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To my daughter, Julia.
Like Eve, | know I'll have to start letting go soon

but I'm not quite ready yet.
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MARIE-MADELINE LIT THE FLAME UNDER THE BOWL. A draft through the empty fireplace
blew it out. She adjusted the metal screenin front of the hearth, then moved the bowl and tried again. As
the flame took hold, smoke swirled through the room, filling it with the acrid stink of burning hair and the
sweet smell of rosemary.

"Entstehen, mein Nix," she said, tongue tripping over the foreign words. She recited the rest of the
incantation. Theair rippled.

"You havefailed... again," awoman's voice whispered.

Marie-Maddlings fingers trembled around the bowl. A few red-hot cinders tumbled out, and scorched
her hand. "It isn't my fault. Y ou aren't giving me enough. This—it isnt easy. | need more.”

"More?" thevoice hissed, circling her head. "Thisis not one of your potions, witch. Y ou cannot drink
until you've had your fill. What | give you isthe power of will, afinite quantity of that which you so sorely
lack. Whether you chooseto useit isyour own decison.”

"But | want to useit. Gaudin must have his revenge, and | must have my freedom.”

The Nix's voice sounded at her ear, words blasting on astream of hot air. "Y ou are afool, Marquise. A
mewling little worm of awoman who stumbled upon that spell to summon me, then lied to me and wasted
my time. Y ou do not want resolve. Y ou want deliverance. Y ou want me to do thisthing for you, to
absolve you of the respongbility and guilt of patricide.”

"N-no. I'd never ask—"
"l will grant it."
Marie-Maddinewent ill. "Youwill... grantit?'

"Y ou are not the only one to dabble in arcane magics, witch. | have aspell that | have been waiting to
use, waiting for the right vessel—aworthy vessd. With it, you can alow me to possess your body, carry
out this deed, and have my reward. Then you may claim the credit to your lover."

"What isthe spdll? Tell me now. Please. Gaudin growsimpatient.”

The Nix's chuckle wafted through the air. "Asdo I. Listen carefully, my Marquise, and we will be done
with thisthing before daybreak."

The Nix opened her eyes. Shewaslying on the floor. Candles blazed dl around her, their light so harsh it
made her blink. The smoke filled her nogtrils. She coughed ingtinctively, then jumped, startled by the
sensdtion.

Shelifted her hands. Human hands, soft and begeweled. The Marquise's hands. She flexed, then clenched
them. Thelong nailsdrove into her palms and she gasped. So that was pain. How... intriguing. She dug
her nailsin deeper, |etting the pain course down her arms. Blood dripped onto her gown. She reached
down and touched it, lifted her finger to her nose, inhaled the scent, then stuck out her tongue and tasted
it.

The Nix pushed to her feet, wobbled, caught her balance. She'd taken on human form before, but never
likethis, inhabiting aliving being. It was very different. Awkward. .. and yet interesting.



Shelifted her head and sniffed the air. Dawn was coming. Timeto get to work.

She carried the soup to the Marquise's father, bearing it before her like an offering, luxuriating in the heat
that radiated through the bowl. It was so cold here, the sone walls leaching drafts a every turn. Shed
commanded the gtaff to light morefires, but they'd only mumbled something vaguely obeisant, then
shuffled off and done nothing. Such insolence. If she were their master—but this was only atemporary
inhabitation, to test the spell.

As she stepped into the room, she looked at the old man, seated with his back to her. Then she glanced
down at the bowl of poisoned soup. The dose had better be right thistime. Marie-Madeline had tested it
on her maid, Francoise, but the girl hadn't died, so her lover, Gaudin Sainte-Croix, had adjusted the
dosage. But rather than try again on afresh subject, they'd declared the mixture sufficient.

Lazy, imperfect humans, and their lazy, imperfect haf-measures. Like the servantswho didn't wish to
venture outside the castle walls and chop more wood for the fire. What lessons she could teach them!
Perhaps she would. As she crossed the floor, looking down at the bowl of soup, she redlized, with ajolt
of surprise, that the next move was hers. She could give the poison to Marie-Maddines father or she
could feed it to the lazy servants who had ignored her command. For once, she was the actor, not the
spectator.

For three hundred years sheld had to sit by and hope humans used the resolve she gave them. Her
reward was pain and suffering and chaos. But if they failed, she was | eft hungry—as helplessasastarving
street urchin, begging for acrust of bread. That was what the humans had called the offspring of the
Nixen—urchins—asif they knew and laughed at the power they wielded over these demi-demons. And
yet, here shewas, bearing in her hands the power of death, to deliver as she saw fit. She smiled. Perhaps
shewould stay alittle longer than Marie-Madeline intended.

Hearing her footsteps, Marie-Madelines father turned. ™Y ou didn't need to bring that yoursdlf.”
She curtseyed. "It isadaughter's duty, and privilege, to serve her father.”

He beamed. "And it isafather's joy to have such adutiful daughter. Y ou see now that | wasright about
Gaudin Sainte-Croix. Y ou belong with your hushand, and with your father."

She bowed her head. "It was a passing fancy, one that shames me al the more for the shame it brought
onmy family.”

"Wewill speak no more of it," he said, patting her arm. "L et us enjoy our holiday together."

"Firgt, you should enjoy your soup, Father. Beforeit grows cold.”

For the next four days, dAubrey suffered the agonies of asow death. She stayed at hissde, genuindy
doing dl she could for him, knowing it wouldn't save him, using the excuseto linger and drink in his
auffering. At last, helay in her arms, a hairsbreadth from death, and he used hislast words to thank her
for everything shedd done.

"It was my pleasure,” she said, smiling as she closed hiseyes.



It took six yearsfor the Nix to grow bored of Marie-Maddine, and exhaust the possibilities of her slly
littlelife. Timeto move on, to find fresh opportunities... but not before she had wrung the last bit of
merriment from thisone,

First, sheld killed Sainte-Croix. Nothing persona in that. HEd been afinelover and auseful partner, but
she had no more need of him, except to let him play his part in the last act of the drama. Hed died in his
laboratory, an gpparent victim of hisown poison, his glass mask having dipped off at an inopportune
moment.

