the sheet back into place.

She scowled at me. “Well, thank the divine for small mercies. How, exactly, will this help my patient?”

Giving Cole one last look, I took a position at the head of the gurney. “If this works the way I hope, we lift the curse and Cole recovers. Keep an eye on him, won’t you Doc?”

I nodded to Brand at the other end. We pushed the gurney down the hall, leaving the doctor staring after us. 

As we reached the elevator, the doors slid open, and Xavier flattened himself to one side to let us enter. “I still can’t reach them. What are we going to do?”

We wrestled the rolling bed into the elevator, and I pressed the button for the ground floor. “The best we can. Keep trying and let me know when you get a hold of them.”

Xavier eyed the motionless form on the gurney, and a visible shiver ran through him. “Are you sure this is going to work, Char?”

“Not at all. But it’s the only plan we have. If you think of something better, let me know.”

“Declan and Isabelle are meeting us at the entrance,” Brand said. “She probably has the rental glamoured by now, and those spells can be tricky to hold for long. We need to go.”

“Meet us at the house, Xavier,” I said, and we pushed the gurney out of the elevator. I watched the doors close and turned to Brand. “Remember, to anyone watching from here on, we are taking Cole home to die.”

“I remember. Don’t worry.”

As we pushed the gurney through the hospital’s ground floor, it didn’t take much for me to look sad and teary-eyed. All I had to do was pretend it really was Cole under that sheet. 

Declan and Isabelle waited on a convenient bench outside. Around them, people came and went. Some sat on benches, others hurried into or out of the hospital. 

My aunt and uncle looked up as we let the hospital doors slide closed behind us, and Isabelle burst into tears. “Are you sure this is a good idea, nena? I know he doesn’t want to die in the hospital, but taking him home?” 

“I’d rather wait too, but—” I began. 

Declan slid an arm around Isabelle’s shoulders. “We can’t wait. The hospital has tried everything they know, and Cole is running out of time.”

“Besides, Lena is bringing a new potion she thinks will heal him. She’s meeting us there.” Heads turned, and I played into it. “But even if we can’t heal him, we need to take him home. It’s what he wants, Aunt Izzy.”

She reached for the sheet. “At least take the sheet off his face.” 

I stopped her. “No. We don’t want M... The one who cursed him to know we’re taking him. Once we’re outside the wards, we’re vulnerable. Leave him covered until we get him into the ambulance.”

“Well, let’s get it done, then,” Declan said. The five of us surrounded the gurney and hurried it to the waiting “ambulance.” Or rather, the station wagon Izzy glamoured to look like an ambulance. 

I’d stopped by Cole’s brownstone while I was out renting the vehicle to set the stage for our upcoming performance. Everything was in place, waiting for the games to begin. It was either the best or the worst plan I’d ever come up with.

I was hoping for the former.
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Dangerous Research

[image: image]


Georgia: New York



The little cafe was right across the street from Panacea Memorial. Georgia did a quick internal check as she pulled into the lot, but Mara was still asleep. Taking up space in Georgia’s mind that she didn’t have permission to use. Based on past experience, Georgia knew the demon wouldn’t sleep for more than an hour, usually less, so she needed to hurry.

Inside, Georgia ordered a coffee and rented a laptop. The internet coffee-shop had a range of electronic options, so she chose the one she was most familiar with and found a table.

She’d been scrolling through every occult website she could find every time Mara took a nap somewhere close to a library or internet cafe. By now, Georgia had a good idea of which sites had the most useful information for a person in her situation, but she still hadn’t found what she wanted. 

That is, until now. 

Under a long list of archaic spells, she saw it. “Exorcisms for the beginner or victim,” was the title of the article. Georgia clicked on the link and started reading, a slow smile spreading across her face. 

Twenty minutes later, Georgia checked her watch and read faster. The shop she’d chosen was a busy place. People sat in ones and twos, either working diligently on laptops they’d brought from home, or, like her, on a rented one offered by the shop. Rental was by the half hour, and her coffee cup was almost empty. That meant her time at this table was almost up, too. 

She’d finally found what she was looking for and she wasn’t about to lose it. She quickly copied and pasted it into her cloud document.

As she read the article over again, her heart trembled. The eviction spell, as she was calling it, needed three things to work. The will of the “human soul” as the instructions called her, a salt circle, and the demon’s true name. There were some optional ingredients to amp up the power of the spell, including a witness of power, whatever that meant, but she didn’t have those, nor did she have any idea how to access them without Mara finding out. 

So, she planned to work with what she had.

She had the will part down. No question. How she was going to find a powerful witness or get Mara to step into a ring of salt, she didn’t know. But if the opportunity presented itself, she’d be ready. 

With any luck at all, Mara would have to lay a circle of salt in order to cast Georgia’s soul into the Summerlands. 

What is going on here? Mara’s voice in her head startled Georgia. She hadn’t felt the demon’s consciousness awaken this time.

Georgia hit the power button and closed the laptop just as Mara took over her body again. 

I warned you what would happen if you did any more ‘research,’ Mara hissed in her mind as she shoved Georgia back into the gray space. Now I will have to punish you.

Following the advice she’d been reading, Georgia imagined herself in a stone room deep inside an impenetrable fortress. She imagined each quarried granite block as three feet square, mortared into place with high impact cement, reinforced with rebar. The room had no doors, no windows, that Mara could use to break in. Georgia practiced constructing it in the long hours when Mara was awake and distracted. At first, she hadn’t been very good at it. 

Mara laughed at her and said, “Go ahead. Try to keep me out. It won’t matter in the end. Nothing is going to save you at this point.” 

Over the past few days, Georgia had gotten better and faster at building her safe room. Now she hoped she’d gotten good enough. The memory of Mara’s last punishment shivered through her, and she strengthened the fortifications. 

One of the stones bulged, the imprint like a hand pressing through clay, testing the strength of the barrier. She could see the shape of each clawed finger, right down to the prints, but the hand didn’t break through. 

“Impressive,” Mara mocked. “You’ve been practicing. But not enough. You will never be good enough, and I think it’s time you learned that inescapable fact.” 

The hand turned into a fist, slamming into the rock wall over and over again, sending cracks racing through and between the blocks. Cement dust rained down on Georgia, covering her in a fine, gray film. One stone fractured, fragments sliding out of the wall to the floor. 

Georgia focused on the damaged granite, trying to repair it before Mara could break through. 

The block fell to the floor, and Mara’s face filled the hole. “Not long now!” she shouted triumphantly. 

Suddenly, the banging stopped. Mara tilted her head to the side as if listening. “Well now,” she said after a moment. “Looks like this is your lucky day. I need to take care of something, but don’t you go anywhere. I’ll be back.”

Mara disappeared from view and Georgia could tell her body was moving, leaving the cafe. To go where, she didn’t know. 

Taking her time, she repaired the breach in her defenses. Mara might kill her, eventually, but Georgia didn’t plan on making it easy for her.
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Across the hospital parking lot, Mara stared out through Georgia’s eyes as Char wheeled the sheet covered gurney out of the hospital. Satisfaction pumped through her like the blood coursing through Georgia’s veins. But underneath it, threads of anger and resentment from the model’s psyche broke through. For the moment, Georgia was still trapped in the small mind/soul space Mara allowed her. 

Mara frowned. The fact that Georgia figured out how to block Mara out of her consciousness was unsettling. She escaped without waking Mara every time she slept. 

Of course, when Mara woke up, she hauled Georgia back to the dingy little space. But each time she did, she noticed that the space looked more and more like a fortified bedroom than a cell. The plain, gray walls took on the aspect of granite. A bed and a small desk appeared, all created with the unexpected power of her captive’s imagination. If Mara didn’t move fast, Georgia would find a way out. 

“But I won’t be giving you that much time, my interesting little friend,” Mara said. “Soon, Cole Delaney will die, and Solcruth will be mine. When that happens, you’ll be heading for Summerlands, no doubt. Such a young, sweet soul as yours belongs there. Me? I’ll be here in the Upper Realm, doing whatever the fuck I want, alone in a barely used, new-to-me body.”

An inner thrumming, like fists beating against a sheet of aluminum, vibrated inside her chest and Mara laughed. “Rage all you want, but I will win in the end, and you will lose.”

She turned her attention back to the conversation taking place in front of the ER entrance. A muttered spell allowed her to hear what they were saying from her position in the Alpha Romeo at the back of the lot. 

The comment about Lena pricked up her ears. A potion that would lift the curse? That was laughable. 

Unless it wasn’t. 

She couldn’t take the chance. A sly grin lit her features. “Besides, two birds, one hex and all that. “Come on Georgia. Let’s get this over with.” 

She started the car and pulled out of the lot, not bothering to follow the ambulance. She knew the way to Cole’s apartment already.
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Char: New York



We made our way across Queens and into Manhattan without any problems. It was too easy, and that made me nervous. Of course, maybe Mara was waiting for the right moment.  A running fight was hard on both sides. 

I really hoped that was it, and she wasn’t calling in reinforcements of her own. 

Once we were all inside, Brand and Declan broke down the gurney and stored it and the CPR manikin under the stairs. The hospital was going to want both items back, and I didn’t want them added to Cole’s bill. 

I hurried into the living room where I’d dropped off my supplies earlier. 

Isabelle helped me draw the pentagram with magnetic chalk. Then we called the quarters to charge the circle while Brand and Declan stationed themselves at upstairs windows, guarding the approach from two different directions. 

Xavier arrived and stood watching us like a lost child until I asked him to go make something to eat. “We don’t want to go up against a demon on an empty stomach,” I said, and he headed into the kitchen with something like relief. 

He and Cole were very close, and I knew that watching his brother’s condition worsen when he could do nothing about it was killing Xavier. 

“I don’t like that the rest of the house is unprotected,” Isabelle said. 

