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Praise for Kelly Armstrong

Bl TTEN

"[T] hi s debut novel froma Canadian witer proves that solid storytelling and
confident craftsmanship can rejuvenate one of the hoariest of all horror
clichés...Arnstrong's true achi evenment is her depiction of werewolf nature in
bel i evably human context...The sensuality of Elena's transformations and the
vi ci ousness of her kills nmesh perfectly with her tough personality...

Filled with romance and supernatural intrigue, this book will surely remn nd



readers of Anne Rice's sophisticated refurbishings of the vanpire story."
—Publ i shers Weekly

"It's terrific. The heroine is the nost appealing | have come across in ages.
It's clever, quirky, hip and funny, skating between genres with style and
grace.

More, please!™

—Joanne Harris, author of Chocol at

"Wth a howl, Kelley Arnstrong's Bitten plunges headl ong into a murderous

pl ot

rife with violence, lust and intrigue... Arnmstrong has created a breathl ess,
sexy

story...gorgeous and grotesque in the best sense of the word. Runors of a
sequel

have never been better news."
—Boul der Weekly

"Kelley Arnmstrong's debut novel, Bitten, conbines hints of the strong
decadent

sexual ity and cool -outsider nystique of Interviewwith the Vampire with the
creepy hom ness of Stephen King...Realistic details...conpl enent a convincing
portrait of werewolf society and its intricate codes of behavior..Bitten wll
satisfy genre fans and those who like their thrills served up with literary
savvy. "

—uill & Quire

"It's as smooth as creamall the way, sure to gain fans."
—Ki rkus Revi ews

"There's nothing overtly gothic about this fast-paced, sexy thriller and its
nodel contenporary heroine—t's just that she's a werewolf who is trying to
make

a go of things among hunmans. Wen her pack is threatened by a new group of
vi ol ent psychotic werewol ves she is drawn back into the old ways."
—Booksel | er

"Brings a new brand of ferocity to horror literature...Bitten is a

[ i ght ni ng- paced, violent and conpletely readabl e entertainnent that
entertains

[ oudly and abundantly."

—Fhe Hami |t on Spect at or

"Wcked witing gets noticed, and first-tinme novelist Kelley Arnstrong has
witten a deliciously w cked book...This is no ordinary werewol f tale, but a
werewol f mystery with a huge dollop of romance thrown in."

—Joronto Star

"The plot of Bitten has echoes of the best crinme thrillers...the story is fast
and entertaining. But what makes the novel so gripping is Arnstrong's tal ent
for

vivid description and her interest in both the sensuality and psychol ogy of
wer ewol f hood, a fascination that greatly enhances the world she creates while
never slow ng down the break-neck plot. At every turn, her depiction of

physi cal

sensation is precise and conpelling.... Surely one of the sexiest, nost
energetic novels published in a long tine...[A] Canadi an not her of three who
hails fromrural southwestern Ontario has created a smart, original thriller
destined to keep people reading on into the night."

—Fhe Gazette



"Armstrong has a definite talent for sensual descriptions. The wolf creatures
are vividly created in gestures and behavi our, and nost of the sexua
encounters

woul d knock one's socks off (not to nmention other things)."

—Nat i onal Post

"Bitten is hip and postnodern___ _Those who enjoy the vanpire books of Anne
Ri ce,

or Canadi an vanpire witer Nancy Kilpatrick, will love it."

—d obe and Mi |

"A very contenporary, funky supernatural thriller with a particularly
provocative heroine."

—Hello

"A hair-raising story for the she-wolf in us all."
—Shannon d son, author of Wl come to ny Pl anet

"Entertai ning new take on an old thriller story form Makes Buffy | ook
fluffy."
—bPai ly Express

"A tasty confection of werewol ves, sex and vendettas—After the first nibble
it's

quite hard to stop...El ena and her acid repartee successfully steal the show
t hr oughout, she has bags of charm Cory, sexy fun."

—SFX

"Good slick fun; expect the television series soon."
—Guar di an

Praise for Kelley Arnstrong's

STOLEN

"El ena M chaels, the only known fenmal e werewol f, cavorts on a nore fully
cultivated supernatural playing field in this sure-footed sequel to Bitten...
[Stolen is] a prison-break story spiffed up with magic.... Arnstrong | eavens
t he

narrative with brisk action and intriguing dollops of werewolf culture that
suggest a conplex and richly imgi ned ant hropol ogi c back story. The sassy,
punped-up El ena nmakes a perfect hardboiled horror heroine.... This novel wll
pl ease not only horror fans but al so nainstreamreaders who |ike strong
fenmal e

characters.”

—Publ i shers Weekly

"In Stolen, Kelley Armstrong delivers a taut, sensual thriller that grips
from

the first page.

El ena M chaels is at once sublinme and synpathetic, a nodern heroi ne who shows
that real women bite back."

—Karin Sl aughter, New York Times bestselling author of Blindsighted and

Ki sscut

"Like Bitten, Stolen paints a perfectly convincing portrait of a woman who
quite

literally runs with the wol ves... Arnstrong has created a persuasive, finely
detail ed otherworldly cosnol ogy—featuring sorcery, astral projection, spells,
tel epathy and tel eportati on—+that neshes perfectly with the nore hundrum worl d



of

i nterstate hi ghways and cable news bulletins...More than just a thriller with
extra teeth, Stolen is for anyone who has ever longed to | eap over an SUWV in
a

single bound, or to rip an evil security force to shreds, or even just to

grow
convi ncingly."
—uill & Quire

"The narrative veers between clever, scholarly distinctions anong different
sorts of nmmgical powers, and a |l ot of action novie-style sex and viol ence...
What's interesting are the twists and turns along the way, boosted by bits of
phi | osophy and arcane know edge Arnstrong adds to her strange brew..\We neet
enough truly entertaining creatures along the way to make us wish that this
will

not be the last ronp for Elena and her pack."

—Fhe Toronto Star

"Arnmstrong is a clever witer...[and Stol en] grabs you at the outset."
—W nni peg Free Press

"Stolen is a delicious cocktail of testosterone and wi cked hunour... Too

ear nest

to attenmpt parody, [Arnstrong's] take on the well-travelled world of
supernatural beings is witty and original. She's at her best when exam ning

t he

al I -too-human dil enmas of being superhunman...[ Stol en] bubbles with the kind of
dramatic invention that bodes well for a long and engrossing series...

This can only be good news for the growing Mchaels fan club."

—Ffhe d obe and Mil

"Mesnerizing...the 'other-worldly' atnosphere conjured up by Arnstrong begins
to

seem strangely real. Arnstrong is a talented and original witer whose

i nventiveness and sense of the bizarre is arresting.”

—tondon Free Press
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DI ME STORE MAG C

Pr ol ogue

TODD ADJUSTED HI S LEATHER POWNER SEAT AND SM LED. Now, this was the good life
Driving along the California coast, road stretching enpty before him cruise
control set at fifty, climte control at 68° F, Brazilian coffee keepi ng warm
in

its heated cup holder. Some might say it'd be even better to be the guy

| oungi ng

in the backseat instead of his driver, but Todd |iked being where he was.
Better

to be the bodyguard than the guy who needed one.

H s predecessor, Russ, had been the nore anbitious type, which may explain
why

Russ had been nissing for two nonths. Gdds around the office watercooler were



split fifty-fifty between those who assunmed Kristof Nast finally tired of his
bodyguard' s i nsubordi nati on and those who thought Russ had fallen victimto
Todd's own anbitions. Bullshit, of course. Not that Todd wouldn't have killed
to

get this job, but Russ was a Ferratus. Todd woul dn't even know how to kil
hi m

Todd figured the Nasts were behind Russ's sudden di sappearance, but that
didn't

bot her him When you signed up with a Cabal, you had to know what to expect.
G ve them your respect and your loyalty, and you had the cushiest gig in the
supernatural world. Double-cross themand they'd weak their revenge right
into

your afterlife. At least the Nasts weren't as bad as the St. Couds. If the
runors were right, about what the St. Clouds did to that shaman? Todd

shi ver ed.

Man, he was gl ad—

Lights flashed in the side mrror. Todd | ooked to see a state patrol car
behi nd

him Christ, where had that come fron? He checked his speedometer. Dead-on
fifty. He made this trip twice a nonth and knew the speed Iimt didn't change
along this stretch.

He sl owed, expecting the police car to whiz past. It stayed on his tail. He
shook his head. How many cars had zoomed by in the last hour, going seventy
or

nore? Oh, but they hadn't been custom desi gned Mercedes |inpns. Better to pul
over soneone who | ooks as if he mght pass you a fewtwenties to avoid the
hassle of a ticket. If so, they' d picked the wong car. Kristof Nast didn't
bri be mere hi ghway patrol nen.

As Todd put on his signal and pulled over, he lowered the shield separating
hi m

from his passenger. Nast was on his cell phone. He said something into the
phone, then pulled it fromhis ear

"We're being pulled over, sir. | had the cruise set at the speed limt."
Nast nodded. "It happens. W have plenty of tine. Just take the ticket."
Todd raised the shield and put down his wi ndow. Through his side mrror he
wat ched the patrol man approach. No, meke that patrol wonan. A cute one, too.
Sl ender, maybe thirty, with shoulder-length red hair and a California tan
Her

uniformcould fit better, though. It | ooked a couple of sizes too |arge,
probably a hand-ne-down froma mal e col | eague.

"Morning, Oficer," he said, taking off his sungl asses.

"Li cense and registration."

He handed themover with a smle. Her face stayed inpassive, eyes and

expr essi on

hi dden behi nd her shades.

"Pl ease step out of the vehicle."

Todd si ghed, and opened his door. "What seens to be the problem Oficer?"
"Broken taillight."

"Aw, shit. Okay, then. Wite me up and we'll get it fixed in San Fran."

As he stepped onto the enpty road, the woman turned and marched to the rear
of

t he vehicle.

"Can you explain this?" she asked.

"Expl ai n what ?"

As he wal ked toward her, his heart beat a little faster, but he rem nded

hi nmsel f

that there couldn't be a serious problem The Nasts never used their fanly
cars

for anything illegal. Just in case, though, he flexed his hands, then

cl enched



them Hi s fingertips burned hot against his pal ns.

He gl anced at the patrol car, parked a nere two feet behind his. It was
enpty.

Good. She didn't have a partner. If things went bad, he'd only have to worry
about the wonan.

The officer stepped into the narrow gap between the cars, bent and checked
something just to the right of the left taillight. She frowned, eased out of
t he

gap and waved at the bunper.

"Explain that," she said

"Expl ai n what ?"

Her jaw tightened and she notioned for himto ook for hinmself. He had to
turn

sideways to fit between the cars. Couldn't she have backed up? She could see
he

was a big guy. He bent over as much as he could and peered down at the bunper.
"I don't see anything."

"Underneath," she said curtly.

Bitch. Wwuld it kill her to be polite? It wasn't |ike he was arguing with her
He lowered hinself to his knees. Christ, was this gap narrower than he'd

t hought

or had he been packing on the pounds? The front bunper of the patrol car
pressed

agai nst his m d-back

"Umm do you think you could back your car up a little?" he said. "Please?"
"Ch, I'msorry. Is this better?"

The patrol car pitched forward, pinning him The air flew fromhis lungs. He
opened his nmouth to yell for her to put it into reverse, then realized she
was

still standing beside the car...which wasn't running. He grabbed the lino's
bunper and pushed. The snell of burning rubber filled the air.

"Ch, cone on," the woman said, |eaning over him "You can do better than

t hat .

Put sone real firepower into it."

When he swi ped at her, she backpedal ed out of reach and | aughed. He tried to
speak, but could only get enough air to grunt. Again he pushed agai nst the
bunper. The rubber stripping nelted against his fingers, but the car didn't
budge.

"Only an I gneus?" she said. "The Cabals must really be hard up for

hal f - denons.

Maybe there's an opening for me after all. Sit tight now, and I'lIl be right
back. "

Leah opened the driver's door and clinbed into the lim's front seat. She

| ooked

across the rows of buttons on the dash. Tal k about electronic overkill. Now,
whi ch one—

The shield between the seats whirred. Well, that saved her the trouble.

"Did everything go— Nast began

He saw her and stopped. His hand lifted, just off his lap, fingers noving as
hi s

lips parted.

"Now, now," Leah said. "No spell-casting."

Nast's seat belt jerked tight, taking up the slack so fast he gasped.

"Hands out where | can see them" Leah said.

Nast's eyes blazed. His fingers flicked and Leah shot backward, hitting the
dash.

"Ckay, | deserved that,"'
| ooked

at the seat belt. It |oosened. "Better?"

she said, grinning as she righted herself. She



"I'"d suggest you seriously consider what you're doing," Nast said. He
adj usted

his suit jacket and eased back into his seat. "I doubt this is a road you

wi sh

to take."

"Hey, I'mnot stupid or suicidal. | didn't conme here to hurt you. Didn't even
hurt your bodyguard. Well, nothing a few weeks of bed rest won't cure. | cane
here to make you a deal, Kristof—-eops, sorry. M. Nast, | nean. It's about
your

daughter."

H's chin jerked up, eyes neeting hers for the first tine.

"And now that | have your attention..

"What about Savannah?"

"Been | ooking for her, haven't you? Now that Eve's gone, there's no one to
stop

you fromtaking what's yours. And |'mjust the person to help you do it. |
know

exactly where she is.
Nast shot his sleeve up and checked his watch, then | ooked at Leah
"I's ny driver in any shape to resune his duties?" he asked.

She shrugged. "Questionable."

"Then let's hope you can talk and drive at the sane tine."

Chapter 1
Bew t ched. Bot hered and Bew | der ed

I WAS | N TROUBLE W TH THE ELDERS. AGAI N.

I'd been a trial to themall ny life and now, at twenty-three—no |onger a
precoci ous child or a rebellious youth—they were running out of excuses for
ne.

"Somet hi ng nmust be done about Savannah." The speaker phone added a

not -i nappropriate whine to Victoria Al den's voice.

"Uh-huh." My fingers flew across the keyboard, hamering out the next line of
code.

"I hear typing," Victoria said. "Are you typing, Paige?"

"Deadline," | said. "Enhancenents to the Springfield Legal Services Wb site.
Due in two days. And counting. Look, can we discuss this later? I'Il be at

t he

Coven neeting next week, and—

"Next week? | don't think you're taking this seriously, Paige. Pick up the
t el ephone, stop working, and talk to me. \Wiere did you ever |earn such
manner s?

Not from your nother, rest her soul."

| lifted the receiver, gripped it between ny shoulder and ear and tried to
type

quietly.