After anonymoudy alerting the police about Sainte-Croix's death, she'd rushed to the commissary and
demanded the return of abox from the sedled laboratory. The box was hers, and must be returned
unopened. Naturaly, that only guaranteed that the police would open it. Inside, they found the bond
she'd given Sainte-Croix for the poison used to kill the Marquise's father, plus Sainte-Croix's legacy to
her—an assortment of poisons the likes of which the French authorities had never seen. Sheld fled Paris,
and taken refuge in aconvent. Thetrial came and Marie-Madeline, having not appeared to defend
hersalf, was sentenced to degth.

And s0 it was done.

The Nix returned to Paris, where she knew Marie-Madeline would be swiftly apprehended. Taking a
quiet room in an inn, she lay down on the bed, closed her eyes, and recited the incantation for ending the
possession. After afew minutes, she opened her eyes and lifted her hand. Still human.

With agrunt, she closed her eyes and repeated the spell. Nothing happened. She snarled, gathered her
goirit forminto abal, and flung hersdf upward, saying the words again, voice rising, filling with fury as her
soul stayed lashed to this human form. For two hours, she battered herself againgt the flesh walls of her
prison.

Then she began to scream.

Nicolette peered out across the crowd amassed in the courtyard, praying sheld see no one she
recognized. If her mother found out she was here—she shuddered, fedling the sting of her mother's
tongue. Death is not a spectacle, sheld say. Nicolette should know that better than anyone. Y et she
wasn't here to seethe Marquise de Brinvilliersdie... not really. It was the spectacle surrounding the
spectacle that drew her, the chance to be part of something that would bethetak of Parisfor years.

A young man pushed through the crowd, hawking pamphlets describing the torture of the Marquise.
When he saw Nicolette, he grinned as his eyestraveled over her.

"A pamphlet, my lady," he said, thrusting one at her. "With my compliments.”

Nicolette glanced down at the paper he held out. Across the front was a crudely drawn sketch of a
naked woman, her body arching asif to alover, limbs bound to the table, afunnd stuffed into her mouith,
face contorted with agony. Nicolette shuddered and |ooked away. To her |€eft, an old woman cackled.
The pamphleteer pressed closer to her, mouth opening, but aman cut him short, and sent him off with a
few gruff words.

"Y ou should not be out here, my lady,” the man rumbled near her ear when the pamphl eteer was gone.
"Thisisno placefor you."

No, her place was up in the ba conies, where she could watch with an unobstructed view, dining on



cakes and wine. Nicolette had tried to disguise hersdlf, to blend in with the common folk, but they dways
knew.

She was about to move on, when the prison doors opened. A small entourage emerged. At its center
was atiny woman, no more than fivefeet tall, her dirty face still showing signs of the beauty she must
have possessed. Dressed in aplain shift and barefooted, she stumbled forward, tripping and straining at
the ropes that bound her, one around her hands, one around her waist, and a third around her neck.

Asthe guard yanked the Marquise back, her head rose and, for the first time, she saw the crowd. Her
lips curled, face contorting in asnarl so awful that the old woman beside Nicolette fell back, hands
clawing for her rosary. Asthe Marquise snarled, her face seemed to ripple, asif her very spirit wastrying
to break free. Nicolette had seen ghosts before, had been seeing them since she was achild—as did her
mother and great-uncle. Y et, when the Marquise's spirit showed itsalf, everyone around her fell back
with a collective gasp.

Nicolette snuck a glance around. They'd seen it, too?

The guard prodded the Marquise into atumbril. No horse-drawn gilt carriage for thisvoyage. Her
conveyance was adirty cart, barely big enough to hold her, filthy straw lining the bottom. She had to
crouch in the cart like an animal, snarling and cursing asthe cart disappeared.

Around Nicolette, the crowd began to move, heading for the Notre Dame Cathedra. She hesitated,
quite certain she didn't want to seethefinal part of the Marquise's journey, but the mob buoyed her aong
and, after afew weak struggles, she surrendered.

They'd erected the platform before Notre Dame. Nicol ette watched as they dragged the Marquise up the
steps, forced her down, and began cutting her long hair.

Nicolette had a better vantage point than she liked, but the crowd behind her was so thick she had no
chance of escaping. As shetried to divert her attention from the platform, aman stepped from the crowd.
A foreigner, with olive skin and dark wavy hair. That one might have been enough to grab her attention,
but what held it was his beauty. Nicolette, who considered herself above such things, found hersalf
garing like aconvent schoolgirl.

Helooked like a soldie—not his clothing, which was everyday, but his bearing. A man who commanded
attention.... yet not one eye turned hisway. To Nicolette, that could only mean one thing. Hewasa
ghost.

The ghost climbed the platform. At the top, he stopped and stood at attention as the guard continued to
hack at the Marquise's hair. Clearly the ghost wanted a front-row seat. Had he been one of the
Marquisgsvictims?

Findly, asthe executioner withdrew his saber from the folds of hisrobe, the ghost held out his hands,
pamsup. An odd gesture, asif checking for rain. Hislips moved. Something shimmered in his hands,
then took form. A sword. A huge, glowing sword. As he did his hand down to the hilt, Nicolette redized
what he was, and dropped to her knees, crossing hersdif.

As dense asthe crowd was, the angdl noticed her gesture, his eyes meeting hers. In that moment, every
misdeed sheld ever committed flashed through her head, and her gut went cold, certain shewas being
judged. .. and found wanting. But the angdl'slips curved in the barest smile, and hetipped hisheed, as
casud as apassing neighbor. Then his gaze returned to the Marquise, and his expression hardened.



The executioner's saber diced down. A sigh rose from the crowd as the Marquise's head thumped onto
the platform. Nicolette didn't seeit fall. Instead, she stared, transfixed, asayellow fog rose from the
Marquise's body. The fog twisted and grew dense, taking on the form of ayoung woman.

Theangd lifted hissword, and hisvoice rang out, as clear and melodious as the bells of Notre Dame.
"Marie-Madeline dAubrey de Brinvilliers, for your crimes, you have been judged.”

As he swung that huge sword, the spirit flowing from the Marquise's body threw back its head and
laughed.

"l am not the Marquise, foal," it spat.

The angd's brows knitted in alook of confusion as human as the nod held given Nicolette. But the sword
was dready in flight, cleaving toward the ghodt.