“I warded the front door with the strongest protection I have when I came by earlier,” I replied. “And barely anything on the back. Plus, I put no-see-‘em spells on the doors leading off the back hall except for this one.” I pointed to the archway leading into the living room. “So I’m hoping she’ll think I’m that stupid, and choose the easiest path. That only leaves the back door and hall, which will lead her directly to us.”

“Unless she can fly, which wouldn’t surprise me.”

“Brand and Declan are warding the windows on the upper floors, plus, humans can’t fly.”

“Most demons can, though. Even the ones without wings.”

“Well, even if she was born wearing feathers, she doesn’t have them now. She’d have to do a levitation spell and why should she when the back door is so weakly guarded?”

“Do you think she’ll fall for it?”

I stared into my aunt’s dark eyes for a moment and then briefly closed my own. “I hope so,” I said. “Let’s get this finished.”

Together, we laid a ring of salt around the room’s perimeter, leaving a clear space across the threshold. Once Mara stepped inside, I would keep her occupied while Isabelle sealed off her exit. 

With the salt circle in place, we were almost ready. We just needed to lay a glamor over the pentagram so Mara wouldn’t see it and realize she was walking into a trap. 

Mara didn’t give us that much time, though. 

A rending crash of splitting wood echoed through the house. Mara had arrived.
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I glanced at Isabelle. “Cover the pentagram. I’ll stall her.” 

Without giving her a chance to reply, I ran through the arch, skidding to a halt in the middle of the hall. Mara stood in the ruins of the rear entrance, a canary eating grin on her face. 

“How nice of you to greet me in person, Charlotte Knox. Are you ready to give up yet?”

Sasha scurried out from under my shirt and onto my shoulder, growing to the size of a tom cat in the process. He wrapped his tail gently around my neck for better balance and blew out a stream of fire. 

Mara shrieked and ducked back outside.

Easy, Sasha. Don’t burn down the boy’s house. Plus, don’t forget Georgia.

I am being careful. She’d be cremated if I wasn’t. I just want Isabelle to have enough time to finish the spell. 

“You bitch!” Mara popped up in the doorway, her face cherry red from the heat of Sasha’s fire. 

“Aw now, that hurts my feelings,” I mocked. “You got off easy, from what I can see. That’s no worse than a sunburn, and as you probably know, playing with dragon fire rarely ends well for anyone but the dragon.”

Stop calling me a dragon.

Sorry. Got a lot on my mind here. Like, not dying?

“Tell your nasty little lizard to leave off, or I’ll destroy him.”

I wagged a finger at her. “Ah, ah, ah. He’s not a pet. He’s a guardian. You destroy him and it could take Doirsain out, too.” 

Thank you, Sasha said in my mind. But you know that last bit isn’t true, right? 

Yes, it is. I would destroy myself before I allowed anyone who hurt you to take me over. Doirsain’s unexpected comment silenced both of us. 

You will not sacrifice yourself for me. Sasha’s emotions were a jumble of confusion and worry, but we couldn’t afford to lose focus. 

Not great timing, Doirsain, I thought. 

I can and I would, she said, ignoring me. You are the only thing that makes this existence bearable. I will not continue without you.

Well, I interjected. Let’s put a pin in this, shall we?

I could almost feel the stone’s shrug. It is always best to know where one stands.

The entire interchange took mere seconds, but when I looked up, it was to see a ball of greenish-black power hurtling toward me. I ducked, letting it pass over my head, and tapped into the ley lines. The spell hit the wall and dissipated, leaving the paint charred and smoking. I could only imagine what it would have done to living flesh. 

Sasha hovered overhead, laying down cover-fire. As she ducked, I pulled up a shield and ran straight for the demon, slamming into her and riding the shimmering barrier to the floor on top of her. Releasing it, I pinned her arms to the floor and dug under the light jacket she wore. “I told you I’d want this back,” I said, holding up Shawn’s address book. 

She arched, throwing me off as if I weighed no more than the lizard she’d accused Sasha of being. I flew backward, landing hard and sliding along the floor for several feet. I sucked in air and jumped to my feet, pulling up another shield. She slammed a bolt of dark energy into it, and it bowed in, absorbing the power. 

Sasha joined me as I turned, slinging the shield over my back to protect my exit, and ran, hoping like hell that I’d given Isabelle enough time.

A second blast slammed into my shield, and I stumbled, falling to my knees as Sasha leaped into the air. My concentration faltered and the protective shield winked out. Flipping over, I watched as Mara stalked toward me, green lightning shards dancing between her fingers. 

“You’ve been nothing but trouble since we met. Let’s see if you can provide a little amusement for a change.” 

She flung the shards at me, and I scrambled to pull in another bout of ley line power. The shards hit before I could get it all the way up and I tensed, expecting to be obliterated. Instead, the shards sank into my flesh. The stink of brimstone filled the air, and I screamed as agony raced over my skin. 

Sasha dove for her, and she ducked, letting him fly over her head. He banked sharply, the enclosed space giving him little room to maneuver. 

Red and black designs rose on my arms, decorating my skin with elaborate, arcane designs. 

Mara crouched down next to me. “These are the designs I saw the first time we met. Aren’t they lovely?” Her smile was a predator’s snarl. 

She was going to kill me if I didn’t act. The pain was fading though. I jerked the power I’d drawn up for a shield into the palm of my hand, doubled up my fist, and punched her in the mouth. The blow lifted Mara off the floor, flinging her back several feet to land in a huddle against the wall. 

Vaulting to my feet, I tried to set a barrier in the hall, but when I felt for more ley line power, it wasn’t there. “What did she do to me?”

The runes are blocking the Earth’s power flow, keeping it from you, Sasha said. Run!

Mara was climbing to her feet, so I ran for the living room, praying I’d given Isabelle enough time. The question of how I was going to defeat a demon without magick roared through my head like a freight train.

I burst into the front room and Isabelle gasped. “What did she do to you, nena?”

“No time,” I panted. “Did you...” I trailed off. The center of the room was empty of furniture, just as it had been before I left to stall Mara. But the pentagram we’d drawn was gone as if it had never been. 

“It’s there, don’t worry,” Isabelle assured me. At some point, she’d braided her long, black hair, and now she stood on the opposite side of the room, waiting. 

Her eyes widened, and she pulled fire into her palms, hurling the swirling red and green ball right at me. “Duck!” she yelled, and I dropped to the floor, flipping onto my back in the same motion. 

The energy blast cannoned overhead with a sound like tearing cloth and shattered against Mara’s shield. 

“Impressive,” the demon said, her eyes glinting angrily. “But not nearly enough.”

I scrambled to my feet, backing further into the room, carefully avoiding the lines of the pentagram as I remembered them. My arms and legs burned, the lines Mara had raised pulsating with energy. 

“Two might not be enough, but what about three?” Declan came down the stairs behind Mara and I breathed a hopeful sigh. 

Mara snickered. “You brought reinforcements. Such a wise little witch. Sadly for you, so did I.” She waved a hand and the air split next to her. Four short, dumpy imps stepped through; their ugly faces twisted into malicious smirks. Grey-green, sagging skin and pointed ears only made the expression more horrifying. Gangly arms, short, stocky legs and pot bellies; they shouldn’t have looked threatening, but they did. They arrayed themselves on either side of Mara, long, pointed tails lashing in anticipation of the fight.

The imps shrieked a challenge. Two launched themselves at Isabelle and the other two went after Declan. 

As the first imp ran at Declan, claws raised, a ball of white ley line energy hurtled over his shoulder and slammed into the little beast’s chest. It wailed as it crashed into the one behind it. I looked for the source and was unsurprised to see Brand standing behind Declan. 

“I can’t hurt you, Mara, but I can keep your nasty little minions from hurting my friends. And don’t forget, I know all your tricks.”

She snarled at him. “Don’t be too surprised if I’ve learned a few new ones in the last two thousand years,” she snapped. Clapping her hands, she muttered a spell in a language I didn’t understand, but the tattoos writhing along my arms burned hotter and it was all I could do to bite back a cry of pain.

Mist rose from the floor, oozed out of the walls. “Hard to hit what you can’t see,” she quipped. In seconds, milky white fog flooded the room. Something dark and ominous surged toward me through murk and I stumbled backward, knocking over a lamp. 

The figure lunged for me, and I tried without success to bathe my fist in ley line energy. When the power didn’t flow, I punched anyway, aiming for what I thought might be its face. The red and black lines ignited, and I screamed, but followed through with the punch. The shock of impact shuddered through my arm, accompanied by a howl of pain as the imp tumbled back into the void. 

Lurching to my feet, I tried again to pull energy into my body, sucking in a gasp as the burning in my arms and legs intensified. “Doirsain, a little help, please!” 

She can’t help with this. Those tattoos are Celestial magick. They are blocking your access to the ley lines. If you keep trying to access that energy while they’re active, it’s going to fry you. If Doirsain tries to help... I don’t know what will happen, Sasha said.  

Shock slammed through me. If I can’t use ley line magick, what am I going to do?

Stay out of the way. 

A triangular shape flew overhead, and talons dropped down two inches from my face, to grasp a squirming imp who suddenly leaped into view. The imp screamed as Sasha lifted it off the ground and crashed it into a wall I couldn’t see. 

A hand descended on my arm, and I spun, trying to twist free of the grip. “Charlotte, stop it. It’s me.”

Brand’s voice sent a shudder of relief through me. 

“I can’t use magick.” Fear rode on my shoulder, gleefully pointing out all the ways Mara could kill me if I couldn’t fight back. 

“You can’t use your magick,” Brand corrected. He pulled me down into a crouch, and my hand grazed something soft and smooth on my right while my left shoulder rubbed along the hard, rough surface of the wall. We were behind the couch. 

I looked at Brand, barely able to see him through the mist. “How did you find me?”

He nodded toward my arm and I looked down, shocked to see the red and black lines glowing. 

“You’re lit up like a neon sign, which means all of us can see you, including Mara. That’s why I pulled you out of sight.”