"It's about Savannah," Victoria said.

Wasn't it always? One of the few perks of having custody of thirteen-year-old
Savannah Levine was that nmy rebellions paled in conparison

"What's she done now?" | asked. | flipped to ny file Iist of JavaScri pt

functions. | was sure I'd witten a function for this last year. Damed if |
could find it now.
"Well, | was talking to Grace | ast night and she expressed concern over

somet hi ng Savannah told Brittany. Now, Grace adnits Brittany may have

m sunder stood the details, which | can certainly see. W don't expose Coven
neophytes to this sort of thing, so |I'd be shocked if Brittany did understand
what Savannah was tal king about. It seems— Victoria paused and inhal ed
sharply,

as if it pained her to go on. "It seens Brittany is having trouble with a few
girls at school and Savannah offered to...to help her make a potion that woul d



result in these girls being unable to attend the school dance.™

"Uh- huh." Ah, there was that function. A few hours of coding saved. "Then
what ?"

"What do you mean, 'then what'? Savannah offered to show Brittany how to make
these girls sick!"

"She's thirteen. At her age, | would have liked to make a | ot of people sick."
"But you didn't, did you?"

"Only because | didn't know the spells. Wich was probably a good thing or
there'd have been sone serious epidem cs going on."

"See?" Victoria said. "This is exactly what |'ve been tal king about. This
attitude of yours—

"I thought we were tal ki ng about Savannah's attitude."

"That's it exactly. I'"'mtrying to bring a serious natter to your attention
and

you brush it off with quips. This flippant attitude will never make you Coven
Leader."

| stifled the urge to remind her that, as of nmy nother's death, | was Coven

Leader. If | did, she'd "remind" ne that | was Leader in nane only, and this
di scussion would turn fromirritating to ugly in a heartbeat.

"Savannah is my responsibility," | said. "You Elders have nade that very
clear."”

"For good reason."

"Because her mother practiced dark magi c. OGCooh. Scary. Well, you know what ?
The

only scary thing about Savannah is how fast she's outgrow ng her clothes.
She's

a kid. A normal, rebellious teenager. Not a black witch. She told Brit she
coul d

make her a potion. Big deal. Ten to one she can't even do it. She was either
showi ng of f or trying to shock us. That's what adol escents do."

"You' re defending her."

"OfF course |I'mdefending her. No one else will. The poor kid went through
hel |

| ast sumer. Before ny nother died, she asked me to take care of Savannah—
"Or so that woman told you."

"That woman is a friend of mine. You don't think my nmother woul d have asked
ne

to take Savannah? O course she would. That's our job. To protect our
sisters.”

"Not at the risk of endangering ourselves."

"Since when is it nore inportant—

"I don't have time to argue with you, Paige. Talk to Savannah or | wll."
dick.

| slamed down the phone and stal ked fromny office, nmuttering everything
wished 1'd said to Victoria. | knew when to hold my tongue, though sonetines
knowi ng and doing were very different things. My nother was the politica
one.

She' d spend years working to effect one small change to Coven Law, soot hing
every runpled feather and arguing her point with a smle

Now she was gone. Miurdered ni ne nonths ago. N ne nonths, three weeks, and two
days. My mind perforned the cal cul ati on unbi dden, springing open the

st opper ed

well of grief. | slamred it shut. She wouldn't have wanted that.

I was brought into this world for one reason. At fifty-two, after alife too
busy for children, my nother | ooked around the Coven and saw no wort hy
successor, so she found a suitable "genetic donor" and, using magic,

concei ved

nme. A daughter born and raised to | ead the Coven. Now that she was gone, |
had

to honor her menmory by fulfilling that purpose. And | woul d, whether the



El ders
wanted it or not.

| abandoned my computer. Victoria' s call had chased all interest in

pr ogr anm ng

fromnmy brain. When | got like this, | needed to do sonething that remn nded
ne

of who | was, and what | wanted to acconplish. That neant practicing ny
spel | s—Aot Coven-sancti oned spells, but the nagic they forbade.

In ny bedroom | pulled back the area rug, unlocked the crawl space hatch
and

tugged out a knapsack. Then, bending down and reaching farther into the hole,
I

undid a secret latch, opened a second conpartnent, and pulled out two books.
M

secret grimoires. After putting the books into ny bag, | headed for the back
door.

| was slipping on ny sandals when the front doorknob turned. | checked ny

wat ch.

Three P.M Savannah didn't get out of school until three forty-five, which is
why | figured | had nearly an hour to practice before maki ng her after-school
snack. Yes, Savannah was too old for the m | k-and-cookies routine, but | did
it

every day without fail. Let's be honest, at twenty-three | was ill equi pped
to

parent a teenager. Being hone for her after school was one thing | could
nmanage.

"What happened?" | asked, hurrying into the hall. "Is everything okay?"
Savannah backpedal ed, as if fearing | mght do something rash, |ike hug her

"Teacher's neeting today. Early dism ssal. Renenber?"

"Did you tell me?"

She rubbed her nose, trying to decide whether she could get away with a lie.
"l

forgot. But | would have called if | had a cell phone."

"You'll get a cell phone when you can pay for the air-tine."

"But 1'mtoo young to get a job!"

"Then you're too young for a cell phone."

ad argument. W knew our |ines, and never wavered fromthem That was one
advant age to being a nere decade ol der than Savannah—+ renmenbered pulling the
same crap with my mom so | knew how to handle it. Maintain the routine. Gve
no

sign of wearing down. Eventually she'd give up...not that | ever did.

Savannah peered over mny shoul der to | ook down at ny backpack, a feat she
coul d

easily nmanage, being two inches taller than ny five feet two. Two inches
taller

and about thirty pounds lighter. | could have expl ai ned the weight difference
by
poi nting out that Savannah was very slender, but to be truthful, | was about

fifteen pounds over what nobst wonmen's magazines listed as the ideal weight
for

ny hei ght.

Savannah, by contrast, was very tall for her age: tall, thin, and coltish,
al |

awkward angles and jutting linmbs. | told her she'd grow into her body, as
she' d

grow i nto her oversized blue eyes. She didn't believe me. Like she didn't
believe nme when |I'd advised her that cutting off her waist-length black hair
woul d be a m stake. Now she had a straight, w spy bob that only rmade the
angl es



of her face even nore prominent. Naturally, she blamed ne, because | didn't
forbid her to cut her hair, instead of just cautioning against it.

"Headi ng out for spell practice?" she said, pointing at my knapsack. "What
are

you wor ki ng on?"

"Maki ng you a snack. Wiite mlk or chocol ate?"

Dramatic sigh. "Come on, Paige. | know what kind of stuff you practice. |
don't

bl ame you. Those Coven spells are for five-year-olds."

"Fi ve-year-olds don't cast spells.”

"Nei ther does the Coven. Not real spells. Ch, come on. W can work together
Maybe | can get that wi nd spell working for you."

| turned to | ook at her

"You wote in your journal that you were having trouble with it," she said.
"Sounds like a cool spell. My nmom never had anything like that. Tell you
what —you teach nme that one and I'Il show you some real mmgic."

"You read ny journal ?"

"Just the spell practice journal. Not your personal one."

"How do you know | have a personal one?"

"Do you? Hey, you know what happened at school today? M. Ellis told nme he's
sending two of my paintings to get franed. They're going to hang them at
graduati on next week."

Savannah headed for the kitchen, still talking. Should |I pursue the journa
comment? | considered, then rejected it. Instead | hefted ny knapsack and
headed

to ny roomto return the bag to its hiding spot.

| f Savannah did read ny personal journal, at least it neant she was taking an
interest in me. Wich was good. Unl ess she was snooping in hopes of finding
somet hing she could use to blackmail me into buying her a cell phone. Which
woul dn't be so good. What exactly did | have in ny journal, anyway...?

While | was | ocking away ny bag, the doorbell rang. Savannah shouted "Cot it"
and thundered into the hall-way, maki ng enough noi se for someone three tinmes
her

size. Wen | walked into the living rooma few mnutes |ater, she was

st andi ng

in the hall doorway, lifting a letter to the light and squinting at it.
"Testing your psychic abilities?" | said. "Aletter opener works nmuch faster."
She junped and jerked the letter down, hesitated, then held it out.

"Ah, for nme. In that case, |'d advise steaning it open." | took the letter.
"Registered mail ? That bunps it up fromsinple mail fraud to mail fraud plus
forgery. | hope you're not using that skill to sign ny nane to any notes at
school . "

"As if," she said, heading back toward the kitchen. "Wat would be the good
of

ski pping school in this towmn? No nmall, no Starbucks, not even a Mckey D s."
"You coul d hang around outside the hardware store with the rest of the kids."
She snorted and di sappeared into the kitchen

The envel ope was standard |l etter-sized, no unusual markings, just ny nane and
address handwitten in clean, exact strokes and a return address preprinted
in

t he upper left corner. The sender? A California law firm

| tore it open. My eyes went straight to the first line, which requested-ro,
demanded—y presence at a neeting tonorrow norning. The first thing | thought

was: "Oh, shit." | suppose that's the normal reaction for anyone receiving an
unexpected | egal summons.

| assuned it had sonething to do with ny business. | created and nanaged
conpany

Wb sites for wonmen tired of nmal e Web desi gners who t hought they'd want
not hi ng

nore technically challenging than floral wallpaper. Wen it conmes to the



Internet, the issue of copyright is as nmurky and convoluted as a celebrity
prenup so, seeing a letter filled with legal jargon, |I assuned |'d done
somet hing |i ke design a Flash sequence that inadvertently bore sone passing
simlarity to one on a Wb site in Zaire.

Then | read the next I|ine.

"The purpose of this nmeeting is to discuss our client's petition for custody
of

the juvenile, Savannah Levine.."

| closed nmy eyes and inhaled. Ckay, |I'd known this could happen. Savannah's
only

l[iving relative was one of the Coven El ders, but | always assunmed Savannah's
not her m ght have had friends who woul d be wonderi ng what became of Eve and
her

young daughter. Wen they discovered that a great-aunt had taken custody of
Savannah and handed her over to me, they'd want answers. And they night want
Savannah.

Naturally, 1'd fight. The problemwas that Savannah's aunt Margaret was the
weakest of the three Elders, and if Victoria insisted Margaret relinquish
cust ody, she would. The El ders hated trouble; they broke into collective

hi ves

at the nere prospect of drawing attention to the Coven. To secure their
support,

I'd need to persuade themthat they'd face graver personal danger by giving
up

Savannah than by keeping her. Wth the Elders, it always came down to that:
what

was best for them safest for them

| scanned the rest of the letter, sifting through the Iegal jargon to find

t he

petitioner's nanme. Wien | found it, ny stomach dropped to ny shoes. |

coul dn't

believe it. No, strike that. | believed it only too well. Cursed nyself for
not

seeing it com ng

Did I nention how ny nother died? Last year, a small group of humans | earned
about the supernatural world and wanted to harness our powers, so they

ki dnapped

a sanpling of powerful supernaturals. One of those was Savannah's not her
Eve.

Savannah had the msfortune to be hone from school that day and was taken as
wel I .

Eve, however, quickly proved nore dangerous than her captors expected, so

t hey

killed her. As a replacenent, they targeted ny nmother, the elderly |eader of
t he

Coven. My nother was taken, along with Elena Mchaels, a werewol f. There they
nmet anot her captive, a half-demon who would later kill my nother and bl ane
Savannah—part of an intricate plot to take control of Savannah, and so gain
access to a young, nalleable, and extrenely powerful neophyte wtch.

That hal f-denmon's nanme? Leah O Donnell. The sane nane that now stared up at
nme

fromthe custody petition

Chapter 2
Home Security

LEAH WAS A TELEKI NETI C HALF- DEMON OF THE Hl GHEST ORDER. A hal f-denon is the
of fspring of a nale denon and a fenmal e human. Hal f - denons al ways | ook human
taking after their nother. \What they inherit fromtheir father depends on
what



ki nd of denon he is. For Leah, that power was tel ekinesis. That neans she
coul d

nmove things with her mind. Only don't think sideshow spoon-bendi ng. Think of
a

worman who can nentally hurl a steel desk into a walltiterally into a wall,
with

such force that the desk enmbeds itself in the plaster and obliterates
anyt hi ng

inits path.

Not surprisingly, then, the first thing | did upon reading this letter was
rush

around securing the house. After fastening the door |ocks and pulling the
blinds, | noved to | ess conventional security. At each door | cast a |lock
spel |,

whi ch woul d hold them cl osed even if the dead bolts failed. Next | used
perimeter spells at all the doors and wi ndows. Think of perinmeter spells as
supernatural security systems. No one could enter the house wi thout ny
knowi ng

it.

Al of these were Coven-sanctioned spells, though a few nonths ago one wtch
felt it her duty to point out that a | ock spell could be used for evil, if we
ever took it upon ourselves to | ock sonmeone in a room instead of keeping

t hem

out. Woul d you believe the Coven actually convened a special neeting of the
El ders to discuss this? Wrse yet, the Elders voted two to one to outlaw the
second-1 evel spell, leaving us the first-level spell, which could be broken
with

a strong twi st on the doorknob. Fortunately, ny vote carried extra weight, so
the notion failed.

Savannah wal ked in as | was casting the perineter spell across the bottom of
our

unused firepl ace.

"Who are you trying to keep out?" she asked. "Santa C aus?"

"The letter. It's fromLeah."

She blinked, surprised but not concerned. | envied her that.

"Ckay," she said. "W expected this. We're ready for her, right?"

"OfF course." Was it ny imagination, or did nmy voice just trenble? Inhale,
exhal e...now once nore, with confidence. "Absolutely." Ch, yeah, that sounded
about as confident as a cornered kitten with three broken legs. | turned and
busi ed nyself casting perineter spells at the living roomw ndows.

"So what was in the letter?" Savannah asked. "A threat?"

| hesitated. | can't lie. Well, | can, but I"'mlousy at it. My nose night as
wel | grow, ny fal sehoods are so obvious.

"Leah...wants custody of you."

" And?"

"There's no 'and.' She wants to take custody of you, legally."

"Yeah, and | want a cell phone. She's a bitch. Tell her | said so. And tel
her

to fuck—=
" Savannabh.
"Hey, you allowed 'bitch.' Can't blane ne for testing the boundaries." She
shoved an Oreo in her mouth. "—Go—gi —geen.”

"The correct sequence is: chew, swallow talk."

She roll ed her eyes and swallowed. "I said: you know what | mean.
"Wtch-sl ave

wasn't my choice at career day |ast week. Tell her I'mnot interested in what
she's selling."

"That's good, but it mght take nmore than that to change her nind."