The spirit'slipstwisted. "Y ou have no jurisdiction over—"

Asthe sword struck the spirit, it let out a scream that made Nicolette double over, handsto her ears. All
around her, people jostled and pushed, trying to get a closer look at the Marquises body asthey set it
afire, obliviousto the screams.

Nicolette raised her head. There, on the platform, stood the angel, with the spirit Skewered on his sword.
The thing twisted and shrieked and cursed, but the angd only smiled. Then they were gone.

Chapter 1

"COME ON," SAVANNAH WHISPERED, TUGGING THE young man's hand.
She climbed awooden fence into the backyard of a narrow two-story house.

"Watch out for the roses," she said as hisfeet threstened to land in the border. "We gotta come this way
or the old bugger next door will bitch about me having friends over when no one'shome.”

"Yeah," theboy said. "'l get shit from my folks about that, too."

"Oh, Paige and Lucas don't care, aslong as| clean up and don't have any monster parties. Well, they
might careif they found out | was bringing aguy over. But if that old man sees me having friends over?
He starts telling people that Paige and Lucas are crappy guardians, shit like that. Makes me want to—"
She swdlowed her next words and shrugged. "Tdl him off or something.”

| was less than a haf-dozen paces behind, but they never turned around, never even peered over their
shoulders. Sometimes that redlly pisses me off. Sure, al teenagersignore their mothers. And, sure,
Savannah had a good excuse, since I'd been dead for three years. Still, you'd think we'd have a degper
connection, that shed somehow hear me, if only asavoicein her head that said "Don't listen to that girl"
or "That boy's not worth the trouble.” Never happened, though. Inlife, I'd been one of the most powerful
women in the supernatural world, an Aspicio haf-demon and witch master of the black arts. Now | was
athird-rate ghost who couldn't even contact her own daughter. My afterlife sucked.

Savannah took the boy through the lean-to, dragged him away from Lucass latest motorcycle restoration
project and into the house. The back door siwung shut in my face. | walked through it.



They shed their shoes, then climbed the small set of stairs from the landing to the kitchen. Savannah
headed straight for the fridge and started grabbing sandwich fixings. | walked past them, through the
dining room, into the living room, and settled into my favorite spot, abutter yellow lesther armchair.

I'd done the right thing, sending Savannah to Paige. Quite possibly the smartest thing I'd ever done. Of
‘course, if I'd been redlly smart, Savannah wouldn't have needed anyone to take her in. | wouldn't have
been in such a hellfire rush to escape that compound, wouldn't have gotten mysdif killed, wouldn't have
endangered my little girl—

Yes, I'd screwed up, but | was going to fix that now. I'd promised to look after my daughter, and |
would... just assoon as| figured out how.

Savannah and her friend took their sandwiches into the dining room. | leaned forward to peer around the
corner, just aquick check in case... In case what, Eve? In case she chokes on apickle? | silenced the
too-familiar inner voice and started to settle back into my chair when | noticed athird personin the dining
room. Inachair pulled up to the front window sat a gray-haired woman, her head bent, shoulders racked
with silent sobs.

Savannah brushed past the woman, and took a seat on the opposite side of thetable. "Did you hear Ms.
Lenke might not be back before the city finals? Sheld better be. Callahan doesn't know the difference
between adead bal and afree ball.”

The boy snorted. "I'd be surprised if that moron could tell a basketba | from afootball. At last week's
prectice..."

| tuned them out and focused on the woman. As| drew near, | could hear her muted sobs. | Sighed and
leaned againgt the dining room doorway.

"Look," | said. "Whatever happened to you, I'm sureit was bad, but you have to move on. Go into the
light or click your hedlsthree times or whatever. Get thee to the other Sde, ghost.”

The woman didn't even look up. Only thing worse than a stubborn spirit isarude one. I'd seen her here
at least a dozen times since the kids had moved in, and not once had she so much as acknowledged my
presence. Never spoke. Never |eft that chair. Never stopped crying. And | thought | had alousy afterlife.

| softened my tone. "Y ou have to get over it. Y ou're wasting your time—"

She faded, and was gone. Really. Some people.

"Wheré'sthat new stereo you got?' the boy asked through amouthful of multigrain bread.
"Inmy room." Savannah hesitated. "Y ou wannago up and seeit?"

The boy jumped to hisfeet so fast his chair tumbled over backward. Savannah laughed and helped him
right it. Then she grabbed his hand and led him to the dairs.

| stayed at the bottom.

A moment later, music rocked the rafters. Nothing | recognized. Dead three years, and | was aready a
pop-culture has-been. No, wait. | did recognize the song. " (Don't Fear) the Regper”... but with atechno
beat. Who the hell was this? Not Blue Oyster Cult, that's for sure. What kind of crap—? Oh God, | was
turning into my mother. I'd avoided it dl my life and now—

A man walked through the wall. Two inchestaller than me. A decade older. Broad shoulders. Thickening



middle. Thinning blond hair. Gorgeous bright blue eyes, which followed my gazeto the sairs.
"And what does our daughter desperately need your help with today?" he asked.

Kristof Nagt's contribution to "our daughter” had been purely biologica, having not entered her life until
just days before the end of his. My choice, not his. After I'd become pregnant, I'd skedaddled. Took him
thirteen yearsand amorta blow to the head, but held finaly caught up with me.

He cocked his head, listened to the music, and pulled aface. "Well, at least she's out of the boy-band
stage. And it could be worse. Bryce went through heavy metal, then rap, then hip-hop, and at each phase
| swore the next one couldn't be any worse, but he aways found something—" Kristof stopped and
waved ahand in front of my eyes.

"Comeon, Eve" hesaid. "Savannah's taste may be questionable, but she doesn't require musical
supervison.”

"Shhh. Can you hear anything?'

He arched his brows. "Besides a badly tuned bass guitar and vocas worthy of a cadtrated stray cat?"
"She hasaboy up there."

Another frown, degper thistime. "What kind of boy?"

"Humen."

"I meant what 'sort’ of boy. Thisian't the same one—" He closed his mouth with an audible click of his
teeth, then launched into avoice | knew only too well, one | heard in my head when he wasn't around.
"All right. Savannah has aboy in her room. She'sfifteen. We both know they aren't up there on astudy
date. Asfor exactly what they'redoing... isthat redly any of your busness?'