“But what am I going to do? I can’t fight her like this.” 

The fog obscured his expression. All I could make out was the faint luminescence of his eyes. “You have to use them.”

“Use what?” I blurted. 

From across the room came a warbling shout that sounded like Xavier’s version of a war cry, then a thud and a groan, followed by Mara’s cackling laugh. 

“Shit,” Brand muttered. “Stay down.” And he was gone. 

Hazy light illuminated the fog without making anything more visible. The bay window. Cole always kept a couple of blankets in the storage space under the seat. If I could get one, I could hide the glowing marks. 

I might not be able to cast spells, but I could still beat the living crap out of whoever I got my hands on. 

A crash and Isabelle’s outraged scream echoed through the opaque distance, and I saw Brand’s light flare through the mist like lightning. 

I found the window box by feel and lifted the ruined cushion. The blankets were still there. Thank the goddess, Cole was a creature of habit. 

As I pulled a covering over my shoulders like a cape, something clattered against the window, and I looked up in time to see a second set of pebbles hit the cracked glass. 

Sasha? Check outside. I think Lena might be here.

At last, something goes right. 

The mist swirled as he flew through it toward the hall. 

“Leaving the fight so soon?” Mara’s venomous tone was the only warning as she lobbed fireballs after the wyvern. I aimed for the voice and launched myself across the room. 
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Lena: Hawthorne



“This ought to do it.” Shawn tucked a strand of silvery hair behind her ear and held her hand over the barrier one more time. They’d been steadily weakening it for hours now and it was fading, though they still couldn’t use the portal. 

“If it doesn’t, we’re going to have to find another way,” Lena said. “They’ve definitely started by now and I don’t want Char facing this bitch alone.”

“She isn’t alone.” Luke paced up and down the hall, his unlined face somewhat at odds with his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. “Declan and Isabelle are with her.”

“So are Brand and Xavier, and don’t forget, she has Sasha,” Shawn said. “She might not need us at all.”

Lena nodded at the barrier. “The fact that I couldn’t break this alone says different,” she replied. 

“Demon magick can be tricky,” Shawn said. “All right, let’s give this another shot.”

Lena held her hand out over the ward and drew all the energy she could safely hold from the ley lines. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Shawn said. 

Together, they spoke the counterspell. 

“In this home, you have no place, 

Reverse, revert, and now give space,

Unlock the portal, from this home flee,

As we will, so mote it be.”

The black lines froze in the gray-green energy field. Lena and Shawn looked at each other, hope lighting their eyes as they chanted the spell a second time. 

As they finished, the black lines retreated and the energy, already translucent, faded further. 

A third chant, and a sizzling pop of sound echoed in the hallway. The barrier disappeared, revealing the swirl of the portal beneath it. 

“We did it!” Shawn clapped her hands like a child. 

“We’ll celebrate later.” Lena grabbed the knapsack she’d stocked with a variety of potions and a five-pound bag of salt. “Let’s go.”

Shawn and Luke picked up their own packs and the three crowded onto the portal. In seconds they were standing in the second-floor hall of Cole and Xavier’s brownstone. A crash from below startled them all. 

Shawn’s eyes widened. “She’s already here.”

“Or Xavier dropped something in the kitchen,” Luke said. 

A scream ripped through the air. “That was not Xavier,” Lena said. “Shawn, you take the third floor. Seal all the windows. Then seal the doors into each room. We need to give her as many obstacles to overcome as possible if she gets this far.”

“I’ll head downstairs and see if I can help,” Luke said. His tall, athletic form shimmered, the taught, olive skin sprouting black fur as his limbs contracted, the bones and joints reforming into a giant cat’s muscular physique. Gold eyes stared at them for a second. Luke dipped his feline head and padded along the hall, disappearing from view down the stairs. 

Shawn followed, heading up instead of down. Lena entered the first room. 

She surveyed the wards already in place. “Smart girl. Set to incapacitate, rather than kill. But if she gets through them...” She opened the bag of salt and took a vial from her pack. “Let’s see if we can’t tighten things up here.” 
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The black SUV glided through the city streets like a ghost, miraculously avoiding traffic jams and red lights. Still, the violet-eyed woman leaned forward, urging more speed. 

“We’re almost there, Maeve. Save your energy.” Jackson looked at his wife, concerned. She was usually the calmer of the two, but this was family, and that made a difference. 

“He’s our grandson and descended demons are nothing to mess with.”

“If Mark hadn’t gotten so weird about magick, he’d at least have been able to defend himself.”

“Mark has his reasons,” Maeve said, staring out the window. 

“It wasn’t magick that took Willow from us,” Jackson said quietly. “She made a choice.”

“She and Pearl both,” Maeve replied. “But Mark doesn’t know that. And now Cole is paying the price.”

“We’ll deal with that later,” Jackson said. He leaned forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder. “Let us out here, please.” 

The driver glanced at him in surprise but pulled to the curb without comment. A moment later, Maeve and Jackson stepped out onto the quiet street. 

“Cole and Xavier’s house is a block away,” Maeve observed. 

“Yes, but I can already feel the pull on the ley lines from here. No need to get a non-combatant closer than necessary.”

She patted his chest and smiled up at him, her blue-black hair cascading down her back. “Careful, darling. Your military is showing.” They started down the street together and Jackson took her hand.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

As they got closer to the brownstone, Maeve’s brow contracted, her eyes darkening with concern. “I think it’s going to be a very good thing. Look.”

Thick fog shrouded the three-story home in the middle of the block, leaving the houses on either side uncovered. Fog wasn’t unusual in New York, but fog that sat over a single dwelling was strange anywhere. Light flashed within the covering like fireworks behind clouds. 

“Damn, they’ve started without us,” Jackson said. 

“Then I think we’d better hurry to join the party. Hold on.” Maeve gripped her husband’s hand tighter while extending the other hand out in front of them. Making a pulling motion, she muttered a short phrase in Fomorian, and their surroundings blurred. In an instant, they were standing in front of the fog cloaked house.

“We need to let them know we’re here.” Jackson studied the weird lights flashing inside the heavy mist. 

“I smell demon. But it’s faint,” Maeve said. “As if it’s an old scent or...”

“A possession. That’s what Xavier meant when he said it was a woman they knew, but it wasn’t her fault.”

“He was pretty rattled, and you know our youngest grandson doesn’t do well conveying details when he’s upset,” Maeve said. 

Something thumped against the front window from the inside, and Jackson stepped inside the gate, becoming a looming dark shape as he entered the fog. Maeve followed close on his heels, and they crept up to the window. 

“I can’t see inside, but we have at least two different auras fighting. I’m getting flashes of yellow-orange, white, and red.”

“So, Isabelle is here, and so is Lukas, which means Shawn is here, whether you’re catching her aura flash or not,” Maeve said. “We need to get inside.”

“Front of the house is warded. We can try the back...”

“Or we can make our presence known.” Maeve bent and picked up a handful of ornamental gravel from the flower beds under the window. She tossed several against the glass, but got no response, so she tossed some more. 

A moment later, she closed her eyes and tilted her head to the side as if listening. “That got someone’s attention,” she said. “I’m not sure who, but I think—”

The front door burst open, passing through the wards without so much as a ripple. Sasha darted through the opening and they both heard him in their heads.

Hurry. She’s killing her!

Maeve snarled and dashed inside, Jackson close behind her.
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Char: Cole & Xavier’s Apartment



A scream of feline rage echoed through the ground floor, and I pulled up short. A huge black panther launched through the mist to land on a figure holding dingy green power in their hands. 

Relief flooded through me for an instant. That had to be Grandpa Luke. He was the only shifter in the family, as far as I knew. That meant Lena and Shawn were here, too.

A flash of white light on the far side of the room showed me Brand’s position. With any luck at all, he’d reached Xavier in time to keep Mara from killing him. 

Jagged streaks of red light flared through the murk like daggers, stabbing at the downed figure under Luke’s huge paws. Mara shrieked and a blast of energy lifted Luke into the air, flinging him into the corner like a stuffed toy. 

A cry and a thud hit my ears, and the red daggers stopped abruptly. That meant Isabelle was down, and since I didn’t hear any more panther screams, Luke probably was too. 

The marks on my arms glowed brighter, and my body sang with pain. But it had changed. Before it felt like burning; searing my skin. Now it was more like noise inside my head. A strange, semi-audible chanting in a language I didn’t understand rose to a volume that made my entire body vibrate. 

Use them, Brand had said, but I didn’t know how. And they were blocking me from reaching my own magick. 

The front door opened, crashing against the house with the force of Sasha’s exit. An instant later, his winged shape flitted through the fog followed by two humanoid shapes. 

Hope lifted her wings, fluttering in my chest. If that was Uncle Jackson and Aunt Maeve, maybe we stood a chance after all.

An instant later, terror froze me to the floor. I had called for help. My family had shown up, and I couldn’t protect them. They could all end up dead, thanks to me.

Char! Snap out of it. You need to get the demon — those spells figured out, fast. Sasha swooped past me and emerald-green fire slashed through the fog. I thrust out a hand, my mind consumed with the need to protect him, and something slick and oily jetted from my fingertips, congealing as it flew into a gleaming metal shield. 

What the fu— I thought. 

The green fire slammed into the shield, and it disintegrated. But it had done its work. Sasha careened into the wall and fell to the floor, but he was up again in an instant, shaking his head in confusion. 

“You need to stop this, Mara. Using the Eye is going to bring the house down around your ears as well as ours.” Brand’s voice sounded hollow, like we were in a cave. It was impossible to tell where it came from, though I wasn’t sure if that was because of the fog, or if he was using a can’t-find-me spell. 

“I’ll stop when you are all dead and the stones are mine,” Mara said. 

“That will not happen. Not now. Not ever.” The voice came from the stairs and equal parts terror and relief made me sag against the wall. It was Lena. She’d brought our grandparents, and in doing so had put herself in the line of fire.