"But you can handle it, right? You sent her packing before. Do it again."

| should have pointed out that 1'd "sent her packing” with lots of help, but



ny
ego resisted. |If Savannah thought 1'd played a significant role in beating

Leah

last tinme, there was no need to enlighten her now She needed to feel secure.
So, in the interest of ensuring that security, | returned to ny perineter
spel | s.

"I"ll go do ny bedroom wi ndows," she said.

| nodded, knowing |I'd redo them when she wasn't |ooking. Not that Savannah

| acked proficiency in level tw spells. Though | hated to admit it, she'd

al ready surpassed ne in all levels of Coven magic. |1'd redo her spells because
I

had to, for peace of nmind. OGherwise |I'd worry that she'd m ssed a wi ndow or

rushed through the incantation or something. It wasn't just Savannah. 1'd do
t he
same with any other witch. I'd feel better knowing |I'd done it nyself.

| don't remenber what | nmade for dinner. By seven Savannah was in her room
whi ch might have worried ne except that she di sappeared after dinner al nost
every night—before | could ask for help clearing the tabl e—and spent the next
few hours in her bedroom ostensibly doing homework, which somehow invol ved
ni nety-m nute phone calls to school chums. G oup honmework. \What can | say?
Once Savannah was in her room | turned my attention back to the letter. It
demanded ny presence at a ten A°M neeting the next nmorning. Until then, |
coul d

do little but wait. | hated that. By seven-thirty | resolved to do sonething,
anyt hi ng.

| had one lead to pursue. The letter was froma | awer naned Gabri el
Sandf or d,

who wor ked at Jacobs, Sandford and Schwab in Los Angel es. Odd. Very odd, now
that | thought about it. Having an L. A |awer woul d make sense for soneone
l[iving in California, but Leah was from W sconsi n.

| knew Leah hadn't noved—+ nade discreet biweekly inquiries to her station

By

"station,” | mean police station. No, Leah wasn't in jail—+though |I knew of
few

peopl e who bel onged behind a stronger set of bars. Leah was a deputy sheriff.
Wul d that help her custody case? No sense dwelling on that until | knew nore.

Back to the L.A lawer. Could it be a ruse? Maybe this wasn't a real |egal
case

at all. Maybe Leah had invented this | awer, placing himin a huge city as
far

from Massachusetts as possible, and assunmed | woul dn't investigate.

Though the phone nunber was on the letterhead, | called 411 to doubl e-check
They provided a mat chi ng address and phone nunber for Jacobs, Sandford and
Schwab. | called the office, since it was only four-thirty on the West Coast.

When | asked for Gabriel Sandford, his secretary inforned me that he was out
of

town on busi ness.

Next, | checked out Jacobs, Sandford and Schwab on the Web. | found severa
references on sites listing L.A. law firnms. Al nentions were discreet, none
encour agi ng new business. It didn't seemlike the kind of firma Wsconsin
cop

woul d see advertised on |ate-night TV. Very strange, but |1'd have to wait
unti |

tonorrow to find out nore.

Wth norning canme a fresh dilemma. What to do with Savannah? | wasn't letting
her go to school with Leah in town. And | certainly wasn't taking her with ne.
I

settled for leaving her with Abigail Al den. Abby was one of the very few



Coven

witches to whom|'d entrust Savannah, soneone who'd protect her without
guestion

and without telling the El ders.

East Falls was only forty mles fromBoston. Yet, despite its proximty,
peopl e

here didn't work in Boston, didn't shop in Boston, didn't even go to concerts
or

live theater in Boston. People who lived in East Falls liked their small-town
ways and fought viciously agai nst any encroachnent fromthe big bad city to

t he

sout h.

They al so fought agai nst incursions of another sort. This region of
Massachusetts is overflowing with beautiful villages, replete wi th gorgeous
exanpl es of New Engl and architecture. Anong these, East Falls took its place
as

one of the best. Every building in the downtown area dated back at |east two
hundred years and was kept in pristine condition, in accordance with town | aw.
Yet you rarely saw a tourist in East Falls. The town didn't just fail to
pronot e

tourism it actively worked to prevent it. No one was allowed to open a
hot el ,

an inn, or a bed-and-breakfast in town, nor any sort of shop that m ght
attract

tourists. East Falls was for East Falls residents. They lived there, worked
there, played there, and no one el se was wel cone.

Four hundred years ago, when the Coven first came to East Falls, it was a
Massachusetts village steeped in religious prejudice, small-m ndedness, and
self-righteous norality. Today, East Falls is a Massachusetts vill age steeped
in

religious prejudice, small-m ndedness, and sel f-righteous nmorality. They
killed

wi tches here during the New England witch trials. Five innocent wonen and
three

Coven witches, including one of my ancestors. So why is the Coven still here?
I

wi sh | knew.

Not all Coven witches lived in East Falls. Mst, |ike ny nother, had noved

cl oser to Boston. Wen | was born, ny nother bought a snmall two-story
Victorian

on a huge corner lot in an old Boston suburb, a wonderful tight-knit little
conmuni ty.

After she died, the Elders insisted | relocate to East Falls. As a condition
of

nmy taking custody of Savannah, they wanted nme to nove where they could keep
an

eye on us. At the tine, blinkered by grief, I'd seen their condition as an
excuse to flee painful nenories. For twenty-two years, ny nother and | had
shared that house. After her death, every tine | heard a footstep, a voice,

t he

closing of a door, I'd thought "It's just Mom" then realized it wasn't, and
never woul d be again. So when they told ne to sell, | did. Now | regretted ny
weakness, both in surrendering to their demand and in giving up a hone that
nmeant so nuch to ne.

Leah's | awer was holding the neeting at the Cary Law Ofice in East Falls.
That

wasn't unusual. The Carys were the only |lawers in town, and they nmade their
nmeeting roomavailable to visiting | awyers, for a reasonable fee—the Carys
typical blend of small-town hospitality and big-city business sense.



The Carys of East Falls had been | awers for as |ong as anyone could
remenber.

According to runor, they'd even been around during the East Falls wtch
trials,

t hough the gossi pnongers are divided over which side the Carys served on
Currently the office had two | awyers, G antham Cary and Grantham Cary, Jr. My
sole legal dealing in East Falls had been the title transfer on ny house,

whi ch

had been handled by Grant junior. The guy invited me out for a drink after
our

first neeting, which wouldn't have been so bad if his wife hadn't been
downst ai rs manni ng the receptioni st desk. Needless to say, |I'd since taken ny
busi ness |l egal matters el sewhere.

For as long as the Carys had been | awers, they'd practiced out of a
nonst r ous

three-story house in the middle of Main Street. | arrived at the house at
nine-fifty. Once inside, | noted the |ocation of each enpl oyee. G ant ham
junior's wife, Lacey, was at her main floor desk, and a polite inquiry
confirmed

that both Granthans were upstairs in their respective offices. Good. Leah was
unlikely to try anything supernatural w th humans so near

After engaging in the requisite two mnutes of small talk with Lacey, | took
a

seat by the front window. Ten mnutes later, the neeting room door opened and
a

man in a tailored three-piece suit walked out. He was tall, dark-haired, late
thirties. Good-looking in a sleek plastic Ken doll kind of way. Definitely a

| awyer.

"Ms. Wnterbourne?" he said as he approached, hand extended. "I'm Gabrie
Sandford. "

As | stood, | nmet Sandford's eyes and knew exactly why he'd taken Leah's
case.

Gabriel Sandford wasn't just an L. A lawer. No, it was worse than that.
Gabriel Sandford was a sorcerer

Chapter 3
A Brilliant Strategy Four Centuries Too Late

| KNEW SANDFORD WAS A SORCERER THE MOMENT | LOOKED into his eyes—a gut-Ileve
recognition that registered before | could have told you what col or those
eyes

were. This is a peculiarity specific to our races. W need only | ook one
anot her

in the eye, and witch recogni zes sorcerer, sorcerer recognizes wtch
Wtches are always fenale, sorcerers are always nmale, but sorcerers aren't

t he

mal e equi val ent of witches. W are two separate races with different yet
over | appi ng powers. Sorcerers can cast witch spells, but at a reduced

pot ency,

as our ability to use sorcerer spells is handi capped.

No one knows when sorcerers and witches originated, or which came first. Like
nost supernatural races, they've been around since the beginning of recorded
history, starting with a handful of "gifted" people who grewinto a

full-fl edged

race—still rare enough to hide fromthe human world but plentiful enough to
form

their own nicrosociety.

The earliest references to true witches show that they were valued for their
heal i ng and magi cal skills, but in Medieval Europe wonen with such powers
wer e



viewed with grow ng suspicion. At the sane tinme, the value of sorcerers was
increasing, as aristocrats vied to have their own private "nmagicians." The

wi tches didn't need weather-forecasting spells to see which way the w nd was
bl owi ng, and they devised for thenselves a fresh role in this new world order
Until that tine, sorcerers could cast only sinple spells using hand notions.
Wtches taught themto enhance this power by addi ng other spell-casting

el ement s—+ncant ati ons, potions, magi cal objects, and so on. In return for

t hese

teachings, the witches asked that the sorcerers join themin a nmutually
advant ageous covenant.

If a nobl eman wanted hel p defeating his enem es, he'd consult a sorcerer, who
woul d take the request to the witches and together they'd cast the
appropriate

spells. Then the sorcerer would return to the nobl eman and collect his
reward.

In turn, the sorcerer would provide for and protect the witches with his

weal th

and soci al standing. The system worked for centuries. Sorcerers gained power,
in

both the human and supernatural worlds, while the witches gained security,

t hrough protection and a guaranteed inconme. Then canme the Inquisition
Sorcerers were anong the first targeted by the Inquisition in Europe. How did
they react? They turned on us. The Inquisitors wanted heretics? The sorcerers
gave themwi tches. Freed fromthe noral restrictions inmposed by Covens, the
sorcerers turned to stronger and darker magic. \Wile w tches burned,
sorcerers

did what they did best, becoming rich and powerful.

Today sorcerers rule as some of the nost inportant men in the world.
Politicians, |awers, CEO s—search the ranks of any profession known for
greed,

anbition, and a distinct |lack of scruples, and you'll find a whole cadre of
sorcerers. And wi tches? Ordinary wonen | eading ordinary lives, nost of them
so

afraid of persecution they've never dared learn a spell that will kill
anyt hi ng

| arger than an aphid.

"Figures," | muttered, |oud enough for Sandford to hear

I f he knew what | meant he gave no sign of it, only extended his hand and
br oad

smle. | declined both with a |level stare, then brushed past hi mand strode
into

the neeting room Inside sat a red-haired wonan, average height, |ean
thirty-ish, with a blossom ng tan and a ready snile. Leah O Donnell.
Sandford flourished a hand in nmy direction. "May | present the esteened

| eader

of the Anmerican Coven."

"Paige," Leah said, rising. "Don't you | ook—= Her eyes took in every one of

ny
excess pounds. "—healthy."

"Any nmore insults?" | said. "Get themoff your chest now, 'cause |I'd hate for
you to be lying in bed tonight, thinking of all the zingers you'd failed to
get

off."

Leah dropped into her seat.

"Ch, cone on," | said. "Go ahead. | won't even retaliate. Cheap one-liners
wer e

never ny style."”
"And what is your style, Paige?" Leah waved at ny dress. "Laura Ashley, |
presune. How very.witchlike."



"Actually," Sandford said, "fromwhat | hear, nost Coven witches prefer

pol yester stretch pants. Blue, to match their hair rinse."

"Want to take a few mnutes, think up something nore clever? | can wait."
"Ch, let's get on with it," Leah said. "I have things to do, places to be,
l'ives

to ruin." She bared her teeth in a grin and rocked back in her chair.

| rolled my eyes, sat and turned to Sandford. "She's right. Let's get this
over

with. It's sinple. You' re not getting Savannah. By arranging this absurd
"custody' neeting all you' ve done is put me on the alert. If you thought you
coul d wave phony custody papers in ny face and scare ne into handi ng her
over,

you' ve got the wong witch."

"Ch, but they aren't phony," Sandford said.

"Uh- huh. On what grounds coul d you possibly chall enge me? My age? Leah's not
much ol der. Because |I'mnot related to Savannah? Wl |, neither is she. | have
a

pr osperous busi ness, a house with no nortgage, a solid record of conmunity
service and, nost inportantly, the blessing of Savannah's sol e surviving
relative."

Sandford's lips twitched in a smle. "Are you sure?"

"Yes, I'msure. |Is that your plan? Persuade Margaret Levine to relinquish
cust ody?"
"No, | nean: are you sure Mss Levine is Savannah's sole surviving relative?

Just because her nother is dead doesn't make the child an orphan.”

It took me a second to realize what he meant. "Her father? Savannah doesn't
even

know who her father is. Ch, let ne guess. You sonehow managed to track him
down,

and persuaded himto cast his vote behind Leah. How nuch did that cost?"
shook

nmy head. "Never nind. Take that route. It'll still be my suitability versus
Leah's, a battle I'mwlling to fight anytine."

"Who said |I'mthe one who wants custody?" Leah asked from her end of the

t abl e.

"Did you say that, Gabe?"

"OfF course not. Clearly Paige is |leaping to conclusions. It says right here—=
He

rai sed his copy of the letter he'd sent ne and feigned a deep frown—about as

bel i evabl e as smacking hinself in the forehead. "I don't believe this. That
new
secretary of mine. | told her to include your name as a w tness. \What does
she

do? She puts you down as the plaintiff. Unbelievable."

Bot h shook their heads, then left me dangling in silence.

"Who is the plaintiff?" | asked.

"Savannah's father, of course," Sandford said. "Kristof Nast."

When | didn't react, Leah |eaned toward Sandford and said in a stage whisper
"l

don't think she knows who that is."

Sandford' s eyes wi dened. "Could it be? The | eader of the all-powerful
Anerican

Coven doesn't know Kristof Nast?"

Beneath the table, |I dug nmy fingers into ny thighs, willing nmy tongue to stay
still.

"He's heir to the Nast Cabal ," Sandford continued. "You do know what a Caba
is,

don't you?"

"lI've heard of them"

"Heard of then?" Sandford | aughed. "Cabals are billion-dollar corporations



with

i nternational interests. The crowning achi evenent of sorcerers and she's

" heard

of them'"

"This Nast, he's a sorcerer?"

"Naturally."

"Then he can't be Savannah's father, can he?"

Sandf ord nodded. "Admittedly it is difficult to conprehend how any sorcerer
particularly one of M. Nast's stature, could denean hinmself by sleeping with
a

wi tch. However, we nust remenber that Eve was a very attractive young woman,
and

brutally anbitious, so | can understand how she ni ght have seduced M. Nast,
in

spite of the repugnance of such a union."