"I'm not worried about sex, Kris. Shelsasmart girl. If she'sready—and | don't think sheis—shell take
precautions. But what if he's ready? | barely know this guy. He could—"

"Force her to do something she doesn't want?' His laugh boomed through the foyer. "When'sthe last
time anyone forced you to do something against your will? She's your daughter, Eve. Firgt guy who puts
ahand where she doesn't want it will belucky if he doesn't loseit.”

"l know, but—"
"What if they do turn that music down? Do you redlly want to hear what's going on?"
"Of course not. That'swhy I'm staying down here. I'm just making sure—"

"Y ou can't make sure of anything. Y ou're dead. That boy could pull agun on her and there's not adamn
thing you could do about it."

"I'mworking on that!"

He sighed. "Y ou've been working on it for three years. And you're no better off than when you started.”
He hesitated, then plowed forward. "Y ou need to step back from it for awhile. Take abreak."

"And do what?'
"Wdll, funny you should ask. That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about. | happen to have atemp job



lined up for you. Full of adventure, mystery, maybe even alittle danger..."
"Jug alittle?"

He grinned. "Depends on how you play it."

| paused, then glanced up the sairs. "Well talk about it later.”

Kristof threw up his hands and disappeared into thewall. | plunked down onto the step. Savannah and |
had a special bond he couldn't possibly understand... | only wish that weretrue. Kris had
single-parented both his sons after hiswife had |eft them while his youngest was ill in digpers. Soon after
we'd met, his secretary had paged him because Sean had been hit in the head during abasebal | game.
For barely more than abump, held blown off an important dinner meeting to catch the next plane home.
And that's when my opinion of him had begun the dow but steady shift that led to Savannah.

It had ended there, though. Once I'd redlized | was a black witch carrying the bastard child of a Cabal
sorcerer helr, | hadn't been dumb enough to stick around and see what hisfamily thought. Asfor what
Kristof thought of metaking our daughter away... well, I'd spent twelve yearstrying not to think about
that. | knew I'd made a mistake, an error in judgment overshadowed only by that find error in judgment
I'd made in the compound.

Y et for twelve years 1'd been able to coast on my guilt trip, telling mysalf maybe Kristof hadn't redlly
cared that 1'd taken Savannah. Bullshit, of course. But not having him there to say otherwise had madeit
eager... until sx months after my deeth, when I'd seen him fight for custody of her, and dietrying to
protect her.

Updtairs, the music ended. Savannah popped in another CD... or switched MP3s... or whatever music
came on these days. The next song began, something dow, and definitely soft enough for me to hear
gigglesand murmurs.

Damnit, Kriswasright. Following my daughter to the mall was one thing. Listening to her make out with
aboy waswrong. And creepy. But now | was stuck here. If Kristof found out I'd l€ft right after him, heldd
know I'd seen his point, and | wasn't ready to admit that. Maybe—

A sharp oath burst from the living room. | took a cautious step toward the corner. Inlife, | would have
strode over there, defensive spell at the ready. But here? Well, here things were different.

Kristof stepped from behind the sofa, picking what 1ooked like cobwebs from hisrumpled shirt. The
back of hishair stuck straight up, asif someone had run a static-charged hand through it. Histiewas
shredded.

He gave afierce wet-dog shake. When he finished, he wasimmaculate again... except for histie, which
was tucked into his shirt. | plucked it out and straightened it.

"Let meguess” | sad. "Wrong turn... again?"

He gave ahelpless shrug. ™Y ou know how | am with spells.”
"Uh-huh."

| glanced back at the airs. A sigh floated down.

| turned back to Kris. "Want alift?'



"Pea2"

Chapter 2

TRANSPORTATION ISMY AFTERLIFE SPECIALTY—MY quest to help Savannah meant | spent
alot of time tracking down sources. In other areas of ghogt activity, I'm not so good, though | didn't think
the Fates needed to send me through that damned orientation course three times. My afterlife world was
averson of earth, with some weird subdimensionsthat we redlly tried to avoid. Everyone herewasa
supernatural, but not every supernatura was here. When I'd died, my first thought on waking had been
"Great, now | findly find out what comes next." Well, actudly that had been my second thought, after
"Hmmm, | thought it would have been hotter.” Y es, I'd escaped thefiery hell my mother and many others
had prophesied for me, but in dying, | hadn't found out what comes next, only what came next for me.
Was there fire and brimstone somewhere € se? Were there halos and heavenly harps? | havenoidea. |
only know that where | am is better than where | expected to be, so I'm not complaining.

| dropped Kristof off on the courthouse steps. Y es, we have courts here. The Fates take care of dl

major disciplinary issues, but they let us handle disputes between ghosts. Hence the courts, where Kristof
worked. Not that held practiced law in redl life. The day held passed the bar exam, held gone into
businesswith hisfamily. But here he was, playing lawyer in the afterlife. Even Kris admitted thiswasn't his
first choice for anew career, but until they started aghost world NHL franchise, he was stuck withiit.

Speaking of jobs... Kristof wasright. | needed abresk. I'd known that for awhile now, but couldn't
bring mysdlf to admit it. | knew Kriss ‘temp job' wouldn't be the kind of employment the Fates would
approve of, but that was more incentive than obstacle.

That thought had no sooner left my mind than a bluish fog blew in and swirled around my leg.
"Hey, | wasjust—"

Thefog sucked meinto the ground.

The Searchers deposited me in the Fates throne room, awhite marble cavern with moving mosaicson
the walls. The Fates are the guardians of the supernatura layers of the ghost world, and just about the
only timethey call usiniswhen weve screwed up. So asthe floor began to turn, | braced mysdlf. When
it didn't turn fast enough, | twisted around to face the Fates mysdlf. A pretty girl threaded yarn onto a
spinning whed . Shelooked no more than five or Six years old, with bright violet eyesthat matched her
dress. "Okay," | said. "What did | do?"

Thegirl smiled. "Isn't the question: What did | do now?'

| sghed, and in lesstime than it takesto blink, the girl morphed into amiddie-aged version of hersdlf,
with long graying dark hair, and light-brown skin showing the first wrinkles and roughness of time.

"We have aproblem, Eve."