“Go away, little girl. You don’t have anything I want.”

But she did. Mara just didn’t know it. Even if she killed me, she wouldn’t get Doirsain. I’d willed it to Lena last year. I wasn’t telling the demon that. It gave me small comfort since, if Mara demolished Cole’s house, she’d probably kill my sister as well as me. 

“I’ll tell you what, Brand darling. Agree to leave with me willingly, and I’ll let this pathetic rabble live another day.”

“No!” The shout ripped from me without my volition, and I gasped, realizing my mistake immediately. The figure I knew was Mara even without being able to make out her face, angled toward my hiding place. 

“Ah, Charlotte. I thought you must be dead, or at least unconscious. Now I see you’re just hiding out, letting others fight for you. What kind of hero are you?”

Having given away my position, I could at least provide a distraction. “Not interested in being a hero. Just want you to give Georgia’s body back and leave us alone.”

She oriented on me and a flash of green streaked toward me. I dropped to the floor, and the couch took the brunt of the blow. The lovely antique crumbled into ash, and Mara’s gleeful laughter bounced against my eardrums like tiny hammers. 

The threnody of howling in my head intensified, and I shuddered. 

How had I done it? How had I thrown that shield in front of Sasha? It hadn’t been ley line energy that created it. The power felt different. Darker, somehow, than the pure light of Earth energy I normally used. I had to figure this out, or we were all dead.
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Cole & Xavier’s Apartment

Georgia watched, placing herself just outside the boundary of Mara’s consciousness, like one person standing behind another in a line. Not intruding on the other’s space, but close enough to see what was going on. 

It was a trick she’d been working on for several days and she’d gotten good at it – even better than Mara was at sneaking around in her body. Perhaps because she was the original occupant, and still in residence. 

A circumstance that wouldn’t last long if Mara had her way. 

Whatever the reason, she was aware a split second before Mara that someone had entered the hall from the front door. A giant bird, or something, flew overhead and then two distinct presences were in the hall with them. 

Mara spun on her heel, slashing the air with that emerald she carried around. Curious to see how much control she could muster; Georgia concentrated her will on just her hand. For an instant, nothing happened. Then the fingers trembled, sending the blaze of green fire into the wall rather than destroying the people in the doorway. 

Exhaustion forced her back into the gray, but it was worth it. She’d recover soon, and it was probably best that Mara not realize who had spoiled her aim.

Mara screamed her rage and sent another bolt of green fire sizzling through the air and out the door; another clean miss. A purple orb burst into flame at floor level. Slowly, it rose to about three feet above the hardwood, illuminating a man and a woman standing together, silhouetted against the pearl gray fog that surrounded the house.

The orb raced toward Mara, and she shunted it aside with a negligent wave of her hand. “My turn!” 

She hurled another bolt of emerald at the couple, and they dove to either side. There wasn’t enough room in the narrow hall, however. They avoided a direct hit, but the concussion knocked both of them to the ground where they lay unmoving. 

She lifted the Eye above her head. “Any last words?”

White light shot between Mara and her intended victims, spreading into an iridescent shield covering the couple from head to toe. 

“Brendan! Stop that. You are spoiling my fun.” Mara pouted like a child. As Brand distracted her, the heavy fog thinned, allowing me to make out more of what was going on. To my right, Isabelle’s still form lay covered in a silvery white bubble of protection. Just inside the door that led to the kitchen lay Xavier, similarly shielded. 

Brand might not be able to fight back directly, but he was doing his best to protect Char’s family. 

A murmur from the stairs caught Mara’s attention. She turned, her malicious grin growing when she saw Lena standing on the bottom step, her hand cupped to hold a green powder. 

Lena blew the powder from her palm with a gentle puff of air. 

“Are you trying to give me hay fever?” Mara scoffed. 

“Something like that,” Lena said.

Instead of drifting into the air to dissipate, the powder flew like an ethereal arrow straight at Mara. She side-stepped it, but the spell pivoted, whirling toward her once more. Mara backed up; taking that crucial step across the salt line into the living room. 

Mara drew her fingers into a casting claw, muttering the words of a curse under her breath as the powder drew closer. She cast the hex at Lena, but it hit a pearly white barrier and fizzled out in a shower of sparks. 

Both women turned startled eyes on Brand, standing in the hall near the stairs. “Like I said. I can’t fight you, but I can protect them. I won’t let you hurt anyone else, even if I have to follow you around shielding everyone you meet.”

Mara hissed at him as the spell powder swooped toward her, driving her further into the living room. 

The susurration of crystals emptying onto the floor spun her on her heels. Declan had pulled Isabelle and Xavier into the kitchen, their shields gone. Their unconscious forms lay behind him as he hurried to complete the salt circle. 

She held up the Eye. “You can’t trap me,” she yelled. “And Brand can’t save you!”

“No. But I can.” A raven swooped toward Mara, talons raking the air. 

“Sorcha, no!” Declan yelled, scrambling to his feet. The circle was a few inches short of completion. 

“Finish it!” Lapis Vitae’s guardian harried Mara, clawing at her face. The demon screamed, throwing up her hands to protect herself. Green light flashed, burning through the air with an acrid stench as the bolt crashed into the ceiling, sending plaster and bits of wood raining down on them. 

A large chunk fell on Sorcha, pinning her to the floor. 

Blood dripped from a cut on Mara’s cheek as she kicked the bird, sending the limp form spinning across the floor. As the kick landed, Mara brought the Eye up again, aimed at Declan. 

Mara’s hand jerked sideways, and her first shot went wild, shattering the kitchen window. She shrieked in frustration, and the gem blazed. Declan jumped aside as the blast exploded the door frame, the concussion knocking him to the floor. 

Lena banged on the white barrier between the stairs and the living room entry, but it wouldn’t give. “Brand, take it down. Char’s in there!”

Brand shook his head at her. “It would kill her if anything happened to you, and there isn’t a powder or potion in existence that can take Mara down.”

“I got her inside the circle, didn’t I?” Lena asked.

Brand ignored her, darting into the kitchen. Using vampire speed, he moved to the ruined archway between the kitchen and living room and raised his hands. White light filtered from them as he murmured the protection spell he’d been using since the fight began. 

“A friendly hand may help you, 

No other touch allowed will be, 

Let this shield protect you, 

As I will, so mote it be.” 

The light filled the opening, effectively shutting Mara in. Brand sagged as he realized that it also shut him out. And Char was trapped inside with Mara. Alone.
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“Not so fun when your body suddenly isn’t under your control anymore, is it?” Georgia mocked. In the dim confines of her mind-prison, she walked back and forth, taunting Mara. 

“Shut up. You will not spoil this for me. Once I kill Cole Delaney and get control of the creation stone, you are dead,” Mara shot back. 

“Maybe, maybe not. But either way, I’m going to cause as much trouble for you as possible.”

“You can’t cause trouble if you’re dead,” Mara snarled. 

Georgia waved an admonitory, albeit transparent, finger. “Ah, ah, ah. Kill the soul, the body dies, at least until you own Solcruth.”

Mara lifted a hand. “Perhaps you’re right. I can’t send you to Summerlands — yet. But I can make you wish I had.” Jagged, dark light shot from her shadowy hand, impaling Georgia. 

The girl screamed, and bits of her soul fluttered away into the dark. After a long moment, the pain stopped, and Georgia dropped to the mist-shrouded floor, gasping. She raised her gaze to Mara’s gloating face and forced a grin. 

“Is that all you’ve got? What are they doing out there while you’re in here with me? Even you can’t be two places at once, Mara Meandra Lucifarious. 

Mara’s mouth dropped open, but she shut it quickly, then looked over her shoulder as if someone had called her. “I have to go finish this. But don’t worry, I’ll be right back.” 

She disappeared, and Georgia collapsed, her breath coming in desperate heaving gulps. But she kept the smile. Mara was weakening, and she was going to take advantage of it. 
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Char



I watched Mara’s hand jerk sideways, catching the momentary look of panic on her perfect features. Whatever caused the miscue fouled her aim and saved Declan’s life.

Is Georgia fighting back? 

Could be, Sasha replied weakly. 

Anxiety stepped up my pulse. Are you OK? 

Broken wing, I think. That last concussion knocked Maeve and Jackson out and slammed me into the wall. I’m sorry, Char. 

Panic kicked into high gear. Are they OK?

Protected, for now. As long as Brand stays conscious, she can’t hurt them, but if they’re injured...

He let his voice trail off, and I ground my teeth. It was time to put a stop to this mess. The fog lay around my feet in swirly, low-lying clouds. The upper air was clear and for the first time since she raised the mist, I could see my arms again. The red and black scars stopped swirling as I focused my attention on them, as if they knew I was looking. 

But what good was looking going to do if I couldn’t use them?

You did use one. The shield, Sasha reminded me weakly.

I fumbled through the memory, trying to figure out how I’d done it. I’d just wanted to protect Sasha, and the spell had erupted from my fingers. 

Was that all it took? Intention? Desire?

I scanned the room. Mara was raging, her back to me. Both entries were blocked with translucent white barriers. Lena stared at me from behind one, and Brand from behind the other. Everyone was down except me. 

And at any moment, Mara was going to realize it. 
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Mara turned to face me, a nasty snarl twisting her beautiful features. “Just you and me, Knox. Care to dance?”

I sidled left, keeping the pentagram between us from memory. “No thanks. I never was a fan of the demon disco. Too awkward for my taste.” If the picture in my head was right, she was standing in one of the five points. I needed her in the center. Taunting her might just lure her in. 

If it didn’t get me cremated first.

She smirked. “Oh, I think you’ll find my version quite... electrifying.”

She raised the Eye, Solcruth’s bracelet glinting on her arm. Before she could fire, I jerked Doirsain from under my shirt, dangling her in front of me, the chain still around my neck. “Use the Eye on me, and you’ll destroy her at the same time. Think again.”