"Don't forget," Leah said, "Eve wasn't just a witch. She was also a

hal f - denon.

A true supernatural.”

"Real | y?" | said. "A supernatural who can't pass on its powers to its
chi l dren?

More an aberration than a race, wouldn't you say?" Before she could answer, |
| ooked over at Sandford. "Yes, | agree that | cannot conceive of any witch

screwing around with a sorcerer while there was anyone else with a dick on
t he

pl anet, but beyond that, there's the biological inmpossibility. A sorcerer
sires

only sons. A witch bears only daughters. How could they reproduce? It can't
happen. "

"I's that a fact?" Sandford said.

"OfF course it is," Leah said. "Paige knows everything. She went to Harvard."
Sandford snorted. "The nobst overrated school in the country, and now they
even

admt witches. How the m ghty have fallen.”

"You couldn't get in, huh?" | said. "Sorry to hear it. However, if you do
have

proof that a witch and sorcerer can procreate, please fax it to ny place.
O herwise, I'll assume | amright."

"M. Nast is Savannah's father," Sandford said. "And now, with her nother
gone,

he wants to ensure she has the kind of power she deserves, the kind of power
Eve

woul d have wanted for her."

"Good argunent,"” | said. "Like to see you take that one before a court.”

"W won't need to," Sandford said. "You'll surrender custody |ong before we
reach that point."

"And how do you intend to nake ne do that?"

Leah grinned. "Wtchery."

"What ?"

"You give us Savannah or we'll tell the world what you are."

"You mean— | sputtered a laugh. "You plan to accuse me of practicing
witchcraft? On, that's a great plan. O it would have been, four hundred
years

ago. Wtchcraft? Who cares? It's old news."

"Are you sure about that?" Sandford asked.

"The practice of witchcraft is a state-accepted religion. You cannot

di scrimnate against me on the basis of my religious beliefs. You should have
done your honmework, Counsel or."

"Ch, but I did."

He smiled and, with that, they wal ked out.



Chapter 4
The Furies Descend

VE WALK A FINE LINE, AS SUPERNATURALS IN A HUVAN WORLD. Human rul es and | aws
often have little nmeaning in our lives. Take Savannah's case. A young girl, a

wi tch, imrensely powerful, pursued by dark factions who would kill to woo her
to

their side while she was still young and nul | eabl e. Her nother now dead, who
will protect her? Who should protect her? The Coven, of course. Sister

wi t ches

who can hel p her harness and control her power.

Now | ook at it fromthe perspective of human | aw and soci al services. A
thirteen-year-old child, her nother missing, turned over to a great-aunt whom
she's never nmet, who in turn pawns her off on an unrel ated worman barely out
of

coll ege. Try going before a judge and expl ai ni ng those circunstances.

To the rest of the world, Eve was only nissing, and would remain so, since no
one woul d ever find her body. This had nade it easier to take de facto

cust ody

of Savannah because, technically, | was only caring for Savannah until her
not her returned. So long as | provided a good hone for Savannah, no one was
about to argue that she should be handed over to child services and enter the
foster-care system To be honest, though, | wasn't sure how well ny claim
woul d

hold up in court.

The idea of battling a tel ekinetic half-denon, while daunting, was well
wi t hin

nmy sphere of understanding. But fighting a | egal case? My upbringi ng prepared
ne

for no such thing. So, faced with this custody suit, | naturally chose to
research, not the |egal side, but the supernatural aspect, starting with

| earni ng nore about Cabal s.

| had heard of Cabals, but ny nother always downpl ayed their existence.
According to her, they were the supernatural world' s equivalent of the
bogeyman,

a seedling of truth that had been tw sted and bl own out of proportion. They
wer e

uni mportant, she said. Uninportant to witches, and to the supernatura
interracial council.

As Coven | eader, my nother had also led the interracial council, and as her
hei r

I'd been sitting in on neetings since | was twelve. Sone wits |iken the
counci

to a supernatural United Nations. That's not a bad conparison. Like the UN
we' re supposed to keep the peace, to end injustice in our world.

Unf ortunately,

also like its human counterpart, our power lies nmore in a sem nythica
reputation than in reality.

Last year, |1'd overheard my nmother and fellow council nenber Robert Vasic
argui ng over the inportance of Cabals. These days Robert downpl ayed his role
in

the council, acting nore as a resource and ceding his place to his stepson
Adam

who, |ike Robert, was a hal f-denmon. Though Robert cl ai ned he was backi ng off
because of declining health, |I often suspected that he was frustrated with

t he

council's Iimted sphere of influence, its inability to fight the true evil
in

our world. In the argunment |'d overheard he'd been trying to convince ny
not her



that we needed to pay nore attention to Cabals. Now, | was ready to agree.
Once | got home | called Robert. No answer. Robert was al so a professor of
Dermonol ogy at Stanford, so | tried his office there and |l eft a nmessage on his
machi ne. Then | al nost dialed Adam s ol d nunber before remenbering that he'd
noved back hone last nonth, after enrolling at Stanford to take his second
shot

at a bachel or's degree.

A year older than |, Adam has al so been attending council meetings since
adol escence, preparing for his role. W' ve been friends for al nost as

| ong—di scounting our actual first neeting, where | called hima dunb ox and
he

roasted nme for it, literally, leaving burns that |asted for weeks. \Wich

m ght

gi ve sone idea what kind of half-denmon he is.

Next | prepared to nake a far tougher call: to Margaret Levine. If Leah and

Sandford were serious about this custody suit, they'd have to contact her.
shoul d have thought of this yesterday, but ny knee-jerk reaction had been not
to

tell the Elders.

| was still dialing when Savannah energed from her room cordl ess phone in
hand.

"You cal |l ed AdanP" she sai d.

"No, | called Robert. And how d you know t hat ?"

"Redi al ."

"Why are you checking the redial ?"

"Did you tell Adam about Leah? |I bet he'd |ike another shot at her. Ch, and
how

about El ena and O ay? They'd cone too, if you asked. Well, day wouldn't. Not
if

you asked. But El ena would conme, and he'd follow " She thunped down beside ne
on

the sofa. "If we got everyone together again, you guys could kick ass, |ike
back

at the conmpound. Renenber?"

| remenbered. What | renmenber nost was the smell. The overwhel mi ng stench of
deat h. Corpse upon corpse, littering the floors. Although I1'd killed no one,
I'd

participated. 1'd agreed it was necessary, that every human who had been

i nvol ved in kidnappi ng supernatural had to die, to guarantee that our secrets
woul d not |eave those walls. That didn't mean | didn't still jolt awake at

| east

once a nonth, bathed in sweat, snelling death.

"For now, let's see if we can handle this ourselves,” | said.

"You haven't told the El ders yet, have you?"

"I will. It's just—=

"Don't. They'll only screw things up. You're right. W can handle this. Al
we

need to do is find Leah. Then we can kill her."

Savannah said this with a nonchal ance that took my breath away. Before
coul d

respond, the doorbell rang.

It was the Elders. Al three of them standing on ny porch, their expressions
rangi ng from vapid confusion (Margaret) to worried concern (Therese) to
barely

contained fury (Victoria).

Margaret Levine, Therese Moss, and Victoria Al den had been the Coven El ders
for

as long as | could renmenber. They'd been ny nother's friends and, as such
part

of my life. |I remenber, even as recently as |ast sumer, seeing the four of



t hem

sitting down together for their regular Wednesday El ders neeting, and

t hi nki ng

what a di sparate group they nade.

Therese fit the inage Gabriel Sandford ascribed to witches, right down to the
bl ue rinse and polyester stretch pants. The stereotypical grandnother with a
wi de lap and a purse that hel d enough supplies to see her through a three-day
si ege. Savannah's aunt Margaret was, at sixty-eight, the youngest of the

El ders.

A beauty in her youth, Margaret was still strikingly attractive, but,
unfortunately, fulfilled another stereotype, that of the dimivtted beauty.
And

Victoria Alden? She was the nodel twenty-first-century senior, an inpeccably
grooned, energetic woman, who wore suits to church and khakis on the golf
course, and sniffed at |less active seniors, as if any physical or nental

i mpai rment they suffered was due to self-neglect.

Once 1'd undone the perinmeter and | ocking spells and opened the door

Victoria

barrel ed past and strode into the living room not bothering to renove her
shoes. That was a bad sign. Rules of Coven etiquette-which bore a disquieting
resenbl ance to those by Emily Post, circa 1950—dictated that one al ways
renmoved

one's shoes at the door, as a courtesy to the housekeeper. Walking in with
your

shoes on treaded the border of insult. Fortunately, Therese and Margaret did
take off their orthopedic slip-ons, so | knew the situation wasn't critical
"We need to talk," Victoria said.

"Wuld you like sone tea first?" | said. "I should have fresh muffins, too,

if

Savannah hasn't finished them™
"W aren't here to eat, Paige,"
"Tea, then?"

"No. "

Tur ni ng down baked goods was dammi ng enough, but to refuse a hot beverage?

Al most unheard of in the annals of Coven history.

"How coul d you have kept this fromus?" Victoria said as | joined themin the
living room "A custody battle is bad enough. A legal custody battle. But—
"It's not a legal custody battle," Savannah said, slipping around the corner
"Taki ng custody means ki dnapping, |ike breaking in at m dnight and draggi ng
ne

away kicking and scream ng. That kind of custody battle."

Victoria turned to me. "Wiat is she tal ki ng about ?"

"Savannah? How about you take your aunt downstairs and show her your artwork."
"No. "

"Savannah, please. W have to talk."

"So? It's about ny life, isn't it?"

"See?" Victoria turned to Therese and Margaret, and waved a hand at Savannah
and

me. "This is the problem The girl has no respect for Paige."

Victoria said fromthe living room

"The girl has a nane," | said.

"Don't interrupt. You aren't ready for this, Paige. | said so right fromthe
start. We should never have let you take her. You're too young and she's too—
"W are fine," | said, teeth gritted so hard they hurt.

"Wanna see ny art, Aunt Maggi e?" Savannah asked. "M teacher says | have rea

talent. Come see." She bounced off, wearing a "good-girl" grin that |ooked as
pai nful as ny clenched teeth.

"Come on, Aunt Maggie," Savannah call ed back, her voice a high-pitched

si ngsong.

"Il show you ny cartoons."

"No!" | yelled after her as Margaret followed. "The oils, please. The oils."



Sonehow | doubted Margaret would see the hunmor in Savannah's dark cartoons.
They' d probably give the Elder a heart attack. Just what | needed.

Once they were gone, Victoria turned on me. "You should have told us about
this."

"I just got the notice yesterday after we spoke on the phone. | didn't take
it

seriously, so | didn't want to upset you. Then, when | net with themthis
nmorning, | realized it was serious, and | was just about to call Margaret—
"I'"'msure you were."

"Now, Victoria," Therese nurnured

"Do you know what they're threatening to do?" Victoria continued. "Expose
you.

Expose us. They're alleging you re an unfit guardi an because you're a
practicing

witch."

"So are thousands of mothers in this country,” |I said. "lIt's called Wcca and
it's a recognized religious choice."

"That's not what we are, Paige. Don't confuse the issue."

"I"'mnot. Every person who reads that custody challenge will junp to the
conclusion that by "witch' they nean 'Wccan.' "

"I don't care what they'll conclude. | care about protecting the Coven.

will

not allow you to risk exposing us—

"That's it! O course. Now | get it. That's why Leah's accusing nme of
witchcraft. Not because she thinks it'Il win the |lawsuit. She wants to scare
us.

A witch's worst fear is exposure. She's preying on that weakness. Exploiting
it.

She threatens us with exposure, and you'll force me to relinquish Savannah."
"A small price to pay—

"But we can't let her win. If this ruse succeeds, they' |l use it again. Every
time a supernatural wants sonething fromthe Coven, they' |l pull the sane
scam "

Victoria hesitated.

| hurried on. "Gve nme three days. After that, | prom se you won't hear
anyt hi ng

nore about witches in East Falls."

After a nonment, Victoria gave a curt nod. "Three days."

"There's just one other thing. And I'mtelling you, not because | believe it,
but because | don't want you to hear it from sonmeone el se. They say
Savannah' s

father is a sorcerer.”

"Whul dn't surprise nme. There is definitely sonmething wong with the girl."
"There is nothing— | began, then cut nyself short. "But it's not possible,
is

it? For a witch and a sorcerer to have a child?"

"How should I know?" Victoria said.

As Victoria snapped at nme, | thought of ny nother, how she woul d have

r esponded.

No matter how many questions | asked, or how silly they seened, she al ways
f ound

the tine to answer, or to find an answer. | stifled the sharp pang of grief
and

pushed on.

"Have you ever heard of it happeni ng?" | asked.

"OfF course not. Coven witches would never do such a thing. But I'd believe it
of

Eve Levine. You renmenber Eve, Therese. She'd do such a thing sinply because
it

was unnatural ."



"What does Savannah say?" Therese asked.

"She has no idea who her father is. | haven't nmentioned the paternity suit.
She

t hi nks Leah's the one suing for custody."

"Good," Victoria said. "Let's keep it that way. | don't want anyone in the
Coven

knowi ng of this. | won't have themthinking we allowed a witch with sorcerer
bl ood to join our Coven. You'll nention none of this to anyone. | don't want
to

frighten theminto thinking a sorcerer could conme to East Falls."
"A sorcerer? In town?" Therese fairly squeaked with terror
Victoria's eyes narrowed. "He isn't in town already, is he?"

"As far as | know, Kristof Nast is still in Los Angeles," | said, deciding
not
to conplicate the matter by nentioning Sandford. "I'll take care of the wtch

accusation, and the custody chall enge. ™

Therese nodded. "You need to handle it properly, dear. Get a |lawer. The
Carys

are good."

Bring a human lawer into this mess? Not |ikely—wait, naybe that wasn't so
crazy

after all. It gave ne an idea. | steered the conference to an end.

Chapter 5
The Beauty of Science

ONCE THE FRONT DOOR HAD CLOSED BEHI ND THE ELDERS, | cast fresh | ock and
perimeter spells, then grabbed the phone book. Savannah wal ked i n.

"It's a real custody battle, isn't it?" she said, taking a seat on the sofa.
"I thought you knew that."

"When you said Leah wanted custody, | figured you neant she wanted you to

j ust

hand ne over."

"It doesn't matter. They don't have a case—

"So Leah has a | awer and everything? Wiat is he? A sorcerer, | bet."

"Yes, but there's no need to worry."