"Look, | promised | wouldn't use the codes for excessive unauthorized traved. | never said—"



"Thisian't about unauthorized travel."

| thought for amoment. "Visiting AdenaMilan for spell-swapping? Hey, that was an honest mistake. No
onetold me shewas on the blacklist."

The middle-aged Fate shook her head. "Admittedly, there might be some amusement to be had in making
you recite thewhole list of your infractions, but I'm afraid we don't have that much time. Eighteen months
ago, you made aded with us. If we returned Paige and Lucasto the living world, you'd owe usafavor.”

"Oh... that."

Damn. When they hadn't mentioned it again, I'd hoped they'd forgotten. Like that's going to happen. The
Fates can remember what Noah ate for breakfast on the morning of the flood.

My firgt ingtinct was to weasdl out of it. Hell, what's the wort thing that could happen? Wdll, for Sarters,
they could undo their end of the bargain and bring Paige and L ucas back to the ghost world. So no
weaseling out of thisone. Besides, | had been looking for adistraction. Which made thisall seem very
coincidentd.

"Did Kristof put you up to this? Finding me something to do?

The Fate morphed into her oldest sister, a hunchbacked crone with awizened face set in a scowl.
"Kristof Nast does not 'put us up to' anything."

"l didn't mean—"

"Nor are we going to be doing favorsfor the likes of him. We thought that lawyer job would kegp him
busy." She snorted. "And it does. Kegps him busy getting into trouble.”

"If you mean the Agito case, that wasn't Krissfault. The plaintiff started lying, so he had to do something.
It wasn't really witnesstampering..."

"Just ameansto an end,” she said, fixing me with that glare. "That's how you two think. Doesn't matter
how you get there, aslong asyou do."

The middle sster took over. "An interesting philosophy. Not one we share, but in some cases... useful.
This particular job we need done may require some of those unique skills.”

| perked up. "Oh?'
"We have a spirit who's escaped from the lower rellms. We need you to bring her in."

The lower redlms are where they keep the ghosts who can't be allowed to mingle with the rest of us—the
serioudy nagty criminds. Hmmm, interesting.

"Sowhois—"

"First, you need to do some research.” The middle-aged Fate reached into the air and pulled out a sheet
of paper. "Thisisaligt of books—"

"Books? Look, I'm sure you guys arein ahurry for meto get thisjob done, so why don't we skip this
part? I'm redly more a hands-on kind of gal."

The girl appeared, grinning mischievoudy. "Oh?Well, in that case, let'sdo it the hands-on way."



Shewaved ahand, and abal of light whipped out and blinded me.
"What the—" | began.
"Shhhhhh."

Thelight fell in ashower of sparks. | blinked, then saw only darkness. The same voice continued to shush
me, along-drawn-out monotone of a bresth that, after amoment, | redlized wasn't avoice at dl, but the
rush of ar past my ears.

| squeezed my eyes shut and shook my heed, willing my night-visonto kick in. Likeal my visud abilities,
this one came supercharged, the legacy of having the Lord Demon Balam, Master of Sight, asafather.

A sharp wind whipped through my clothes. Something tickled my fingers. | grabbed it, and with atug, the
thin strand broke free. | lifted it to my nose. Grass.

My sght beganto clear. Thefirst thing | saw waswaves, the rhythmic rise and fal of wavesrippling
toward shore. But | didn't smell water. Didn't fedl the spray of it or theweight of it inthe air. Instead, the
wind was dry and smelled of ... grass. | blinked again and saw waves of grass, rising and faling on hilly
soil, bowing in thewind. An ocean of grass.

Once upon atime, thiswould have surprised me, but after three years of traveling around the ghost
world, I've seen some pretty strange geography. In the unoccupied aress, plains are common, vast empty
stretches of rock or sand or grass. I'd even popped into a plain of lava once. Not pleasant... especialy
when | redized it wasn't as empty asit appeared. At that thought, | peered into thelong grass. It didn't
look like there was anything down there, but you could never be sure.

| looked up. Sky. A night sky, overcast.
"Okay," | called to the Fates. "Y ou can skip the detention. I'll do my homework."

A high-pitched laugh answered me. Now, I'm sure the child Fate would get agiggle out of their trick, but
the voice sounded too old to be hers, and neither of her ssterswas the giggling type.

When no one answered, | headed in the direction of thelaugh. If there was someone esein this
ghost-world wasteland, it probably wasn't someone | wanted to meet, but alittle danger would at least
liven things up.

Thewind picked up to awhinethat cut right through my thin shirt. I thought of willing mysdf ajacket, but
didn't. In the ghost world, you could pass weeks, months, even years without ever feding temperatures
that went beyond pleasantly warm or pleasantly cool. Once in awhile, discomfort wasn't so bad.

| walked into adeep dip that sheltered me from the wind. | rubbed my ears. Asthey thawed, my hearing
improved. Not that there was much more to hear, just the whistle of thewind overhead. No, wait,
something e se. | cocked my head to listen. A thump, then aswish. Silence. Thump, swish. Silence.
Thump, swish.

| readied an energy-bolt spell.

The thumping sound could be dow footsteps. But the swish? 1 didn't really want to think about that. The
next thump brought a nails-down-a-chalkboard screech. A muttered oath. An exchange of words, one
voicemae, onefemde. A grunt. A thud. Then it resumed. Thump, swish. Thump, swish.

| cast ablur spell—if it worked in thisdimension, it should distort my shape enough to let me sneek past



anyone who wasn't looking for me. Then | climbed to the top of the knoll. Less than twenty feet away
stood ayoung woman holding aflashlight. | quickstepped back down the hill, then sharpened my sight.

| peered over the hill. The woman was shining the flashlight on aman digging ahole. That wasthe
noise—the thump of the shovel digging in and the swish of the dirt ashetossed it aside.

The couple were both in their twenties. The man was small and skinny with agreasy mop of hair. The
woman was blond, with her hair piled high in agod-ugly outdated do. Her clothing was equaly
out-of-date—miniskirt, high boots, and a car coat. That wasn't surprising. In the ghost world you get
used to seeing a historica fashion show. Most ghosts stick with whatever style they enjoyed inlife. Well,
unlessthat style included corsets or other instruments of torture.

Here we had two ghosts, circathe sixties... or the seventies. Being my "growing-up years," thetwo
decades merged into a shapel ess whole of miniskirts, tie-dyed tees, go-go boots, and disco.