“Fine,” she said, her gloating expression fading. “We’ll just have to.. Ah!”

She lurched sideways, fetching up against the wall as if shoved. 

I grinned. “Having a little trouble with your host? Georgia, if you can hear me, good work. Keep it up!” 

Mara pushed off from the wall, once more in control, but panic skittered behind her eyes. 

Sasha, can you sense Georgia inside that body? Can you communicate with just her and...

Way ahead of you, Char. I told her where the pentagram is, and what we need. We have an ally. 

Which meant I’d have to be doubly careful not to destroy the body when I exorcised the demon.

Georgia says you have to distract Mara. That’s when she can sneak in movement or mess with Mara’s aim.

Got it. “Are you going to stand around all day or are we going to end this once and for all.

Mara lunged across the room, hands out like claws and I let her come, balancing on the balls of my feet. She hit me like a train, lifting me off my feet and slamming me into the wall. The air left my body in a whoosh, and as I struggled to breathe, I saw the blade in her hand. Without thought, I gripped her wrist, pushing the dagger sideways to keep her from plunging it into my eye. 

Where the hell did that come from?

Summoning spell. She can use her magic. Char, you need to figure out those tattoos. 

Scars, I thought back automatically. 

We do not have time for semantics. Figure it out. 

Mara’s blade stabbed a divot in Cole’s hardwood floor. Xavier is going to be pissed.

Don’t worry about him. Keep her focus on you. 

Sorry Georgia. My fist slammed into Mara’s cheek, rewarding me with the crunch of impact. The demon grinned at me out of Georgia’s eyes, and I punched her again. 

“You can’t hurt me. I just deliver the pain to our sweet little supermodel, and keep going,” she chided. She closed her long fingers around my neck, cutting off my air. “You, on the other hand, are going to feel every instant of this.”

My vision darkened rapidly. I needed her off me. Stiffening my fingers, I thrust them into her side just under her ribs, and she grunted. Her hands loosened to give me a crucial breath, then tightened again. 

“Not going to work, Charlotte. I’ll just keep—”

Her face blanked over for an instant before she let go and rolled off me to lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. Her head lolled to the side as I sat up. The eyes that met mine were sky blue, with no telltale red gleam. 

“I can’t hold her for long. You have to kill me. I can’t live like—”

Red flooded her eyes with virulent color, and I scrambled backward, out of reach of her grasping claws. She rolled onto her hands and knees, coming after me. “This body is mine,” Mara hissed. “I won’t give it back. And once I annihilate that stupid little bitch, you won’t be able to make me.”

I kicked out, snapping her head back and bloodying her nose. Jumping to my feet, I retreated, letting her come after me. 

The need to get her to the center of the pentagram screamed through my soul, tinged with desperation and a hint of despair. Brand used his wards to contain her in this room, but it also kept anyone from closing the salt circle. 

His wards protected my family, but they did nothing to limit Mara’s powers, let alone her ability to escape out the window, or through the ceiling. With the salt circle still open, the hidden pentagram was our only chance of containing her. 

I backed away slowly, one step at a time, and Mara followed. Closer, closer, I urged silently. 

I held up a hand and beckoned, my entire being focused on getting her to the center of the room where I could invoke the containment. 

Mara flicked her fingers at one of Cole’s design awards and it hurtled through the air, coming straight for my head. I ducked, and it crashed through the window, shattering the glass. Another award came at me like a missile, and I spun out of its path, but not fast enough. It slammed into my shoulder with a sharp crack, and my left arm went numb, dropping to my side.

Books flew at me. Mara was weaponizing the entire room. I ducked, my hands in front of me, palms out as I would to create a shield. Oily power surged down my arms, forming a solid wall for the books to crash into. The novels hit the barrier and slid to the floor as it faded. 

“Well, well. You might not be quite as goody-goody as I thought, if you can wield demon spells.” Mara sneered at me, her eyes glinting with malice. “Let’s see what else you’ve got.” 

“You first,” I panted. 

She stomped on the floor and the hardwood rippled like a brackish stream, the current racing toward me, liquefying, rising into a brown wave. This was transformational power.

If she can do this, what does she need the stones for? I wondered.

Permanence. Most demon magick is illusion, Sasha’s pained thought answered. And the stuff that isn’t has to be anchored, or it doesn’t last.

Illusion? Then the brown tide surging toward me isn’t real?

Possibly.

The wave rose up before me, cutting off my view of the rest of the room, including Mara. And if I couldn’t see her, odds were, she couldn’t see me either. I chanced it, moving around the wave as it hovered over where I’d been standing. I reached the side and could see behind the murky wall. Mara was sneaking closer, a dagger in either hand. Where they’d come from, I didn’t know, but I figured they were real. Illusory blades were useless if you meant to kill someone with them.

With a cry, she raised the daggers high and jumped. The illusory wall shattered, and she landed, plunging both knives through the space where I’d been standing a moment before, and burying the knives in the hardwood. She jerked at the handles, trying to free the blades without success.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. 

Snarling, she spun to face me, her speed rivaling Brand’s in vampire mode. And now she was coming for me with nothing but couch ashes between us. 

But my need had triggered two spells from my arms by accident. Could I use one on purpose? First, I needed to know what they were. I stared at my damaged arm wishing the runes there were in a language I could read.

Mara hit me like a truck with no brakes, landing a punch to my gut and another to the side of my head. Pain exploded in my jaw and ear. My vision blurred, but I managed to block her next blow with my bad forearm. Agony raced through the limb, and I gritted my teeth. She drew back trying to land another punch, but I rocked her sideways with a right to the jaw. 

I backed away, arm throbbing, shaking my head to clear it, but she wasn’t giving me time. She followed me, step-for-step, fists raised. Stabbing her fingers at me, she sent jagged streaks of lightning at my feet. They struck the floor within inches of my toes, making me dance aside as she thrust out the other hand. Then she shuddered, the red gleam draining from her wide, blank stare. 

Georgia must be fighting for control. I glanced at my arm, willing the red and black whorls to make sense. I needed a weapon. Ideally something that would destroy Mara’s demon soul without hurting Georgia. 

“Kill her,” the woman shrieked, and I knew it was Georgia, not Mara. 

“I can’t. If I destroy your body, she’ll only descend, and you will die.”

“I don’t care. I need to be free. Help m—” Her eyes glazed over, and the red flooded back. 

“You are such a fool,” Mara said. “You had the perfect opportunity, but you hesitated out of compassion. I have no such weakness.” Between one breath and the next, she was on me, moving faster than my eyes could track, or my reflexes respond to. She grabbed my shoulders and spun me across the room. The wall shuddered with the impact; the air forced from my lungs in a desperate whoosh. 

“Mara, stop!” Brand’s voice held rage, but also an edge of fear. “You have enough. You don’t need—”

She rounded on him. “There is never enough! Once I get that stone, neither you nor anyone else will ever be able to send me back again. And you, Brand. You will serve me. Even better, you will love me, whether you want to or not.”

Stunned, I heard the conversation as if from a vast distance. Something told me I needed to pay attention, but my breath came in short, harsh gasps, and every one of them blazed with agony in my chest. My eyes rested without my volition on my arm, where a spell pulsated angry red amidst dark swirls. 

SOUL SUNDER. The words glared up at me, and I blinked. How am I reading this?

You asked for a language you understood. They heard you. Sasha’s voice was weaker than I had ever heard it. 

Are you all right? He didn’t respond, and that was answer enough. Fury rose in my chest, blotting out the pain, bringing me to my feet. I swayed, but locked my core, keeping myself upright by sheer force of will. 

Mara turned to face me. “Ah, look. Little Charlotte wants to play.” She snarled at me. “I, on the other hand, am tired of this game. Let’s wrap it up, shall we? Then I can take my time killing your annoying friends and family.”

She raised both hands, dingy green energy weaving between her clawed fingers. She reached for me, but this time, I didn’t back away. I launched myself at her, hands out, a snarl of rage erupting from my throat. 

“Leave. Them. Alone,” I ground out. I grabbed her shoulder and drove my fist into the center of her smirking face. 

Shocked by my unexpected ferocity, she stumbled backward, right into the center of the concealed pentagram. I let her go, stopping outside that center ring as her presence triggered the spell Isabelle and I had already laid out. Blue and red strands of power streaked upward, closing over her head. She was trapped. 

I should have felt relieved. Safe, even. But I didn’t. 

Because Mara was laughing. 

“Do you really think this little pentagram can hold me?” She stuck an arm through our barrier, and the smell of burned flesh coated the air with its acrid taint. “I guarantee it won’t, and Georgia will take all the pain you inflict on her body, until she dies or goes mad from it.”

Slowly, one inch of flesh at a time, she stepped one leg through, then stuck her head out. Her hair caught fire, her skin blistered, smoked and pealed, but she never stopped grinning. 

I couldn’t let her escape. But throwing a blank spell would probably wipe out Georgia as well as Mara, so I needed to focus my attention as I cast, and hope for the best. Hope battled despair as I drew back my arm and shouted, “Loose the hold of the demon soul, let the human live free, as I will, so mote it be!”

A swirl of red rose from my skin, darkening as it detached. It flowed down my arm to my fingertips, its red tint intensifying to the dirty brown of dried blood. Brown sludge hurtled toward her, and Mara’s eyes widened. 

“No! You can’t—” she shrieked and struggled to pull back inside the bubble. But she was halfway out, and much too late. 

Drakat’s spell hit her squarely in the chest and spread over her entire body, passing through the barrier as if it wasn’t there. Mara’s mouth opened in a silent scream as she tumbled backward. The ward closed behind her as she collapsed. 

A wild chant babbled into the air, and it took me a moment to realize it was coming from Georgia’s mouth. It was Latin, and unless I missed my guess, an exorcism spell. The only word I understood for sure was the demon’s name.