"Ch, I'mnot scared of any sorcerer. O any |awer. You know, we shoul d get
one."

"I was just about to call M. Cary."

"I meant a sorcerer |lawer. They're really good at it. Al the best sorcerers
are |lawers. Well, until they get older and become politicians. That's what
ny

mom al ways said."

Here was the perfect opening for a query that night hel p answer the question
of

Savannah's paternity, something like "Did your nother, uh, know a | ot of

sorcerers?" O course | didn't ask. | never asked anything about Eve. If
Savannah wanted to tell ne, she woul d.
"Wtches don't work with sorcerers,” | said.

"Ch, please. That's for Coven witches. A real witch works with anyone who can
hel p her. A sorcerer |lawer could help, as long as we picked carefully. Mst
of

themare real jerks—they won't have anything to do with w tches—but Mom knew
a

few who'd take a case like this, if you paid them enough.”

"I"'mnot hiring a sorcerer. I'mgetting a human | awer."

"Are you serious? Don't be stupid, Paige. You can't—

"Way can't 1? They won't be expecting it. If | get a human | awer, Leah wll
need to handl e this case by the books. The human | aw books. No secret
nmeet i ngs



di scussi ng sorcerers and Cabal s—=

"What about the Cabal s?"

"I"mjust saying, they can't talk about that kind of thing in front of a
human

lawyer. If they want to play by human laws, let them 1'Il play right along."
She frowned, and | eaned back into the sofa cushions. "That m ght not be such
a

stupid idea after all."

"d ad you approve."

Friday norning started off feeling very fanmliar. Like the day before, |
deci ded

to keep Savannah hone from school, picked up her assignments, took her to
Abby's, then returned to the Carys' |law office for another ten o' clock
neet i ng.

This time my neeting was with Gant Cary, Jr. Yes, | chose Gant junior
Despite

nmy msgivings about the guy's moral compass, he was a good | awer. He knew
ne...

well, not as well as he'd like, but well enough. Wen | spoke to himon the
phone yesterday, he seened interested in the case and we'd arranged to neet
at

ten. 1'd set up a conference with Leah and Sandford for el even.

I'd been sitting in Cary's office for twenty mnutes, gazing out the
oversi zed
wi ndow behi nd his desk while he read through ny papers. So far everything had

gone well. Other than a lingering | ook at ny boobs when | wal ked in, he
hadn' t
done anything untoward. |1'd probably been too harsh on the guy. | seened to

attract a lot of Cary-types—forty-sonething married guys who see ne, if not as
a
gorgeous bl onde who'd | ook great on their arm as a young worman who mi ght

enj oy

and appreciate the attention of an ol der man.

Fromwhat |'d seen of Grantham Cary Il, he likely hit on every younger wonan
he

met. You know the type. All-Anerican boy of 1975, the town's brightest star
every girl in town wetting her pants if he so nmuch as | ooked at her
Fast-forward to 2001. Hi s weekly golf ganme no | onger keeps his | ove handl es
in

check, he's recently resorted to a slight conb-over to cover that grow ng
bal d

spot, he squints to avoid wearing the bifocals he hides in his desk drawer,
and

he spends his days in an office filled with decades-old sports trophies. Still
a

good- | ooki ng guy, but these days nore likely to be coveted for his bank
account

than his biceps.

"Well," Cary said, returning the last sheet to the stack. "This certainly is
unusual . "

"I + can explain," | said. | could?

"Let me guess," Cary said. "You're not really a witch and this is sinply a
pl oy

to gain custody of Savannah by dredgi ng up an unconfortable el ement of East
Fall s's past and playing on the historical paranoia of this particular region
of

New Engl and. "

"Uh, yes," | said. "Something |ike that."



Cary | aughed. "Don't worry, Paige. It's a very transparent schene obviously
dreaned up by fol ks who don't know rmuch about nodern-day Massachusetts. You
say

this man, Kristof Nast, has no proof that he's Savannah's father? But I
assune

he's willing to subnmit to a DNA test?"

" DNA?"

"We can't just take his say-so on the matter."

O course they couldn't. This was a human court, which played by human rul es.
A

court that wouldn't understand why Kristof Nast couldn't submit DNA. Any
supernatural knew that we couldn't risk having humans study our DNA, but to a
human judge, it was evidence so easily given that to refuse would be

t ant amount

to an adm ssion of fraud.

"He won't give DNA " | said.
Cary's brows shot up. "Are you sure about that?"
"Absolutely,” | said, breaking into a grin. "ls that good?"

Cary | eaned back in his chair and | aughed. "That's better than good. It's
wonderful, Paige. If Sandford's client refuses to submit DNA, he has no case.
"Il see toit."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet," he said. "You haven't seen ny bill."

He | aughed loudly, as if unaware this was a very old joke, but I was in the
nood

to be generous, so | laughed along. W spent the next thirty mnutes

di scussi ng

the case. Then we wapped it up and prepared for the nmeeting with Leah and
Sandford. | hadn't told them Cary was representing nme. They thought they were
comng for a private conference with ne.

| do |l ove surprises.

| was sitting in the neeting room al one, when Lacey ushered in Sandford and
Leah on the dot of eleven o' clock. Cary had agreed to wait a few nmi nutes
before

j oi ni ng us.

Leah fairly bounced in, like a kid on Christmas norning. Sandford foll owed,
tryi ng—but not very hard—to conceal a self-satisfied smrk.

"Do you have the papers?" | asked, injecting a quaver into my voice.

"Of course." Sandford slid themacross the table to ne.

For a few minutes, | stared down at the pages that Wuld relinquish ny

cust ody

rights to Savannah. | inhal ed deeply.

"I know this is tough," Leah said, her voice stuffed with gl oating sarcasm
" But

it's for the best, Paige. It really is."

Anot her couple mnutes of staring at the pages, replete with tortured sighs.
Then | said, "I can't do this."

"Yes, you can," Sandford said.

"No, really, | can't." | shoved the papers back to him wth a grin to nmirror
his. "I'mnot giving her up."

"What ?" Leah said.

"Ch, it was a clever plan, I'll give you that. Threaten me with exposure and
make sure the Elders hear about it. If |I don't cave, they'|ll force nme. Well,

you

underestimated the Coven. Wth their support, I'mfighting this petition."

The ook on their faces was a nmenory to cherish forever

"And what does Margaret Levine say about this?" Leah asked.

"You want to know?" | asked. | lifted the phone. "Call her. I'm sure you have
the nunber. Call all the Elders. Ask themif they support ne."



"This is bullshit." Leah ainmed a glare at Sandford, as if it was his fault.

"No," | said. "It's not bullshit. | assure you, | understand that this is a
serious legal matter and, as such, I'mtreating it very seriously. To that
end,

I"ve hired | egal representation.”

| wal ked to the door and waved in Cary, who'd been waiting in the hall

"I believe you've net M. Cary," | said.

Their jaws dropped. Ckay, they didn't actually drop, like in the cartoons,
but

you get the idea

"But he's a— Leah began before stopping herself.

"A damm fine lawer,” | said. "And I|'mso glad he's agreed to represent ne."
"Thank you, Paige." Cary's smle held a bit nore personal warnth than I

l'i ked,

but I was too happy to care. "Now, let's get straight to the heart of the
matter. About the DNA test. May | assume your client is willing to submt to
one

i medi at el y?"

Sandf ord bl anched. "Qur—y client is a...a very busy man. Hi s business
interests

make it quite inmpossible to | eave Los Angel es at the nmonment."

"Qtherwi se he'd be here now," | said. "Hmm doesn't that seem odd? He's so
interested in gaining custody of his daughter, but can't find a few days to
fly

out and neet her."
"He could provide the sanple in California," Cary said. "CQur firmnmay be
smal |,

but we have contacts in San Francisco. |'msure they'd be happy to oversee
t he
testing."

"My client does not wish to subnmt to DNA testing."
"No DNA, no case," Cary said
Sandford gl ared at ne.

"Checkmate,"” | said. And grinned.

When Sandford and Leah left, Cary turned to ne and snil ed.

"That went well, don't you think?"

| grinned. "Better than well. It was perfect. Thank you so much."

"Wth any luck, it's all over. | can't imagine them pursuing the case w thout

DNA. " He checked his watch. "Do you have tine for coffee? W can discuss the
final details before my next appointnment."

"Details? But if it's over...?"

"We hope it is, but we need to cover every contingency, Paige. I'll let Lacey
know we' re | eaving."

Chapter 6

Shot Down

CARY AND | WALKED TO MELI NDA' S BAKERY ON STATE STREET. Even by ny jaded
big-city

standards, Melinda's was a first-rate bakery. The coffee al one al nost made
living in East Falls bearable. And the scones? If | ever persuaded the El ders
to

l et us nove, |'d be making weekly runs to East Falls for Melinda's raisin
scones.

| would have preferred a wi ndow table, but Cary sel ected one near the back
Admittedly, even the main street of East Falls has little to offer in the way
of

peopl e-wat chi ng and, since we were discussing confidential |egal matters, |
under st ood why Cary picked a nore private seating arrangenent.

When we sat down, he pointed at nmy scone. "I'mglad to see you're not one of



those girls who's always on a diet. | |like wonmen who aren't afraid to | ook
i ke

wonen. "

" Uh- huh. "

"The girls these days, dieting until they're so thin you can't tell if they're
a

boy or a girl. You're different. You always | ook so— H s gaze dropped to ny
chest. "—put together. It's so nice to see a young wonan who still wears
skirts

and dresses."

"So you think they'll drop the case?"

Cary added three creanmers to his coffee and stirred it before answering.
"Reasonably certain,” he said. "There are a few nmore things | need to do."
"Li ke what ?"

"Paperwork. Even in the sinplest case, there's always paperwork." He sipped
hi s

coffee. "Now, | suppose you want to hear how much this is going to cost you."
| smiled. "Well, | can't say | want to hear it, but | should. Do you have an
esti mat e?"

He pulled out his legal pad, ripped off the top sheet and started tallying
figures on a clean page. As the list grew, ny eyes wi dened. When he wote a

total at the bottom | choked on a nouthful of coffee.

"I's that—Please tell ne there's a decimal mssing," | said.

"Legal expertise doesn't come cheap, Paige."

"I know that. | have | egal work done for ny business all the tine, but ny
bills

don't look like that." |I pulled the legal pad toward ne and flipped it

ar ound.

"What's this? Nine billable hours accrued? W only net today, fromten until—=
I

checked my watch."—el even-forty."

"I did need to review your case | ast night, Paige."

"You reviewed it this nmorning. In front of me. Remenber?"

"Yes, but last night | was researching simlar cases.”

"For seven hours?"

" '"Billable hours' is a conplex concept that doesn't necessarily correspond
to

actual time spent.”

"No kidding. And what's this? Three hundred dollars for photocopyi ng? What
did

you do? Hire Franciscan nonks to transcribe nmy file by hand? | can make
copi es

at the 7-Eleven for ten cents a page."

"We're hardly dealing with the straight cost of copying, Paige. You have to
t ake

into consideration the costs of |abor."

"Your wife does all your secretarial work. You don't even pay her."

"I understand it may not be easy for you to pay this, Paige. | synpathize.
really do. That's one of the fundanental problenms with the practice of |aw
Those who are nost deserving of our help often can't afford it."

"It's not that |I can't afford—=

He held up a hand to stop me. "I understand. Really | do. It's a difficult
burden to pl ace on soneone who's only trying to do what's best for a child.
Maki ng you pay this much woul dn't be fair. I only wanted to show you how nuch

something like this could cost."
| eased back into my seat. "Ckay. So—

"Unfortunately, this is how nuch ny father and Lacey will expect nme to charge
you. \What we need to do is discuss this further, see how we can reduce the
cost." He checked his watch. "I have a client in twenty mnutes, so we can't

do



this now. How about | finish the case, then we can neet over |unch and
di scuss

the full bill." He took out his DayTinmer. "Say Mnday?"

"l guess so."

"Good. We'lIl go sonepl ace nice. Soneplace in Boston. Do you still have that
dress you wore to the Menorial Day picnic? War that."

"Wear 2"

"And find a sitter for Savannah after school. W probably won't be back unti
eveni ng. "

"Eveni ng—=2"

He smiled. "I like |long negotiation sessions. Very long. Very intense." He
| eaned forward, |eg rubbing against mne. "I know how difficult it nust be
for

you, Paige. Living in East Falls. Caring for a child. Not a lot of eligible
young nmen in town, and | doubt you get many opportunities to get out and neet
soneone. You're a very attractive young worman. You need sonmeone who can
appreci ate your...special needs. It could be a very profitable alliance for
you. "

"Ch, | get it. You're saying you'll waive your fees if |I have sex with you."
Hal f the people in the restaurant turned. Cary |leaned forward to shush ne.
"But the bill's only a couple grand,” | said. "For that you'd be lucky to get
a

hand j ob."

He notioned me to silence, eyes darting fromside to side, trying to see who
m ght have overheard.

"Does Lacey know about this creative financing arrangenment?" | continued.

" How

about | call and ask her? See if she's willing to forgo this nuch profit so
her

husband can get laid."
| took nmy cell phone fromnmy purse. Cary grabbed for it, but I waved it out
of

his reach. | hit a few buttons. He flew across the table, hands out like a
wi de

recei ver lunging for the game-breaking pass. | shoved my chair out of his
reach,

t hen | eaned over and dropped the phone back into ny purse. Cary lay stretched
across the table for a few seconds, then slowy raised hinself up, adjusted
hi s

tie, and glanced around, as if trying to convince hinself that not everyone
in

t he bakery was wat chi ng.

"I hate to eat and run," | said, standing. "But | have to go pick up
Savannah.

In case you didn't guess, the answer is no. Don't take it too hard. It's not
just because you're married. It's because you' ve been married | onger than
I've

been alive."

A sni cker sounded behind us, followed by an ill-stifled giggle. As |I passed
t he

counter, Nellie, the cashier, shot nme a discreet thunbs-up

Savannah went to bed at nine-thirty wi thout protest, after spending the
eveni ng

hel ping nme with sone graphic work for a Wb site contract. Yes, we not only
spent quality time together, but she lent nme her artistic expertise wthout
even

a joking request for conpensation. It was one of those perfect
one-in-a-mllion

days, a karmic reward for the crap |I'd endured.



At ten o'clock, |I carried a cup of tea into the living room preparing to
curl

up with a book for a nuch-deserved nental holiday.
As | settled into the sofa, | noticed a wavering light on the front porch.
set

aside nmy nmug, then | eaned over, pulled back the curtains and peered into the
ni ght. Someone had placed a burning candle on the far corner of the porch
railing. Wtches, candles, get it? Next thing you knew, they'd be hanging
crystal unicorns frommny mail box. Kids.

| was inclined to ignore the candle until | finished nmy tea, but if ny

nei ghbor

across the street, Mss Harris, sawit, she'd probably call the fire

depart ment

and accuse nme of trying to torch the nei ghborhood.