"Degp enough?* the man said, rubbing his hands together. "Bloody cold out here tonight.”

The woman leaned over to peer into the hole, then nodded. Shelaid the flashlight on the ground and the
couple waked into the darkness beyond. They returned carrying along, wrapped bundle between them.

"It'snot big enough,” thewoman said. "He'stdler than | thought.”

The man nodded, lifted his shovel, and resumed digging. Asthe woman watched, she wrapped her arms
around hersdlf and shivered. Given the cold, and the task a hand, a shiver was not out of place. But the
look on her face was, her eyes gleaming, tongue darting out.

"It was good," she said. "Better thistime. We shouldn't wait so long next time."
"We need to be careful,” the man said without looking up.

"Why? No one can catch us. Wereinvincible. This..." She shivered again and waved at the body. "It
makes usinvincible. It makes us specid.”

The man looked up at her with asmall smile. He nodded, then reached out of the hole and grabbed the
wrapped body. As he dragged it, the other end flapped open in the breeze. A young boy's dead eyes
stared up at the night sky.

The scene disintegrated into darkness.

I've seen dead bodies before. Sent many into the ghost world myself. Y ou screw with dark forces, you
have to accept that an early grave may be your reward. But by "early grave’ | mean dying before you're
old and gray. The murder of anyone too young to defend himsdf isthe only act that is unforgivable under
any circumstances.

So thiswoman was the murderous spirit the Fates wanted me to find? Consider it done. The only reward
| wanted was to be there when they cast her back into her hell dimension. The darkness lightened, and |
looked up, expecting to see the throne room. Instead, | stood in front of a frost-covered window. |
touched my fingersto the glass. Cold and dick, but my fingersleft no marks on the pane. When | peered
through aclear corner, | could see sunlight shimmering through faling snow. Strange. Like seeing
sunbeamsthrough therain.

A woman's laugh made me jump and my mind jumped with it, right back to the grassy plain and the laugh



I'd first heard out there.
"Oh, wait!" awoman said. "Thisisthe best part. Sow it down."

| turned from the window. On the other side of the room, ayoung couple was curled up on the couch,
watching televison. The man had aremote in his hand, pointed at the VCR.

Did they have VCRsin the sixties? No, wait. It was adifferent man. So | was someplace else. Or was 1?
My gaze snagged on the young woman. A blonde, early twenties, round face, margindly pretty. Same
woman. Or wasit? The hairstyle was still overdone, but in astyle | remembered from high school. And
her skirt was still mini but, again, amodern mini. | tried to zoom in on her face, but it was turned to the
televison, giving meonly aquarter-profile.

"Okay, hereit comes."

The woman leaned toward the televison. Her eyes glowed. Another jolt as| recognized the same
rapturous expression |'d seen on the woman at the grave-site.

"Comeon, turnit up,” she said, socking the man in thearm.

He laughed and raised the volume. From where | stood, | couldn't see the screen, but | could hear the
tape. Thevoiceson it were distorted. Home-movie qudlity.

| cast ablur spell and crept across the carpet until | could see the screen. It was blocked by alight green
shirt. Someone with his back to the camera. Typica. The shirt moved aside. A shot of flesh. A naked
femdeleg. Oh, yeah. A very typica home movie, the kind video recorders were made for. This| did not
need to see.

| started to turn away when the camera pulled back and | saw the full image. A girl, no older than
Savannah, naked and bound to a bed. Bloodstained bedding.

"Hereit comes." The woman's voice rose afew notches, and sheimitated the girl's sobs. "I want my
mommy!"

With aroar, | launched mysdlf at the woman on the sofa. My handsflew for her throat, nailsout. | hit her,
passed right through, and tumbled into darkness.

Chapter 3

| LANDED HARD ON THE MARBLE FLOOR OF THE throne room. It didn't hurt. | wished it did. |
even dammed my figt into the floor, hoping for ajolt of pain to knock the rage from my brain, but my
hand only bounced off asif I'd socked a pillow.

| scrambled to my feet. The middle Fate stood there, watching me.
"Send me back,” | said.
llEve’ yc| I n

"Send me back now! Y ou can't show me that and then rip me out of there before | can do anything about
it"



"Y ou can't do anything about it,” she said softly. "It'sover. Long over. What you saw wasamemory."

| rubbed my face. A memory. A glimpseinto the past. | stared at the white wall, let it clear my mind. |
didn't have a clue who the people had been. Obvioudy serid killers and probably infamous, but I'd never
been oneto follow crime. In my world, the killers| had to worry about were the onesin my little black
book, not the ones on the eleven o'clock news.

When | glanced up, the elderly Fate was at the spinning whedl, and | braced mysdlf, sure shed jump on
mefor an answer. Y et she didn't even look up. Just clipped off the length of yarn the middle Fate had
measured out for her, then handed it to awraith-clerk. Then the child Fate took over and threaded the
spinning whed. Shelifted her eyesto mine, then quickly looked back down.

So what was the connection between the two sets of murders? Or were they two sets? There was only
one spirit missing from the nether regions. Two women, smilar in appearance, both killing teens. So they
had to be the same person. To a human, such athing would be impossible, but supernatura mindsare
more open to other possbilities.

| knew | should think through those possibilities, and come up with the most likely one, to impressthe
Fateswith my astounding capacity for logical reasoning. | knew that... and | blurted out thefirst thing
that came to mind.

"Vampire" | said.

The youngest of the Fates glanced around the spinning whedl, her face screwed up in alook every
mother recognizes as""Huh?"

"Two sets of murders, both committed by the same woman, who doesn't age between the time of big hair
and miniskirtsand, well, big hair and miniskirts. Smilar fashion styles, but definitely atwenty-five,
thirty-year gap without so much asawrinkle. She must be avampire. Most vamps stick to their
necessary kill quotas but there are dways those who get ataste for it and—"

The cronetook over. "It's not avampire, Eve. We have our own ways of dealing with vampire spirits,
which you would know if you took any interest at al in the world around you. Try again.”

The old Fate's bright eyes pinned me like a butterfly to amat. In school, I'd had very little respect for my
teachers, and for grown-upsin general. Only one teacher had ever been able to make me squirm. Grade
sx. Mrs. Appleton, the kind of sour old woman whose very gaze is acid to your self-confidence, who
awayslooks asif she expects very little from you, and is never disappointed. The old Fate had that look
down pat.