Georgia rose, burned and bleeding, from the ground, her eyes clear blue with no hint of red. She turned and stared at the transparent, shadowy figure on the ground — all that remained of Mara. “I did it,” she murmured. “I’m alone in here.” 

And then she collapsed.
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Brand dropped his shield and rushed to me, one hand behind him to seal the room again. He ran his hands over my body, checking my wounds. 

My eyes followed those long, sensitive fingers, then widened. “They’re gone,” I said. 

“What are? Char? Are you OK?” He held his hand in front of my face. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Two. And I’m talking about the demon runes. They’re gone.”

He followed my gaze, shaking his head. “No. They’re still there. Just invisible to the naked eye again. Can you wield Earth energy?”

I conjured a tiny flame in my palm, relief flooding through me.

Behind Brand, Declan rose to his feet and limped over, pushing the vampire druid aside. “Let me,” he said, and held Lapis Vitae over my wounds. The throbbing stopped immediately, and I looked at Brand as the bruises faded. 

“We have to get her out of there,” I said, gesturing to Georgia. “Unbubble Isabelle?”

He turned to see my aunt seething behind the protective seal. With a gesture, he dropped it and she hurried to my side. 

“I’ll, uh, go release the others,” Brand said, retreating as she marched over.

“Yes, yes, imprisoner of women so they can’t help their grand-niece. Go release the others,” she snapped. She grabbed my hand and together, we lowered the barrier and pulled Georgia’s inert form away from Mara. 

Declan hurried to Georgia, holding Lapis Vitae over her to heal wounds that would otherwise require a hospital visit if they didn’t kill her outright.

“Is she dead?” Georgia’s voice was soft, melodic. A far cry from Mara’s harsh tones.

No. Just descending. It will take a moment for her to dissipate, Sasha said, and I relayed the message. 

Brand gasped and ran back to me. “Put it back! She can still—”

A bone-chilling scream tore the air, and I put up both hands, instinctively calling on Doirsain for help. 

Mara stood, a transparent, dingy green figure in the center of the pentagram. “You will pay for this for the rest of your miserably short life.” She flung out a hand, speaking in a language I didn’t understand, and a bolt of black energy shot toward us. 

Purple light streaked with blue rose from the floor, forming a protective shield. Mara’s curse hit it and bounced back, covering Mara with crackling dark energy. She fragmented, screaming as bits of her floated away like ash from a bonfire. Her cries rose, ripping the air over and over, before growing fainter as she disintegrated. 

A few moments later, she was gone. All that remained was an emerald pendant and a sapphire bracelet. They lay with the pendant’s chain curled around them in the center of the pentagram. 
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Aftermath
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Char



I stared at the wreckage, wondering how Cole and Xavier were going to explain this to their insurance company. Since neither of them practiced magick, I was pretty sure they never added demon-damage to their policy. 

Picking my way through the destruction, I stepped into the pentagram and lifted both pieces of jewelry out of the ash pile. I slipped Solcruth around my wrist. “Just for now, I promise,” I murmured. The sapphire winked up at me as if in agreement.

The emerald gave off a vibe so thick and dark I was surprised I could still see my hands. This soul stone wasn’t like the others. I examined the setting. An eagle, wings outstretched, guarded the emerald in her talons. Was she like Sasha? Sentient? A guardian? Or was this just a pretty necklace with a deadly jewel attached?

“Do you think Balor’s family is going to want this back?” I asked Sasha quietly. 

I felt his mental shrug. Doesn’t matter what they want. Mara killed the previous holder or forced them to hand it over willingly. You... Now that Mara is gone, the stone is yours by bloodright, Sasha said as I slid the pendant into my pocket. Unless you wish to give it to them as a gift.

I couldn’t see myself wearing it despite its beauty. Not now. Not ever. Using such a destructive force was completely out of the question. “We’ll see,” I muttered. No one should control something this powerful, let alone an unknown quantity. And I didn’t know Balor’s family at all. 

Xavier rushed out of the kitchen; his phone clutched tightly in his hand. “He’s OK. Cole woke up, and he’s OK,” he yelled. 

“That is great news,” I said. “Did he say when they’ll let him come home?” 

He spoke into the phone, relaying the question. “Got it. Thank you. I’ll be there soon.” He hung up and returned his attention to us. “They said he’s still a little weak, but all his physical symptoms have resolved.” He smiled his gratitude to Declan. “They are releasing him in about an hour. They wanted him to stay until morning, but he doesn’t want to wait.”

A tidal wave of relief flooded through me. Cole might have a mess to come home to, but at least he would come home.

I grinned at Xavier. “We’d better get this place cleaned up, then.”

Shawn took my hand. “We’ll take care of that. You take Xavier to bring his brother home.”

I knew that tone. When Grandma Shawn spoke in that way, you didn’t say no. I nodded instead and dug in my jeans pocket for my keys. “Come on, Xavier. Let’s go get him.”

Leaving the others to finish cleaning up, we went out to the tiny garage. Hecate sat there waiting, her sides nearly touching the walls. It was a tight squeeze, but we got in and headed for the hospital. 

“As glad as I am that Cole is going to be all right,” Xavier said. “I don’t understand what happened. The curse was killing him, right?”

“Yeah, but most curses don’t outlast the person who casts them. The curse faded when she died.”

Xavier shot me a look. “I don’t want to sound like a coward, but what are the odds of her coming back?”

“You aren’t a coward, Xavier. You stood with us. That’s all anyone can ask. Mara was evil, and powerful. A combination that should scare anyone with any sense.”

“But she’s gone now? Permanently?” 

I nodded. “Her last curse destroyed her soul. She can’t come back because she no longer exists.”

“So, you having those demon rune thingies under your skin, and her awakening them, that’s what got her killed?”

I barked a short laugh. “Yep. Gotta love the irony there. If she hadn’t been so nasty, wanting everyone to suffer, she might just be descended now instead of dead.”

“I didn’t think demons could die.”

“Everything that breathes can die. Some creatures are harder to kill than others.” A heaviness settled in my chest. Was this my life now? Not just defeating bad guys and putting them in jail but killing them? I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 

Not that I’d had a choice.

We pulled into the hospital parking lot and went inside. The doctor was just coming out when we arrived at Cole’s room. 

“How is he?” I asked her. 

“Much improved. It’s as if the curse just... gave up.”

I glanced at Xavier, then met the doctor’s eyes again. “That is good to hear.” I didn’t want to explain that we’d destroyed Mara. And, based on the look of mingled respect and nerves she was giving me, I didn’t need to. “When can we take him home?”

“He was pretty insistent on leaving, despite the late hour. We’re processing his paperwork now. A nurse should be here with it and a wheelchair shortly. You can go in and talk to him, though. He is awake.”

Xavier hurried through the door without answering and I heard his glad cry and Cole’s quieter response. They deserved some time together, so I decided to wait in the hall.

The doctor studied me in silence for a moment, then took a deep breath. 

I braced myself. The worried look in her eyes told me I probably wasn’t going to like whatever she had to say. 

“I’m glad you were able to defeat the demon, Ms. Knox. But, if you don’t mind a word of advice...” she trailed off, waiting for my reply. 

“Yes?”

“I’m assuming you destroyed her?” 

It wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have with anyone, but having accepted her offer, I was stuck. I nodded. 

She crossed her arms under her bust and nodded in return. “I thought so. Demon curses don’t just slide off like this one did. Not unless the demon in question is no longer able to hold it in place. And even a descended demon can do that if they want to.” She looked at me again, worry darkening her eyes. “Hades does not tolerate one of their own being destroyed. Descension, they accept, but soul death? That is another thing altogether.”

“I get that. Got any suggestions for the immediate future?”

She sighed. “Watch your back, and the other three sides as well. And learn to use the demon runes. They might save your life someday.” 

Startled, I looked down at my arms. Nope. Nothing but unmarked skin. How had she...?

She gave me a slow smile. “Druids still have the sight, Ms. Knox. It comes in handy for a healer.” Not waiting for a reply, she strode down the hall to the next patient’s room, letting the door close softly behind her. 

I stared at Cole’s door, took a deep breath, and went inside. He looked up as I entered, already dressed, and looking more than ready to leave. 

“Xavier says I have you to thank for my recovery.”

I shook my head. “Declan healed you.”

“And you vanquished a demon for me.”

“I had help.” I glanced at Xavier who looked like all he needed was a bag of popcorn to thoroughly enjoy the show. “Lots of it. All the grands came in for this one. You are one popular fellow.”

Our eyes met, and I braced myself for the slow sizzle of the attraction we’d always shared to rise in my chest. 

But it didn’t. There was warm affection, and appreciation for the renewed color in his cheeks, but the fiery spark of passion was gone. 

I should have been relieved. Maybe I was. But mostly, I felt melancholy. Like when you get a rainy day when you’d been hoping for sunshine. Whatever we’d had was gone, replaced by fondness and memories. I’d get used to it, but that would take time.

I looked him over carefully, noting the fever brightness had left his eyes. His cheeks were no longer hollowed, his skin clear and unmottled. 

Disappointment and relief warred for supremacy in his gaze, and I opened my mouth to say... I don’t know what, when the door opened, stopping me.

An orderly pushed a wheelchair through the door, then picked up a clipboard from the seat. Flipping through the pages, he found what he was looking for. “Mr. Cole Delaney? I have some papers for you to sign and then we can get you on your way.”

“Sure thing. No offense, but I can’t wait to go home,” Cole replied. 

“None taken, sir. If you can just sign here...” 

I backed away, giving them space to complete the formalities. Xavier came to stand next to me. Leaning down, he whispered in my ear. “I thought I was going to lose him. Thank you, Char. Without you, I would have.”

“No. The grands would have swooped in. He’d have been fine. I just got here first.”

“And stayed to the end. I know you two broke up, but you should give it another shot.”