As | stepped onto the porch, | saw the candle clearly and ny breath caught.
I't

was in the shape of a human hand, each fingertip glowing with a tiny flane.
The

Hand of dory. This went beyond an innocent child's prank. \Woever did this
knew

somet hi ng about the occult and had a very sick turn of nind

| marched toward the candle. As |I snatched it up, nmy fingers clanped down,
not

on hard wax, but cold flesh. | yelped and jerked back, throwing the thing to
t he

ground below. A flanme flared and a puff of snoke billowed up. | raced down

t he

steps and grabbed the hand, but again, as | touched the icy flesh, ny brain
bal ked and | dropped it.

Lights flickered in Mss Harris's house. | dropped to ny knees, hiding the
hand

fromview and whacked at the small fire burning through dead grass clippings
t hat Savannah had shoved under the porch. The flanes singed ny palm | stifled
a

yel p and kept smacking the pile until the fire was out.

Then | closed ny eyes, caught ny breath, and turned to | ook at the thing
lying

in the grass. It was a severed hand, skin grayish brown, a nub of sawed bone
sticking fromthe bottom the flesh winkled and stinking of preservatives.
Each

finger had been coated in wax and fitted with a w ck.

"The Hand of dory."

| junmped and saw Savannah | eani ng over the railing.

"I's Mss Harris watching?" | whispered.

Savannah gl anced across the road. "She's |ooking through her blinds, but al
she

can see is your butt sticking up in the air."

"Go inside and get me sonmething to wap it in."

A moment | ater, Savannah tossed ne a hand towel. One of ny good hand towels.
I

hesitated, then bundl ed the hand. This wasn't the time for worrying about

l'i nen.

Any minute now M ss Harris would venture onto her porch for a better | ook
"Must be the sorcerer," Savannah said. "Leah wouldn't know how to nmake one of
those. Is it preserved or dried?"

| didn't answer. | stood, hands trenbling around the bundle. Savannah reached
over the railing for it. Mtioning her back into the house, |I hurried up the
st eps.

Once inside, | shoved the towel -wapped hand under the kitchen sink, then ran

to



t he bat hroom and turned on the hot water full blast. Savannah canme in as |
was

scr ubbi ng.

"Il bury it later," | said.

"Maybe we should keep it," Savannah said. "They're tough to make, you know. "
"No, | wouldn't know," | snapped.

Si |l ence

Through the mirror, | saw Savannah behi nd me, her expression unreadable, eyes
shutt ered.

"I didn't nean— | began

"I know what you neant," she said, then turned, went into her room and shut
t he

door. Not slamming it, just closing it softly behind her

The Hand of Gory is a thief's tool. According to |l egend, it's supposed to
keep

t he occupants of a house asleep. Crinminal, to be sure, but neither harnful
nor

dangerous. So was Leah planning to break into nmy place tonight? If so, why

| eave

the hand on ny porch railing in md-evening? O did she just put the macabre
candl e there to attract attention and cause nore trouble for ne? That also
didn't nake sense. By placing it outside ny front wi ndow, chances seenmed good
that 1'd see it first and get rid of it before anyone noticed.

| lay in bed, trying to figure out Leah's notivation, but all | could think
about was the hand itself, wapped under ny sink. The stink of it seened to
permeate the house. The feel of the cold flesh clung to ny fingers despite ny
havi ng scrubbed themraw. | couldn't shake the menory of touching it,

coul dn't

forget it was still in my house, couldn't stop worrying about how to di spose
of

it. I was spooked. And maybe that, after all, was Leah's goal

I'd set ny alarmfor two AM, but | needn't have bothered with the alarm |
didn't sleep, only lay there, counting the mnutes. At one-thirty, | decided
it

was | ate enough.

Chapter 7
Initiate Phase Two

| COVERED MY SI LK CHEM SE W TH THE MATCHI NG KI MONO before | eaving my room
For
some reason, this seenmed to nake nore sense than getting dressed. Fromthe
hal |

closet, | selected the old rubber boots my nother had used for gardening. 1'd
kept them maybe in the dimhope that soneday |'d sprout a green thunb.

| slipped out the back door. I'd left the hand under the sink, so if someone
caught ne digging, at least they wouldn't see what | was burying. Yeah, like

that was going to help matters if anyone saw ne in the forest after mdnight,
digging a hole while dressed in a red silk kinnono and bl ack rubber boots.
Once outside, | caught a whiff of snoke. As ny stomach cl enched, | cursed ny
fear. In first-year psychology | read a theory that all the najor phobias are
the result of hereditary nenory, that our distant ancestors had good reason
to

fear snakes and heights, so evolution passed those fears on to future

generations. Maybe that explains witches' fear of fire. | fight against it,
but

seem unabl e to conpletely overcome the fear

Struggling against instinct, | sniffed the air, searching for the source of
t he

snell. Was it smoke froma fireplace extingui shed hours ago? Snol dering



enbers

froman evening trash-burning? As | scanned the darkness, | noticed an orange
glow to the east, in the forest behind ny back fence. A bush party. Wth the
weat her warm ng, | ocal teens must have found sonething better to do on a

Fri day

ni ght than hang out in the hardware store parking lot. Geat, now the hand
woul d

have to stay in ny house until tonmorrow night. | didn't dare bury it with a
potenti al audi ence | ooki ng on
As | turned to go back in the house, | noticed the silence. Conplete silence.

Since when did partying teens sit silently around a canpfire? | considered
ot her

excuses for a late-night fire. East Falls was too small for a honel ess
popul ati on. Could a dropped match or cigarette have ignited the undergrow h?
Coul d someone be secretly burning hazardous material ? Either required action
| tiptoed across the grass, wondering whether |'d have another fire to put
out .

Two i n one eveni ng—oi nci dence? Ch, God, please don't let this be a second
Hand

of Qory. | inhaled and pushed past ny revulsion. If it was, at least I'd
seen

it before anyone el se had.

As | reached the fence, | was glad | hadn't done anything so foolish as
calling

the fire department. There, laid out in the grass, was a ring of lit black
candl es surrounding a red cloth enbroidered with a goat's head. A Satanic
altar.

Wth an oath, | raced to put out the candles. Then | saw that they encircled
a

bl ood-covered heap. For one terrible, endless nmonent | thought it was a
child's

body. Then | saw the face and realized it was a cat. A skinned cat: a

lifel ess

mass of blood and nuscle, teeth bared in a lipless snarl

| twisted away fromthe sight. Something slapped ne in the face, sonething
cold

and wet. Frantically shoving it away, | stunbled back, but nmy hand caught in
a

| oop of spongy elastic. | bit back a shriek. | |ooked up and saw what 1'd
hit:

anot her skinned cat, this one hanging froma tree, its belly sliced open
guts

spilling out. A loop of intestine was w apped around ny hand.

| yanked free barely in time to bring ny hands to my nmouth to stifle ny
scream
I fell to nmy knees, chest heaving, struggling for breath. My hands were
covered
in blood. My stomach lurched and | spilled ny dinner into the grass. For
severa

m nutes, | crouched there, unable to nove.

"Pai ge?" Savannah's whi sper floated fromthe backyard.

"No!" | hissed and sprang to ny feet. "Stay there!"

I ran and grabbed her as she rounded the corner. Her eyes wi dened and | knew
she'd seen everything, but | still pushed her away.

"Go—go back in the house," | said. "I+ have to clean it up."

“1'"1l help."

" No!

Si |l ence

"I"'msorry," | said. "I didn't nean— | realized | was getting vomt and

bl ood



all over her bathrobe and pulled back. "I'msorry. Go inside and cl ean up.
N)l

wait. Put your robe in a bag. I'lIl burn it—=

" Pai ge.."

"I +ake a shower," | stammered. "But |eave the lights off. Don't turn on any
lights. No radio, no lights, nothing. Don't open the blinds—=

"Pai ge!" Savannah said, grabbing nmy shoulders. "I can help." She enunci at ed
each

word as if | mght not understand her. "It's okay. |'ve seen this kind of
stuf f

before. "

"No, you haven't. Cet in—=

"Yes, | have. Goddamm it, Paige—~

"Don't swear."

Savannah blinked and, for a second, she | ooked as if she mght cry. "I know
what

that stuff is, Paige. Like I know what a Hand of G ory is. Wiy do you keep
pretending |I don't?"

As she tore off, | started going after her. Then a light flicked on next door
and | froze. | |ooked from Savannah's retreating back to the gl ow of the
candl es

behind nme. | didn't have tine to go after her—not now. Leah had conposed this

horrific tableau for a reason and | doubted she went to all that trouble just
to

spook ne. The police would receive an anonynmous phone call: "Go | ook behind
Pai ge Wnterbourne's house." | had to clear this before anyone foll owed up on
that tip.

To the left of the altar was a bl ackened nound that | hadn't seen earlier
Snoke

rose fromthe nmound carrying with it the stench of burned neat. | closed ny
eyes

to conpose nysel f, then approached the snol dering heap and bent to | ook at
it.

At first glance, | couldn't tell what it was, or what it had been. | wanted
to

wal k away then, get a shovel, and bury it w thout ever knowing. But | had to
know. If | didn't, 1'd |ie awake at night, wondering what |'d buried.

| took a stick and prodded at the nmound. At the first sharp jab, it fel
apart,

exposi ng a sawed-open rib cage. | pressed the back of nmy hand to ny eyes and

took a deep breath. The very taste of it filled my nmouth and | |urched
forward,

spilling whatever was left in nmy stomach.

Oh, God, | couldn't—+ just couldn't. No, | had to. This was nmy problem ny
responsibility.

| forced my gaze back to the charred bones, struggling to study themwth a
scientist's eye. Fromny few years of biology, | could differentiate between
a

bi ped and quadruped ribcage. This was quadruped. To be sure, | poked the
stick

near the end of the spine, revealing a tail. Yes, definitely an ani nal.
Pr obabl y

anot her cat. Okay, | could handle this now GCbserve without truly seeing,
t hat

was the trick.

| stood and surveyed the site. My brain processed the details, making no
judgrments, allowi ng no reactions. There was a chalice filled with bl ood

besi de

the dead cat on the makeshift altar. Yes, that was to be expected. Black Mss
was an inversion and perversion of the Catholic Mass. In a university



fol klore

course |1'd done nmy term project on Satanic cults, debating whether they fit

t he

standard definition of a contenporary |egend, so | knew what to | ook for, what
I

needed to find and cl ear away.

There should be an inverted crucifix...yes, there it was, hanging fromthe
tree.

| strode over and pulled it down. Pentagrans? No, it appeared they'd
over | ooked...

wait, there, drawn in the dirt. | started to erase it with ny boot, then

gr abbed

a handful of brush instead, so | wouldn't |eave footprints. Ckay, that seened
to

be everyt hi ng.

Next | needed to bury the corpses. | turned to |l ook at the eviscerated cat in
the tree. | willed ny gaze past the poor beast, to study the hangi ng device
instead, so |I'd know what | needed to cut it loose, but |I couldn't help

seei ng

t he body, swaying in the breeze.

What kind of person could bring themselves not only to kill a cat, but to—ny
gorge rose and | doubled over, retching. This tinme, nothing came but a thin
string of acid. | spat to clear the taste fromny mouth then, still bent

over,

wi ped ny face, took a deep breath of the foul air and marched to the shed to
find a shovel

Twenty mnutes later, I'd buried all three cats and started di smantling the
altar. "Paige?"

Savannah's whi sper sent me a foot into the air. | spun to see her jogging
acr oss

the | awn.

"There's a car circling the block," she said. "I've been watching out the
front

wi ndow. "

Her eyes were red. Had she been crying? Wiy did | make such a ness of
everything? Before | coul d apol ogi ze, she grabbed ny arm and dragged ne

acr oss

t he yard.

As we stepped through the back door, | glinpsed nyself in the hall nmirror

Bl ood, vomit, and dirt streaked ny face, hands, and ki nbno. Just then lights
flashed through the Iiving roomsheers. A car engine died.

"Ch, CGod," | said, staring into the mrror. "I can't—=

"I"'mclean," Savannah said. "I'll answer it. You go wash up."

" But —

The doorbell rang. Savannah shoved ne into the living room | ducked bel ow

wi ndow | evel and ran for the other side of the house.

Leah hadn't settled for placing an anonynous call to the station's overnight
answering service. No, she'd called the | ocal sheriff, Ted Fow er, at hone,
babbl i ng hysterically about strange lights and screans com ng fromthe woods
behi nd ny house.

Fow er had thrown on clothing that |ooked like it came fromhis bedroom fl oor
and driven straight over. In reward for his haste, he found the snol dering
remains of a Satanic altar a scant ten feet beyond ny backyard.

By dawn ny house and yard were crawing with cops. By disposing of the cat
corpses, |'d only made things worse. When Fow er saw traces of bl ood and no
bodi es, his inmagination | eaped to the worst possible conclusion. Mirder

Since East Falls wasn't equipped to deal with homicide, the state police were
called in. On the way, the detectives woke up a judge and got himto sign a



search warrant. They arrived shortly before five, and Savannah and | spent

t he

next several hours huddled in my bedroom alternately answering questions and
listening to the sound of strangers tearing apart our hone.

When | heard the oven door open, | renmenbered the Hand of G ory under the

si nk.

| bolted for the hall, then checked my pace and wal ked into the kitchen. One
officer rifled through ny cupboards as anot her waved sone kind of |ight wand
over the contents of ny fridge. They glanced at nme, but when | didn't speak
they returned to their work.

Heart thudding, | waited as the cupboard searcher noved to the cabi nets under
the counter. Wen he reached for the sink cupboard, | whispered a spell under
ny

breath. It was a formof cover spell that would distort the appearance of an
object. Wiile it wouldn't have worked on the entire Satanic altar site
out si de,

it would do fine for the wapped bundl e under the sink

As he threw open the cupboard, | said the last words and directed the spel

at

the object to be hidden. Only there was no object there. The hand and the

t owel

were gone. The officer did a cursory search, then closed the cupboard.
hurried

back to the bedroom

"What did you do with it?" | whispered.

Savannah | ooked up from her magazi ne. "Wth what?"

I lowered nmy voice another notch. "The Hand of Gory."

"I noved it."

"Good. Thank you. | conpletely forgot. \Were' d you put it?"