"Uh, I, wdl..." | graightened. "Okay, well, | don't know alot about time-travel"—I caught her
look—"but I do know that's not what's going on here. So the explanation must be..."

| studied her gaze. No clues there. Forge ahead.
"Reincarndion,” | said.
The crone morphed into the middle-aged woman. "How much do you know about reincarnation, Eve?'

A lightning-balt switch and the old woman cut in. "Not nearly enough, consdering she's been here three
years." Shefixed me with one eye, squeezing the other shut. "Well? Let's hear it. Everything you know
about reincarnation. Should take agood five, ten seconds.”

"I know it'spossible” | said. "Rare, but possible.”



"Three seconds? | overestimated you again.”

The middle Fate appeared. "Yes, it'srare, Eve. Very rare. It'salowed only under specia circumstances,
when a spirit meets certain criteriathat lead the Cresator to decide that the soul should be alowed another
chanced life

The old Fate cut back in. "And murdering children doesn't qudify.”

Again, the middle Fate pushed her sster aside. "What we want you to find is called aNix. Do you know
whet that is?'

| expected the hag to pop back and needle me again, but she didn't.

"Demi-demons,” | said dowly, as my memory banks cresked open. "In German folkloreaNix isa
mischievous temptress spirit. A cross between asiren, animp, and Mae West."

"That'sthe mythica verson,” shesaid. "And theredity?"

"I—I'm not sure. I've never run into one, or anyone who has." | thought harder, then shook my head. "I
don't remember reading any referencesto area verson.”

"Probably becauseit's very obscure knowledge. Infolklore, asyou said, they are considered
mischievous spirits, weter pixies, actudly..."

The Fate continued, giving me the condensed version of Nixen mythology. Some humans believeaNix is
asren who lures humans to watery graves. In other words, an excuse for idiots who dove into deep
water and discovered they couldn't swim. Mythological Nixen were both mae and female, but the
femaes were more successful at capturing their victims, maybe because guys are more likely to stand on
ariverbank and yel, "Hey, waich thisdivel"

Thetruth is, Nixen have nothing to do with water. When early folklorists learned that Nixen were
temptresses, they'd probably jumped to the conclusion that they were aform of siren. Nixen aredso dl
femde... or that'sthe form they manifest in, asfull demons manifest asmale. It's probably more an
aesthetic choice than a gender difference. Findly, Nixen aren't truly temptresses at dl. Insteed, they are
sought out by those who dready are tempted—~by wedlth, power, or sex—and looking for addivery
shortcut. What aNix providesisthe resolve they need to carry out an act they lack the courage to
perform, murder being most common.

"Okay," | said when shefinished. "Nixen help peoplekill, and those scenes you showed me were
obvioudy murders, but where's the connection? Those women were humans. How would they have
conjured up aNix? Even if they did, you sure as hell can't want me to chase down aNix. They're
demi-demons, not ghogts, so they wouldn't be in one of your hells"

The youngest Fate cut in. "Don't worry. We didn't expect you to see the connection. It'sal very strange.”
Sheleaned around the whedl, her eyes aglitter. " See, what happened was—"

Her middle sister took over. "This particular Nix is quite different from her brethren. In the seventeenth
century, she made a ded with awitch who wanted her father dead.”

"And gave her the guts she needed to do it.”

"That's the usual process. However, in thiscase, it didn't work. A Nix's power has one significant
limitation—she cannot compel aperson to kill. The will and the intent must ill be there. Conscious will
and conscious intent. Thiswitch was conflicted over her wish. Y et Nixen thrive on chaos, and they don't



appreciate being summoned without that end reward, so the Nix made a suggestion. Shetold the witch
whereto find aspd that would alow the Nix to take over the witch's body, temporarily, and commit the
act hersdlf. The witch agreed, and the Nix—"

Thegirl legpt in, bubbling with the enthusiasm of achild who smply must tdll the rest of the story.
"—takes her over, and kills the woman's father. And then she's supposed to give the body back. Only
she doesn't. She uses the body to cause dl kinds of trouble.”

Themiddlesster cut in. "And many peopledied... including the Nix herself, eventualy. Trappedina
corporeal body, she died the death of a corporea being. Having been in awitch'sform, she was brought
here, to the supernatura realms. Although we aren't equipped to handle ademi-demon, we managed to
trgp her in ahdl dimenson. For awhile.”

"She escaped.”

"And that is a serious problem because this Nix isn't flitting about the living world as aspirit. Having
moved into ahuman body once, sheisnow abletodoit at will."

"So that's the connection. It's not the same woman. It's the same Nix in different women. She takesthem

ove—

"Not exactly. Being adead spirit, she can no longer fully take over aliving body. Instead, she must
cohabit, giving them resolve to carry out their desires.”

"So she doesn't jump into innocent women and turn them into rampaging killers. Are the hosts dways
women?'

The Fate nodded. "Having first legpt into a host of that gender, sheisnow redtricted to it."”

| paused. "If you ladies know so much about how she operates, I'm guessing she's been out therefor a
while"

"A little over ahundred years.
"Uh-huh. | suppose that means I'm not the first person you've sent after her.”

"There have been three who've gone before you. We took three different approaches with varying
degrees of success. All three... ended badly.”

"Whet did she do to them?"

The child Fate appeared, laughing. "Her first question, and it's the one none of the others even thought to
ask. When we told them that the others had failed, they only asked how the Nix got away. That's what
they figured sheld do—give them the dip and run. But you know better."

"Common sense. The best way to stop being chased isto stop the person doing the chasing. But that'sa
problem here, isn't it? Can't kill aghost. Can't even hurt one. So how the hell do you force oneto stop
chasng you?'

The middle Fate returned. "There are worse things than physica torture.”
"Not if it'sdoneright.”

The eldest one popped in, glower dready in place. "Y ou have an answer for everything, don't you?"



"No, | wasjust pointing out—"

"Y ou want to know what she did to one of your predecessors, Eve? Let me show you.”

Chapter 4

THE TRAPPINGS OF THE THRONE ROOM VANISHED. Even the floor evaporated, and | tensed,
waiting to drop into some hell dimension. Insteed, | found mysdlf floating, naked, in gray nothingness.