I almost laughed, but he was so earnest, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I don’t think either of us sees our relationship as anything other than cousins now. And that’s OK. He’ll find the right one for him. I’m just not her.”

He chucked me on the arm. “I wish you were. He isn’t going to do better than you.”

I pretended to rock under the blow. “Sure, he will. And if the next one isn’t, I’ll help you run her off. Deal?”

He laughed. “Deal.”

“If you two are done rearranging my love life, I’d like to go home now,” Cole said, a mock stern expression on his face. 

“As you wish, oh mighty Sir,” Xavier mocked, taking over from the orderly as I held the door open. A few minutes later we were loaded into Hecate, headed for the brownstone.

By the time we got back, the family had it looking almost normal. The brothers would have to replace most of the living room furniture, but between them, the witches in the family had repaired the floor, walls, and window. Isabelle had even removed the pentagram and there wasn’t a crystal of salt to be found. 

“I’m impressed,” Cole said. “Last time I saw this place it was a mess.”

I didn’t bother mentioning how much worse that mess had become. I looked around, taking in the faces, then frowned. “Where is Brand?”

Lena tucked her arm through mine. “He said he had to go. He’ll call you in a day or two.”

Unease prickled through me. “Sure.” 

We ordered in for supper and afterward, we left in sets. Lena, Shawn, and Luke took the portal home to Hawthorne. Jackson and Maeve left in a MyRide. 

After giving Declan and Isabelle a ride to the airport so they could finish their vacation, I started the long drive home alone. Somewhere south of Richmond, my eyes got too heavy to drive safely, and I pulled into a motel for the night. Not the one we’d stopped in on the way to New York. They’d seen more than enough of me. 

I dropped my suitcase on the bed and kicked off my boots before opening it. Staring up at me was a plain, white envelope with my name across the front in Brand’s bold, masculine script. 


Dear Charlotte, 

You impressed me, these past few days, with your bravery, intelligence, and ability. You will make an excellent PI. But I can’t be part of that journey. Not anymore. 

I told you that the curse kept me from feeling safe enough to love someone. That’s true, but it isn’t my safety that concerns me. It is yours. 

When I said Mara cursed me, it was only partially true. A geas may be considered a kind of curse, but it is different, and in many ways, worse. I used the term curse because it’s easier to explain than the truth. But the term isn’t completely accurate. As you’ve seen, curses can be broken. What Mara did to me cannot be undone.



I stopped reading and folded the paper as I took a deep, shuddering breath. I’d never seen anyone under a geas. But I’d read about them. The binding was rock solid and impervious to the normal spells and potions that could lift a curse. 

The paper crackled as I flattened the letter out to read on. 


Instead of a curse that would end with her death, Mara cast a geas that will continue as long as I do. It reacts to my deepest emotions, forcing me to kill those I dare to love. Only Mara is exempt. If I fall for anyone else, I am driven to murder. The deeper the love, the greater the bloodlust.

I’ve known for several days now that I am falling for you, and I must not. It is too dangerous.

The compulsion is tied to my soul, and to my vampirism. Mara’s destruction has no effect on it. Nothing can end it. 

Knowing you, there is an argument forming on your lips even now. But past experience has taught me a bloody lesson in self-control. I will not ignore its instruction. 

For your sake and my own, I have to keep my distance. Even now, harming you would be the end of me. If I could tame my heart, I would stop this growing desire for you. But love doesn’t ask permission, it just takes over. I’ve spent decades alone, making sure I never cared enough for anyone to trigger the geas. Then you walked in and demolished all my carefully built defenses with a single look. 

I nearly killed you that night in the hotel. If Sasha hadn’t been there... 


The paper was marred at the end of the sentence with a small, jagged hole, as if he’d pressed so hard the pen had gone right through. A shiver rippled down my spine. 

Why didn’t you tell me?

Because I was there and saw his pain. He had no desire to hurt you. And I would have stopped him had the geas pushed him to try. 

I knew Sasha wouldn’t let anyone hurt me. Still... I shrugged, accepting his answer before finishing the letter. 


I can’t risk that happening again as my feelings for you grow stronger.

And if I’m with you, I know they will. You are an amazing woman. You deserve a man who can love without fear or reservation. I am not that man. I’ll remain your mentor on paper, and you can send me your reports, but I won’t be reading them. Even that brings me too close to you for safety. 

Perhaps this will all come as a shock. I’m sorry for that. But I’m grateful that you don’t love me in return. I could not bear to break your heart. 

Be well. 

Yours, 

Brand of the Marsh


I folded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope, a lump forming in the pit of my stomach. It didn’t matter. Like he said, it wasn’t as if I was in love with the guy. 

Tucking the envelope into a suitcase pocket, I zipped it closed with a sigh. It was Brand who was suffering more. He said he was falling for me, but I doubted it. More likely, he was lonely — but lonely on an exponentially higher level than I’d ever experienced. 

To spend centuries alone, with no one to care for? No family? No friends? It was the cruelest thing I’d ever seen one being do to another, and my hatred for Mara grew three-fold in the same number of heartbeats. It was too bad she was utterly destroyed, if only because I couldn’t resurrect her and kill her again.

“There has to be something I can do to help Brand, Sasha. Once Cole is fully recovered, I can ask if Solcruth can create another amulet.”

A geas can be abated, but not removed, except by the one who cast it or by an elder god who deems it iniquitous. They are the most ironclad of spells. 

“Iniquitous?”

Yes. Meaning he finds the casting so unfair as to be evil. But the elder gods almost never intervene.

I snorted. “Yeah, because they stick to the Celestial Kingdom. When was the last time you saw one on Earth?”

A millennium, at least. Get some rest, Charlotte. We have a long drive in the morning.

I stripped off my pants and dug my bra out from under my tank top, tossing both items over my still full suitcase. No point in unpacking when I was hitting the road before first light. Climbing under the covers, I asked Sasha one last question.

“Do you think he meant it?” 

Meant what?

“That he... was falling... for me...” Each word came out slower than the last as my eyelids closed despite my desire for an answer. I fell asleep before Sasha gave one, and I never asked again. 

But one thing is certain. There is a solution for every problem, and I was going to find one for Brand if it was the last thing I did.

DEDICATION

For anyone who has ever felt out of control.  Taking your power back is hard. But it is worth it
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A Note From the Author:

I hope you enjoyed reading Unlawful Possession as much as I did writing it. I love these characters and look forward to telling more of their stories. 

Can I ask a small favor? Could you help me out by leaving a review at the retailer of your choice? Reviews are a huge factor in making books more visible to other readers. Making my books more visible helps me to keep writing.

Also, don’t forget to come see me over at my website and, if the mood strikes, sign up for my newsletter in the links below. I don’t send them out too often, usually only once a month. But when I have a sale, cover reveal or a new release, newsletter peeps are the first to know. Plus, you get a FREE book when you sign up!

You can also check in with me on social media here: 

Newsletter | Facebook | Twitter | Website | Instagram | Bookbub | Goodreads | TikTok
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Sometimes the wrong choice is the only one that makes sense.

Lucifer and the Fallen are in open rebellion against the Maker of the Universe. The Maker and most of his angels are fighting back with all the power of the cosmos. The Rephaim, angels who view all angels as their siblings, have abstained from the fight.

Stuck between love and loyalty, Fomor and his six celestial companions have no good options. In desperation they escape to Earth, only to find that the war has followed them, and the Fallen are bent on destroying every human in their path.

This prequel to the Outcast Angels series begins at the beginning - setting the stage for an epic battle that good may not be able to win.

Descent 

Evil must be fought, regardless of the cost...

When Captain Fomor leads six angelic warriors to Earth in an attempt to escape the war in Heaven, not only do they unwittingly set into motion the age of legends, but they must face an inescapable evil that threatens to destroy them, the humans they fall in love with and the Earth itself.

Sacrifice 

Make sure your desire is worth the cost...

With her marriage shattered and countless lives hanging in the balance, Shahara must make a devastating choice.  Can she survive her decision, or will victory require the ultimate sacrifice?

Illusion

When past and present collide, someone is bound to get hurt. 

Trapped in a strange world and torn from each other by the very force they hoped would save them, Jotun and Gwyneth are surrounded by unfamiliar faces, advanced technology, and secret enemies. Each must fight against deception and unravel the goals of opposing factions, separating truth from illusion in a bid to save each other and a world that seems bent on self-destruction.

Earth Immortal 

Gaia Rising 

Duty is a deadly master...

In a deadly universe, Gaia must secure a throne she never wanted after her brother's murder. Forced into an arranged marriage with power-hungry Prince Atoli, she's captivated by his enigmatic half-brother, Bardan. As attacks against her and family escalate, she faces a dangerous love triangle while an unknown enemy threatens her. 

In this space fantasy with echoes of Game of Thrones and Dune, political intrigue, forbidden love, and galactic adventure collide. Gaia's quest for survival holds the fate of entire species and the balance of power. Join her on a breathtaking journey through an extraordinary world filled with dazzling alien species and perilous twists.

Gaia’s Rebellion

Earth is dying...

As Earth faces extinction, Gaia delivers a dire warning at a global summit. President Sara Evans rallies nations to heed Gaia's warning but the path forward is blocked by  corporate greed and dissenting voices. 

Desperate for solutions, Sara entrusts William "Mac" MacGarrett with Earth's destiny. With time running out, MacGarrett races to assemble a space armada while a covert alien enemy releases a devastating bioweapon.

Earth teeters on the brink of destruction as powerful forces vie for supremacy. Can they escape annihilation, or will humanity succumb to merciless chaos? Fans of Dune and Winter's Orbit will be enthralled by this pulse-pounding space odyssey, a breathtaking voyage through a galaxy of intrigue and peril where existence hangs in the balance.

Gaia Rediscovered

Being court-martialed isn’t the worst that can happen to you...