She roll ed onto her stonmach and returned to her magazi ne. "Sonepl ace safe.”
"Ms. W nterbourne?"

| spun to see the |lead detective fromthe state police in nmy bedroom doorway.
"We found cats," he said.

"Cats?" | repeated

"Three dead cats buried a short distance fromthe scene."

| motioned toward Savannah and lifted a finger to nmy lips, gesturing that I
didn't want this discussed in front of her. The detective noved to the |iving
room where several officers were |ounging on nmy sofa and chairs, rmuddy shoes

propped on my antique coffee table. | swallowed ny outrage and turned to the
detective.

"So it was cat's blood?" | said.

"Apparently, though we'll run tests to be sure."

" Good. "

"Killing cats mght not be on the same scale as nurder, but it's still a
serious

of fense. Very serious."

"I't should be. Anyone who'd do that.” | didn't have to fake ny shudder
needi ng

only to renenber the sight of those mained bodies. "I can't believe sonmeone

woul d do that, stage a Satanic altar behind nmy yard."

"Stage?" the detective said. "What makes you think it was staged?"

"It looked real to nme," one of the officers said, waving a cookie that |ooked
suspiciously like the same cookies that were in nmy cupboard.

H s wave scattered crunbs across ny ivory carpet. | |ooked at those crunbs,

| ooked at the muddy boot prints surrounding it, |ooked at the bookcase behi nd
it, my books and photos and nmement os shoved into haphazard piles, and | felt
a

shap. Just a small one.

"And you say that based on w tnessing exactly how nmany Satanic altars?"

asked.



Si |l ence
"We've seen photos," he nuttered at |ast.
"Ch, right. The photos. There's probably one genuine photo circul ating

endl essly
around the entire country. Attention all units: beware of Satanic cults. Do
you

know what Satanic cults are? The bi ggest hoax ever perpetrated by the
Anerican

nmedi a. Do you know who builds all those so-called Satanic altars you hear
about ?

Ki ds. Bored, angry teenagers trying to shock the establishment. That and the
occasi onal hom ci dal nmoron who's already planning his defense: the devil made
ne

do it. Satanic altar, nmy ass. What you saw out back there is a prank. A very,
very sick prank."

Si | ence

"You sure seemto know a |l ot about this stuff,” one officer said.

"It's called a college education.” | wheeled on the detective. "Are you
char gi ng

me w th anythi ng?"

"Not yet."

"Then get the hell out of ny house so | can clean up your ness.”

After a tersely worded adnonition against |eaving town and a suggestion that
I

"my want to retain | egal counsel,'’

the police left.

Chapter 8
Bl ack Mass Pizza

THE PCLI CE WERE BARELY OQUT THE DOOR WHEN SAVANNAH appeared from her room and
dropped down beside nme on the sofa.

"Bl ack Mass," she said. "I can't believe they still believe in that stuff.
Humans are so stupid.”
"You shouldn't say that," | said, without nuch conviction

"It's true. About the Satanismstuff at |east. They get all weird about it.
You

try to tell themthe truth, that Satan's just one of tons of denmpbns and that
he

doesn't give a crap about us, and they still figure you can conjure himup
and

hell give you anything you want. As if." She sunk back into the sofa

cushi ons.

"My nomhad this friend, a necromancer, who used to make really good noney
selling Black Masses."

"Selling Black Masses?"

"You know, setting themup for people. He ran this business, 'Satanic Rites

by

Jorge.' His real nanme's Bill, but he figured he could charge nore with
Jorge.'

He'd supply all this fake stuff, set it up, give themscripts, the whole
t hi ng.

If he did a full Black Mass, which cost a lot, he'd buy us pizza. Bl ack Mass

pizza, we called it. W tried eating it upside-down, but the toppings fel

of f,

so we settled for eating it backward." She sat up. "There's still pizza |eft

fromlast night, isn't there? That's what 1'Il have for breakfast. Black Mss
pi zza. You want sone?"

| shook ny head.

Savannah trotted off to the kitchen, still chattering. | collapsed back into

t he



sof a.

Two hours later, | was still on the couch, having ignored eight phone calls
and

t hree answering machi ne nessages, all fromreporters dream ng of a "Satanism
in

a Small Town" scoop. Like the police, these peopl e knew nothi ng about true
Sat ani sm—Aot to say that | agree with that belief system either, but at

| east

it has nothing to do with nutil ated cats and bl oody pentangl es.

The Satanic cult scares that crop up periodically are just a new form of
witch

hunts. People are always | ooking to explain evil, to find a rational e that
pl aces the bl ame outside the real mof human nature. The scapegoats change
with

remar kabl e ease. Heretics, w tches, denmpnic possession, the Illumnati,
t hey' ve
all been targeted as hidden sources of evil in the world.

Since the sixties, Satanic cults have been the favored group. The dam

t abl oi ds

publish so much crap on the subject that it's a self-perpetuating cycl e—they
print one story, sonme psycho reads it and copi es the nethods described, so

t hey

print his story and so on. In 1996, the governnent spent $750,000 to reassure
the American public that Satanic cults weren't operating in the nation's day

care facilities. | sleep so nuch better knowi ng they cleared up that one.
Wth this new devel opnent, |'d have been reluctant to send Savannah to
school .

Fortunately, it was Saturday, so that wasn't an issue. After lunch, she went
down to the basement to work on her art. Yes, | know, nost artists like big
airy

studios filled with natural Iight and soothing silence. Not Savannah. She

l'i ked

t he sem dark basenent and bl aring nusic.

When the doorbell rang, | suspected it was one of the reporters, deciding to
try

somet hi ng nore proactive than maki ng phone calls. So | ignored it and

conti nued

enptyi ng the di shwasher. It rang again. | realized then that it mght be the
police come to renew their search. The last thing | needed was cops busting
down

nmy door. They'd done enough damage al ready.

| hurried to the front hall, undid the spells, and flung open the door to see
a

young man. He was about six feet tall, thin, with a face so average | doubted
anyone renenbered himfive mnutes after nmeeting him Short dark hair,

cl ean-shaven, Hispanic. Presumably dark eyes behind his wire-frame gl asses,
but

he woul dn't nmeet ny gaze. He stood there, eyes downcast, clutching an arnful
of

papers with a beat-up satchel slung over one shoulder. Ch, did | nention he
was

wearing a suit? On a Saturday? Wonderful. Just what | needed. A Jehovah's

W t ness.

"Lucas Cortez,'

he said, shifting the papers to his left hand and extending

hi s
right. "Your new | egal counsel."
"Look, I"'mnot interested— | stopped. "Did you say 'l egal counsel'?"

"Il be taking your case fromhere, Ms. Wnterbourne." Despite his | owered
gaze, his voice was confident. "W should step inside."



He brushed past ne without waiting for an invitation. As | stood, nonentarily
dunbf ounded, Cortez took off his shoes, walked into the Iiving room and
surveyed his surroundings, as if assessing ny ability to pay for his services.
"I assune the disarray is fromthe search,” he said. "This is unacceptable.
11

speak to themabout it. | presune they had a warrant? Ah, here it is."

He picked up the warrant fromthe coffee table, added it to his papers, and
wal ked into the kitchen.

"Wait a second," | said, hurrying after him "You can't just take that."

"Do you have a copier?"

I swung into the kitchen. He'd already established hinself at the table,
noved

nmy things aside, and started spreading his papers.

"I take my coffee black."

"You can take your coffee down at the doughnut shop unless you tell nme who
sent

you here."

"You are in need of |egal services, are you not?"

| hesitated. "Ch, | get it. No one sent you. What do they call you guys?

Ambul ance chasers? I'mnot interested. And if you try to bill ne for this
visit—=

"I'"ll do nothing of the sort. This visit is entirely free. A sanpling of ny
services. |'ve taken the liberty of acquainting nyself with your case, and
I've

devised a strategy for defending you." He noved two papers across the table,
and

turned themto face ne. "As you'll see, this is a sinple contract stating
t hat ,

by agreeing to speak to ne today, you are in no way committing yourself to
retaining ny services and will not be charged for this neeting."

| scanned the contract. For a |egal document, it was surprisingly
straightforward, a sinple statement that relieved me of any obligation for
this

initial consultation. | glanced at Cortez, who was busy reading the warrant.
He

couldn't be nore than late twenties, probably just out of |law school. I'd
once

dated a newy graduated | awer, and | knew how tough it could be to find

wor K.

As a young entrepreneur nyself, could | really blame this guy for

har d-sel | i ng

his services? If, as the police suggested, | did need a lawer, it certainly
woul dn't be sonmeone this young, but there was no harmin hearing himout.

| signed the contract, then passed it to him He said nothing, just added his
signature and handed nme a copy.

"Let's start by discussing credentials,” | said.

W thout |ooking up fromhis papers, he said, "Let ne assure you, M.

W nt erbourne, there is no one nore qualified to handle your case."

"Hurmor ne, then. Where'd you go to school ? Wiere do you practice? How many
custody cases have you handl ed? What percentage have you won? Any experience
handl i ng defanmation of character? Because that may be a possibility here.™

More paper gazing. Sonme paper shuffling. I was two seconds from showi ng him
to

t he door, when he turned, eyes still downcast.

"Let's get this over with then, shall we?" he said.

He | ooked up at ne. | dropped the contract. Lucas Cortez was a sorcerer
Chapter 9

Spel | - Boy



"GET OQUT OF MY HOUSE," | SAID

"As you can see, I'mquite qualified to handl e your case, Paige."

"So nowit's 'Paige' ? Did Savannah hire you?"

"No." He said this without surprise, as if the thought of a child witch hiring
a

sorcerer |awer wasn't at all peculiar

"Then who sent you?"

"As you've already determ ned, no one sent nme. You called ne an anbul ance
chaser

and | didn't argue the point. Though, admittedly, |I find the phrase
reprehensible, the nmotivation it inplies can be accurately applied to ne.
There

are two ways for a lawer to rise in the supernatural world. Join a Cabal or
gain a reputation for successfully fighting them | have chosen the latter
route."” He paused. "My | have that coffee?"

"Sure. Just go out ny front door, make a left at the end of the road and | ook
for the big neon doughnut. You can't miss it."

"As | was saying, being a young | awyer seeking to nake a name for nyself
out si de

the Cabals | rmust, unfortunately, chase down ny cases. | heard of M. Nast's
intent to seek custody of Savannah and, seeing an opportunity, | followed it.
I

understand M. Nast has not yet abandoned his chal |l enge?"

"He refuses to subnmit to DNA testing, meaning he can't prove he's Savannah's
father, meaning | don't see a case and don't need a lawer. Now, if you'd
like

t hose directions agai n—

"While his refusal to surrender a DNA sanpl e may seem advant ageous, let ne
assure you, it doesn't elimnate the problem Gabriel Sandford is an
excel | ent

lawer. He'll find a way around this, likely by bribing a nedical |aboratory
to

provi de phony test results.”

"And willingness to bribe officials makes one an excellent |awer?"

"Yes."

| opened my mouth, but nothing canme out. How could | answer that?

Cortez continued, "If he does attenpt such a maneuver, | will insist that the

court supervise the testing.
a

list of steps we should take to—=

Savannah wal ked into the kitchen and stopped short, assessing Cortez and his
accoutrenents.

"What's with the sal esman?" she asked. Then she | ooked Cortez in the face.
She

didn't even blink, only tightened her nmouth. "Wat do you want, sorcerer?"

He returned to his papers. "Now, |'ve prepared

"I prefer Lucas," he said, extending a hand. "Lucas Cortez. |I'mrepresenting
Pai ge. "

"Repres— Savannah | ooked at ne. "Were'd you find hinP"

"The yell ow pages," | said. "Under 'U ' For unsolicited, uninvited, and

unwanted. He's not ny | awer."

Savannah sized Cortez up. "CGood, 'cause if you want a sorcerer |awer, you
can

do nuch better than this."

"I"msure you can," Cortez said. "However, since | amthe only one who's
her e,

perhaps | can be of sone assistance."

"You can't," | said. "Now, if you' ve forgotten the way to the door—=
"Hold on," Savannah said. "He's pretty young, so he's probably cheap. Maybe
he'll do until we can get someone better."

"My services are extrenely reasonable and will be agreed upon in advance,"



Cortez said. "While it nmay seemat this point as if Nast doesn't have a case—
"Who' s Nast?" Savannah asked.

"He neans Leah," | said, shooting Cortez a "don't argue" glare. "It's

O Donnel |

not Nast."

"My mstake," Cortez said without nmissing a beat. "As | was saying, Leah has
not

wi t hdrawn her petition for custody and shows no signs of doing so. Therefore
we

must assume that she plans to pursue that endeavor. Thwarting her efforts
nust

be our primary purpose. To that end, | have drawn up a list of steps.”

"The twel ve-step program for un-denonizing nmy |ife?"

"No, there are only seven steps, but if you see the need for nore, we can

di scuss meki ng the additions."

" Uh- huh. "

"Who cares about |ists?" Savannah said. "All we have to do is kill Leah."
"I"'mglad to see you're taking such a keen interest in this, Savannah," he
sai d.

"However, we must proceed in a |ogical, nethodical manner, which
unfortunately,

precl udes runni ng out and nurdering anyone. Perhaps we shoul d begin by going
over the list | prepared for you. Step one: arrange to have your homework
brought to the house by a teacher or student known to both you and Pai ge.

Step

t wo—

"He's kidding, right?" Savannah sai d.

"It doesn't matter," | said. "I'mnot hiring you, Cortez."

"I really do prefer Lucas."

"And 1'd prefer you found your way to ny front door. Now. | don't know you and

I

don't trust you. You might very well be what you say you are. But how do |
prove

that? How do | know Sandford didn't send you here? Hey, Paige's |lawer quit,
let's send her one of ours, see if she notices."

"I don't work for Gabriel Sandford or anyone else.”

| shook ny head. "Sorry, no sale. You' re a sorcerer. No matter how hard up
you

were for a job, |I can't believe you' d offer to work for a witch."

"I have no quarrel with witches. The limtations of your powers are
hereditary.

I'"msure you endeavor to use themto their full potential."

| stiffened. "Get out of my house or | will show you the Iimtations of ny
powers. "

"You need help. My help. Both as |egal counsel and added protection for both
you

and Savannah. My spell-casting is not outstanding, but it is proficient
enough. "

"As is mine. | don't need your protection, sorcerer. If | need help, | can
get

it fromny Coven."

"Ah, yes. The Coven."

Sonething in his voice, a nuance, an inflection snapped the |ast restraint on

ny

t enper.

"CGet the hell out of ny house, sorcerer.”