Weas| redlly floating? Beneath my bare feet asheet of gray, as smooth as glass, sretched to meet the
gray sky. | could see my feet planted on the floor, yet | felt nothing beneath them. | closed my eyesand
lowered my hand. My hand stopped &t floor level. | leaned forward, but still couldn't fedl pressure against

my pam.

Okay, that was creepy. Still, there were athousand worse places that the Nix could have sent her last
hunter, and if this unsettling illusion was the best she could manage, | waslaughing.

| closed my eyes and wished for clothing. When | looked again, | was still naked. Hmmm. | guess
nakedness was part of the torture. And for some people, maybe it was, but I'm not the typeto be
plagued by nightmares of waking through the shopping mall starkers, so it wasredlly no big dedl,
especidly conddering there was no one else hereto see me.

No oneto see me, and nothing for meto see. Nothing to hear, either. Reminded me of thefirst hour I'd
spent done as aghost. The most shocking thing about that hour was the sllence. When weredive, quiet
isareativeterm. Evenif you manageto drown out al the background noise—the clacks and grunts and
hums of water pipes and furnaces and refrigerators—you can aways hear something, eveniif it'sonly the
sound of yoursdlf bresthing. But when you're dead, all the sources of those noises, interna and externd,
are gone. Still, therés usualy something, if you listen hard enough—the footsteps of someone walking by,
alaugh from aneighbor, abird chirping. Here, in this empty dimension, the silence was absolute.

| could see how this could become annoying after awhile. Sensory deprivation, isn't that what they call
it? 1 remembered reading that thiskind of thing could serve asaform of torture. Pretty clever, actudly.
Didn't leave any marks, and you couldn't be accused of doing anything to your prisoner because you
weren't doing adamn thing. Interesting, in atheoretica kind of way.

Right now, al that mattered wasthat | got the point. The Nix could send me someplace where | wouldn't
want to spend awholelot of time.

"Okay—" | stopped. I'd felt mysdlf say theword, but hadn't heard anything. "Okay, ladies!"
The slence sucked up my words before they left my lips.
"Hdlo?' | tried to say. "Hello, hdllo, hello!™

Creepy, but not like it mattered. The Fates seemed to hear me whether | spoke aoud or not. When they
were ready, they'd bring me back. | settled onto the ground to wait.

Stll waiting.

At least acouple of hours had passed. Obvioudy the Fates wanted to give me ared taste of this
wagteland. Like | had time for this. Wdll, if they weren't going to bring me back, I'd look after it mysdif.



| said thewords of atravel incantation. | till couldn't hear myself, but | was speaking and, in magic,
theré's no bonus for blaring. | finished the incantation. Nothing happened. | tried afew more, but stayed
wherel was. Fine. | could wait.

Okay, now | was getting mad. I'd been here at least afew hours, tried every damned spdll | knew, even
onesthat had nothing to do with transportation, and not one of them had worked. What the hell were the
Fates doing? They had a murderous demi-demon on the rampage, probably planning her next atrocity
againgt humankind at this very moment, but that didn't op them from sparing afew hoursto piss me off.

The old Fate was behind this. She hated me. Like my teacher, Mrs. Appleton. I'd never known what I'd
doneto earn Mrs. Appleton's hate, but | hadn't been able to shake the feeling that she'd seen something
in me, something bad, something waiting to emerge. When the old Fate looked a me, | felt the same
thing.

| pulled my knees up to my chest, rested my chin on them, and tried to chase these thoughts from my

brain. They clung like burrs, rubbing raw spotsin my confidence. | needed to clear my head, needed to
do something. But there was nothing here to do. Except think.

"Hello! Goddamn it, answer me! | get the point! Now open the fucking door!" It was nighttime. Herethe
light never changed, just adull glow that came from nowhere, illuminating the emptiness, reminding you
that there was no one here, nothing to see. My gut told me it was night, though. Kristof would be at my
house, waiting to talk about that "temp job" held mentioned.

| closed my eyes and concentrated on acommunication spell.
Hey, Kris? Think you can help me out?
Nothing.

My interna clock told me that night had come and gone. Hadn't dept. We could deep, but I'd never
been ableto just curl up anywhere and drift off, not unless| was very, very tired. A ghost never tires. So,
unless| wasin my bed, | didn't deep.

I'd been herefor over twenty-four hours. | was sure of that. Okay, enough waiting around for fate to
intervene. Time to take mattersinto my own hands... or onto my own fegt. Maybe | couldn't teleport out
of here, but | could still walk.

So | picked adirection, and started out.

Still walking. When | looked around, | saw the same damn thing I'd seen when I'd started, asif | wereon
atreadmill. But | was moving. | knew it. Thelack of landmarksjust madeit seemasif | wasn't going
anywhere. Every dimension I'd ever been in had cometo an end. This onewould, too, if only | walked
far enough.

It was night again, and | hadn't reached the end. Hadn't reached anything. My legs didn't hurt, though.
No pain means endless energy. | could walk forever, and | damned well would if that's what it took to



get out—
The throne room appeared, just as Id l€ft it, with the elderly crone till at the whedl.

"Happy?' | snarled, voice cracking from disuse. "I bet you got agood chuckle out of that. Were you
watching? Seeing how long I'd take to snap? Sorry to disappoint.”

Shelooked up from her whedl. Her gaze met mine, face expressionless.

"l can't believeyou did that,” | said. "This Nix isout there, killing people, and you left me there for two
dayst”

"It wastwo minutes, Eve"
"Bullshit! Days passed there"

"Yes. Nearly three. But here it was only minutes. The Nix sent our first seeker there, and it took usfive
yearsto find her. That'swhat | wanted you to see. That iswhat this Nix can do.”

Fiveyearsin our time? That had to be lifetimesin that place. Alone, with nothing to see, hear, fed,
amdl...

The middle Fate appeared. " She went mad, Eve. We've done our best, but she's been back with usfor
over sixty years, and she's no saner than the day we found her.”

"And the others?' | said dowly. "Y ou said there were two others.”

"The second onefailed us. The third one the Nix cast into adifferent dimensiond plane.”
"Where?'

"Wedon't know."

My head shot up. "Y ou haven't found him yet? Excuse meif the job suddenly doesn't sound so attractive,
M_