In a distant cosmos, humanity fights for survival after a devastating plague forces them into exile. Enter Lieutenant Commander Valeria Demyanov, a resilient space salvager. Amidst famine and war, Val receives a distress signal from an unknown fleet claiming to be from Earth. Curiosity leads her into a treacherous journey, uncovering a truth that could save or doom humanity. In this gripping space fantasy, Val races against time, battling inner demons and relentless forces threatening her species' survival. Join her on an enthralling odyssey, where courage and loyalty face ultimate tests, and the fate of humanity hangs in the balance.

Gaia Returning

Pirates steal things. It's what they do. 

But when Captain Irina Demyanov’s first mate disobeys orders and steals the crown jewels of a vengeful alien race, she knows she’s out of options. Desperate to escape, Irina takes her chances on a dangerous vortex leap and lands near an unnamed, yet strangely familiar planet. The gamble may have paid off, but between hostile inhabitants and inevitable discovery by their pursuers, the pirates’ chances of survival appear slim. Can the human remnant find refuge, or will their enemies put a permanent end to the human race?

The Hive Trilogy: An Unborn Space Opera

An Echo in the Blood

Destiny cannot be ignored.

Tessa Graham worked hard to build her business, but for the sake of the Earth, she is willing to put her life on hold to hold off environmental catastrophe. 

But there are forces at work that she doesn’t know about, and that want her dead.

A Tracing in the Soul

Finding love and saving the world shouldn’t be this hard.

As Tessa Graham sets out to hunt down HiveZ and eliminate the threat they represent, she gets help from an unexpected quarter, but betrayal waits in the shadows. Will she discover the truth in time? 

A Carving in the Bone

Bad news often comes in threes, but trouble can multiply. 

Tessa isn’t sure which category Jordan Hightower falls into, but she is determined to destroy HiveZ once and for all. Will Jordan be a help or another hindrance?

The Witch of Forsythe High

First Candidate 

Julian “Juju” Ramirez has one goal, take care of his little brother, Terry. And he thinks he has the perfect means to that end. But at Forsythe High nothing is what it seems. Can Julian unravel the secrets before it’s too late? This paranormal young adult adventure treads the desperate, dangerous line between doing what we must and doing what is right.

Fire Candidate

Most girls don’t set their birthday party on fire, but Lila Stuart isn’t most girls, and she never has been. Tracked down by a predatory demi-god, Lila is sold to a human trafficking cartel that specializes in people like her, first generation angel-human hybrids with powers that could make them heroes or deadly villains. When the cartel threatens her family, Lila must choose: serve as an assassin or live as a slave. Will she find a way out, or is the cost of fighting back just too high? 

Ghost Candidate

High school football star Bernard “Ghost” Thompson has  it all - friends, family, a great team and the start of a stellar senior year, all while keeping his supernatural heritage under wraps. But when a powerful stranger threatens his family, and his new girlfriend, he must risk everything to protect them, even if it costs him his life.

The Knox Agency Chronicles

Amplified

Charlotte Knox survived tragedy once, but now a dark mage returns to complete a deadly ritual for unimaginable power. When the mage kidnaps Char’s sister, Lena, the witch turned lawyer, is desperate to get her back. 

With Cole Delaney by her side, their instant attraction bonds them together in a dangerous battle against the mage’s blood-magick. Together, they must use a powerful talisman to track him down and save Lena. 

With her sister’s life on the line, will Char triumph over evil or face annihilation? The stakes have never been higher in this gripping urban fantasy. Will they emerge victorious, or be consumed by the darkness?

Time Lapse

Newly minted lawyer Charlotte Knox's life takes a dark twist when Zel O’Connor asks her to take a missing person’s case. Char isn’t a PI, but the missing person is Zel’s daughter, Ryleigh, so she says yes. 

But Ryleigh’s disappearance isn’t the only problem. Also missing is Nate, her young ward. He’s stolen a powerful soul stone and is on the run trying to keep it safe. Worse yet, the ambitious ruler of Belfast's demon underworld, Drakat, wants the stone, and she doesn’t mind killing to get it. 

With her own soul stone and the support of her boyfriend, Cole, Char races against time to save Ryleigh, Nate, and Belfast – all before facing her next court date. In this gripping urban fantasy, danger lurks at every turn as Charlotte battles dark forces and fights for a future free from catastrophe.

A Matter of Law

Charlotte Knox, a lawyer searching for a missing wolf shifter witness, gets entangled in murder and dark magic. 

When the clues lead to the capitol building and a senator's corpse, Char becomes a prime suspect. Despite her instincts to refuse, she must find the assassin to locate the missing man. Curses, bodies, and a blood cult complicate her mission. With help from unexpected sources, Char battles an ancient-artifact wielding warlock to clear her client's name and uncover the truth. 

In this gripping urban fantasy, danger lurks, and Char's skills are put to the test in a battle against supernatural forces.

A Practice in Truth

Charlotte Knox, lawyer, witch, and medium, takes on a seemingly routine task to recover stolen property for Professor Gant Santos. Things get complicated when the stolen item turns out to be a prehistoric glass sarcophagus, and her employer is the angel who’s been stalking her dreams. 

The director of the Gainesville Museum plans an illegal auction of dangerous magickal artifacts, including the Clochroi, a ruby soul stone with dark secrets. Char must uncover the connection between the stone and the sarcophagus before it's too late. 

In this gripping urban fantasy, she races against time to prevent catastrophic consequences and protect the truth from falling into the wrong hands.

Unlawful Possession

In the quiet town of Hawthorne, Char, a lawyer working on getting her PI license, agrees to take on a chilling case involving rogue vampire murders. 

Before she can get started, she gets word that Cole, her ex and one of the best men she knows, has been attacked. Unbeknownst to her, a cunning demon named Mara has found a way to return to the Upper Realm. Having possessed a young woman, Mara is seeking three powerful soul stones. 

Two of the stones belong to Char and Cole, making them prime targets and sparking a perilous battle between light and darkness. As the body count rises and time runs out, Char must confront her enigmatic mentor, protect her heart, and prevent Mara from unleashing unimaginable havoc on the world. In this pulse-pounding fantasy thriller, Char's choices will determine the fate of three realms.

Stand-Alone Title 

Changelings (Four fantasies in one frame.)

Step into a world where realms collide and destinies intertwine. Join the fae – Ren, Elsyle, Kai, and Jaelen – on a breathtaking journey through four mesmerizing Changeling Fantasies, each one filled with adventure, passion, and a touch of danger.

Ren, the daring business-elf, craves romance and excitement during his vacation. But when he uncovers a deadly terrorist plot that threatens innocent lives, he must navigate a treacherous path to protect the human realm without sacrificing his own.

Elsyle seeks solace and leisure in the human world, only to be thrust into an enchanting whirlwind of talking cars, vindictive trolls, and an unforeseen love affair. Will he embrace the liberating power of artistic license, knowing it might forever alter his existence?

Kaimus needs a break from his high-stress position as head of security to Aelfholme’s crown prince. But when he meets Bridget, a woman guarding her own perilous secrets, it is anything but relaxing. Their entangled fates push them to the brink of disaster, while the secrets they keep threaten to shatter the delicate balance between them. Can they learn to truth one another, or will they be destroyed by the forces that stalk them?

Jaelen returns to the human world, fueled by vengeance and determined to unveil the mysteries of a past betrayal. As she descends into darkness, her body guard, Ragan, is haunted by secrets and the love she cannot control. Can Ragan save Jaelen from the abyss before both are consumed by the flames of their own desires?

Prepare to be enthralled by the collision of two worlds, where enchantment lures you into extraordinary realms. Brace yourself for the heart-pounding journeys of Ren, Elsyle, Kai, and Jaelen as they navigate love, danger, and the unforeseen consequences of the Fae's entanglement with humanity.

C.L. Roman Writing Paranormal Romance as Leigh Roman

Tangled Souls

Unchained 

Family secrets are the worst kind...

As a part-time witch and full-time university librarian, Shawn Basilman is not looking for love or trouble. But when they both come knocking, she can’t seem to turn them away.

After her gaslighting, demon-summoning, soon-to-be-ex storms out of her life, Luke Panteran breezes in.  Resisting the panther-shifter gets harder by the minute, but Shawn wonders if she can trust her battered heart to a new love when the ink on her divorce isn’t even dry yet.

On a visit home, Shawn learns the secret of her heritage and receives the soul-stone — an ancient talisman that promises more power than she’s ever dreamed of. Trouble is, she’s not the only one with a claim to it, and her enemy is willing to kill to take it from her.

With the stakes rising, Shawn must gamble everything she has to save the only things that matter.

Divided 

Straddling two worlds exacts a dangerous cost...

Jackson Delaney’s unique ability to “pathwalk” nearly got him killed on the battlefield. Haunted by a mysterious beauty who may not even be real, he returns home determined to start over, and to leave all traces of the supernatural behind. But the magic isn’t ready to leave him alone, and there is a price for every gift.

With the revelation of a hidden past and the inheritance of a talisman so powerful that his enemies are willing to kill to get it back, Jackson is threatened by forces more deadly than any weapon he faced in combat. When the mystery woman shows up again, he must discover whether she is a threat, a distraction, or the key to his future.

In a race against the darkness that threatens them, can Maeve teach Jackson to wield his new power in time, or will the struggle to survive destroy them both?

Forged 

They may have a history, but that doesn’t mean they have a future...

Declan Delaney’s empathic ability gives him an edge as an EMT, but it causes nothing but trouble in the romance department. If Isabelle walks away, he’ll lose the only woman he’ll ever love.

Isabelle wants a life of adventure and achievement, but what is it worth if she has to abandon the love of her life to find it?

When a powerful talisman reveals Declan’s magical heritage to the wrong people, both their lives are in danger. Can they learn to accept each other and the love they share before it’s too late? 

The third book in the Tangled Souls Trilogy finds new enemies teaming up with an old nemesis in an attempt to destroy the Delaney’s once and for all. 
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