He gathered his papers. "I understand you've had a difficult day. Wile we
nmust

go over this list soon, it's not necessary to do so inmediately. My advice
woul d



be to rest. If you'll allowmnme to listen to your tel ephone nessages, | can
return calls fromthe nedia, after which we can reviewthis |ist—=
| grabbed the paper fromhis hands and ripped it in two.

"If that makes you feel better, by all neans, go ahead." he said. "I have
copies. I'll leave you a new one. Please add any concerns that nay have
escaped

n'yJ

"I am not going through any list. You are not ny |lawer. Want to know when
I'd

hire a sorcerer to represent ne? Ten m nutes after being hit by a transport
and

decl ared a vegetable. Until then, scram"”

"Scranm®?" Hi s eyebrows rose an eighth of an inch

"Leave. CGo. Get lost. Beat it. Take your pick. Just take it with you."

He nodded and returned to his witing.

"Listen," | said. "Maybe |I'm not maki ng nyself clear—

"You are." He finished his note, then put the papers into his satchel and laid
a

card on the table. "In the event that you reconsi der—er experience an
unfortunate collision with a | arge trucking conveyance—+ can be reached at ny
cell number."

| waited until he was gone, then cast fresh lock spells at all the doors and
vowed never again to answer the bell. At least not for a few days.

After Cortez left, Savannah decided to watch TV, so | slipped downstairs for
some spell-casting. After what happened last night | could hardly let ny

nei ghbors catch me sneaking into the woods to cast spells. The forest is ny
preferred | ocation for spell practice. Not only does nature provide peace and
solitude, but something about the very prinordiality of it seems to provide
an

energy of its own. Fromthe earliest tines, shamans and spell-casters have
trekked into the forest or the desert or the tundra to reconnect with their
powers. W need to. | can't explain it any better than that.

My not her taught me to spell-cast out-of-doors. Yet, as strongly as she
bel i eved

init, she was never able to inmpose that belief on the Coven. For severa
generations now the Coven has taught its children to practice indoors,
preferably in a | ocked roomw th no wi ndows. By forcing neophytes into | ocked
roonms, it seens to nme that they reinforce the idea that we are doing
sonet hi ng

wrong, sonethi ng shanef ul

That idea is also reinforced i n neophytes by the way the Coven handl es their
first nenses cerenony. First menses marks the passage into true w tchhood,
when

a witch cones into her full powers. Awtch's abilities increase

aut omati cal l y,

but she nust al so undergo a cerenony on the eighth day, which fully rel eases
her

powers. Skip the cerenony and you forever forfeit that extra power. The
Coven's

stance on this was that if a nother w shed her daughter to go through the
cerenony, she had to find the ingredients, study the rituals, and perform

t hem

hersel f. Understandably, few did. My nother had performed it for me, though
and

when the tinme canme, | would do the sanme for Savannah

| headed down to the basenment. It's a large, unfinished single roomthat
stretches the length of the bungal ow. The far corner, under Savannah's

bedr oom

was the spot she'd staked out for her art studio. So far, I'd only thrown
down



an area rug for it, but eventually | planned to finish it into a separate
room

for her.

I won't say | understand Savannah's art. Her dark-themed paintings and
cartoons

tend toward the macabre. Wen her choice of theme began to worry ne last fall,
I

tal ked to Jereny Danvers, the werewol f Pack Al pha, who's the only artist |
know.

He | ooked at her work and told me not to worry about it. In that, | trust his
judgrment, and | appreciate the encouragenent and hel p he's been giving
Savannah.

Thi s past year has probably been a nightrmare for Savannah, and she's been so
strong about it that sonmetimes that very strength worries nme. Perhaps here,
on

canvases covered with angry splotches of crinson and bl ack, she finds an

out| et

for her pain and, if so, then | nmust not interfere, however strong the
tenpt ati on.

When | spell-cast in the basenment, | do it in the laundry area, right near

t he

bottom of the steps. So, | settled nyself on the floor, then laid the
grimire

before nme and | eafed through the yell owed pages. | had two such spell-books,

ancient and ripe with the stink of age, a snmell that was sonehow

si mul t aneousl y

repul sive and inviting. These did not contain Coven-sanctioned spells. Yet

t hey

were Coven property.

That m ght seemlike the Coven was asking for trouble, having these books
around

where any rebellious young witch could get hold of them But the Coven wasn't
worried about that. Wiy? Because, according to them the spells didn't work.
And, | fear, after three years of tinkering with them that they were nostly
right.

O the sixty-six spells contained in these tonmes, |I'd managed to successfully
cast only four, including a fireball spell. Admittedly, with my fire phobia,
I'd

been nervous about the fireball spell, but that very fear made it all the
nor e

alluring, and made ne all the nmore proud of nyself when |I'd mastered it. That
bol stered ny determ nation to |learn the rest, convinced ne that all | needed
to

do was find the right technique.

Yet, in the ensuing two years, only one other spell had showed any sign that
it

m ght work. Sometines | wondered if the Coven was right, that these were

fal se

grinoires, passed down only as historical oddities. Still, | could not put

t he

books aside. There was so nuch magic in here, magic of true power—el enental
spell's, conjuring spells, spells whose nmeaning | couldn't even deci pher. This
was what witch magic should be, what | wanted it to be.

| worked on the wind spell Savannah had seen nmentioned in ny practice
journal .

That was the spell that had shown signs it might eventually work. It was
actually a spell to "wind" a person. That is, to deprive someone of oxygen. A
| ethal spell, yes, but ny experience in the conmpound | ast year had taught ne
that | needed at |east one lethal spell in nmy repertoire, a spell of |ast



resort. Now, with Leah in town, | needed this spell nmore than ever, but the

added determination didn't help. | still couldn't cast it.

After thirty mnutes, | gave up. Know ng Savannah was al one upstairs, even if
she was protected by security spells, played havoc with nmy concentration
Savannah was watching television in the living room | paused in the doorway,

wonderi ng what she could have found to watch on a Saturday afternoon. At
first,

I thought it was a soap opera. The woman filling the screen certainly |ooked
like a soap opera actress—a sultry redhead in her late thirties who' d been
outfitted in glasses and an upswept hairdo in a |aughable attenpt to make her
| ook schol arly.

When the canera pull ed back, | saw that she was wal ki ng through an audi ence
with

a mke clipped to her blouse, and revised ny assessnment. An infonmercial. No
one

smled that much unless they were selling sonething. Fromthe way she was
working the crowmd, it alnpst |ooked like a religious revival. | caught a few
sentences and realized she was selling a different kind of spiritua
reassurance.

"I"'mgetting an ol der male,’

the woman said. "Like a father figure, but not

your
father. An uncle, maybe a famly friend."
"Ch, please,” | said. "How can you watch this crap?"

"It's not crap," Savannah said. "This is Jaine Vegas. She's the best."
"It's a con, Savannah. A trick."

"No, it's not. She can really talk to the dead. There's this other guy who
does

it, but Jaine's way better."

A commerci al came on. Savannah picked up the renpote and fast-forwarded.
"You have it on tape?" | said.

"Sure. Jainme doesn't have her own TV show. She says she prefers traveling
around, meeting people, but The Keni Bal es Show has her on every nonth and
tape it."

"How | ong have you been doi ng this?"

She shrugged.

"Ch, hon," | said, walking into the room "It's a con job, don't you see

t hat ?

Listen to her. She's maki ng guesses so fast that no one notices when she's
wrong. The questions are so open—did you hear that |ast one? She said she has
a

nmessage from soneone who had a brother die in the past few years. Wat's the
chance that nobody in the audi ence has recently | ost a brother?"

"You don't get it."

"Only a necromancer can contact the afterworld, Savannah."

"I bet we could do it if we tried." She turned to | ook at ne. "Haven't you
ever

t hought of it? Contacting your nother?"

"Necromancy doesn't work like that. You can't just dial up the dead."

| wal ked into the kitchen and picked up the phone. Lucas Cortez's visit had
one

positive outcome, in that it rem nded me about my Cabal questions, which
rem nded nme that Robert hadn't returned ny call.

It wasn't |ike Robert not to call back, so when | nmade the rounds

agai n—phoni ng

hi s house, phoning his office, checking ny E-nmail—-and got no response,
began

to worry. It was now nearly four, so | phoned Adami s work again, though I
doubt ed the canmpus bar woul d be open at open in the afternoon. Silly me. O
course it was.



When | spoke to one of the servers, | |earned that Adam was away for the
week.

At sone conference, she said. Wich sparked a nenory flash and a big, nental
"duh!™ | returned to my conputer and checked ny recent E-mail, finding one
from

two weeks ago in which Adam nentioned going with his parents to a conference
on

the role of glossolalia in the Charismatic novenent. Not that Adam gave a
dam

about Charismatics or glossolalia (A K A "speaking in tongues"), but the
conference was being held in Maui, which had nore than its share of
attractions

for a twenty-four-year-old guy. The dates of the conference: June 12 to 18.
Today was June 16.

| thought about tracking themdown in Maui. Neither Robert nor Adamcarried a
cell phone—Robert didn't believe in them and Adanmi s service had been

di sconnected after he'd failed to pay yet another whopping bill. To contact
them 1'd need to phone the conference in Hawaii and | eave a nmessage. The nore
I

t hought about this, the nore foolish | felt. Robert would be honme in two
days.

I'd hate to sound like | was panicking. This wasn't critical information

only

background. It could wait.

Lucas Cortez's visit had, in fact, pronpted nme to renenber two things I
needed

to do. Besides contacting Robert, | needed to line up a | awyer. Though
hadn' t

heard back fromthe police, and doubted I would, | really should have a
| awyer's

name at hand, in case the need arose.

| called the Boston | awyer who handl ed ny business | egal matters. Though she
did

only conmercial work, she should be able to provide nme with the nanes of

ot her

| awyers who could handl e either a custody or crininal case. Since it was
Saturday, there was no one in the office, so | left a detail ed nessage,

aski ng

if she could call ne Monday with a recomendati on

Then | headed to the kitchen, grabbed a cookbook, and | ooked for sonething
interesting to make for dinner. As | pored over the possibilities, Savannah
wal ked into the kitchen, grabbed a glass fromthe cupboard, and poured sone
m | k. The cupboard creaked open. A bag rustled.

"No cookies this late," | said. "Dinner's in thirty mnutes."

"Thirty minutes? | can't wait— She stopped. "Uh, Paige?"

"Hrm?" | glanced up fromny book to see her peering out the kitchen door
through to the living room w ndow.

"Are there supposed to be people canmped out on our front |awn?"

| leaned over to | ook through to the wi ndow, then slamed the cookbook cl osed
and strode to the front door

Chapter 10
Hel | Hath No Fury Like a M ddl e-Aged Man Scor ned

| THREW OPEN THE DOOR AND MARCHED ONTO THE PORCH. A cantorder lens swung to
greet ne.

"What's going on?" | asked.

The man with the canctorder stepped back to frane ne in his viewfinder. No, not
a



man. A boy, maybe seventeen, eighteen. Beside hi mstood anot her young man of
t he

same age, swilling Gatorade. Both were dressed in unrelieved bl ack
everyt hi ng

oversi zed, fromthe baggy T-shirts to the backward ball caps to the conbat
boot s

to the pants that threatened to slide to their shoes at any nonent.

On the opposite side of the lawn, as far as they could get fromthe young
cinematic auteurs, stood two m ddl e-aged wonmen in school marm dresses, ugly
prints made into unflattering frocks that covered everything frommd-calf to
m d- neck. Despite the warm June day, both wore cardi gans that had been

t hr ough

the wash a few too many tinmes. Wien | turned to | ook at the wonmen, two

nm ddl e-aged nmen appeared from a nearby mnivan, both wearing dark gray suits,
as

ill-fitting and worn as the wonmen's dresses. They approached the wonen and
flanked them as if to provide backup.

"I asked: what's going on?" | said. "Get that camera-what are you doi ng?"
"There she is," one of the wonmen whi spered |loudly to her companions. "The
poor

girl.”

"Look," | said. "It's no big deal. | appreciate your support, but—=
| stopped, realizing they weren't |looking at me. | turned to see Savannah in
t he

door way.

"It's okay, sweetie," one man called. "W won't hurt you. We're here to help."
"Hel p?" she said, between cookie bites. "Help wth what?"

"Saving your imortal soul."

" Huh?"

"You needn't be afraid,"” the second worman said. "It's not too |late. God knows
you' re innocent, that you've been led into sin against your will."

Savannah roll ed her eyes. "Oh, please. Get alife."

| shoved Savannah back into the house, slanmed the door and held it shut.
"Look," | said. "Not to deny you fol ks your right to free speech, but you
can't—

"We heard about the Black Mass," the boy without the canera said. "Can we see
it?"

"There's nothing to see. It's gone. It was a very sick prank, that's all."
"Did you really kill a couple of cats? Skinned themand cut themall up?"
"Sonmeone killed three cats," | said. "And | hope they find the person
responsi ble."

"\What about the baby?" his canmera-wi elding friend asked.

" B—baby?"

"Yeah, | heard they found sone parts they couldn't identify and they think
it's

this baby m ssing from Boston—

"No!" | said, ny voice sharp against the silence of the street. "They found
cats. Nothing else. If you want nmore information, 1'd suggest you contact the
East Falls or state police, because | have nothing further to add. Better

yet,

how about | call them mysel f? Charge you with trespassing? That's what this
is,

you know. "

"W nust do as conscience dictates," the second man said in a deep, orator's
voi ce. "W represent the Church of Christ's Blessed Sal vation and we have

conmitted ourselves to fighting evil in every form™

"Real | y?" | said. "Then you nust have the wong address. There's no evil
her e.

Try down the street. |I'msure you can find sonething worth denouncing."

"We've found it," one of the wonen said. "The Black Mass. A perversion of the



nost sacred rite of Christianity. W know what this means. Ohers will know.

They will cone. They will join us."

"Ch? Gee, and |'m fresh out of coffee and doughnuts. | hate to be a bad

host ess.

If they don't nmind tea, I'lIl put on the kettle. |I make a really w cked brew. "
The boy dropped the cantorder. For a second, | thought it was the tea
comment .

Then, as he stunmbled forward, | glanced up to see Savannah peering through

t he

front curtains. She grinned at nme, then lifted her hand and the boy jerked
backward, falling to the grass.

"That's not funny," | said, glaring at the teen as he struggled to get up. "I
won't stand here and be nocked with pratfalls. If you have something to say
to

me, contact my |awer."

| stormed into the house and sl amred the door

Savannah | ay col |l apsed on the sofa, giggling. "That was great, Paige."

| strode across the room and yanked the curtains shut. "What the hell did you
t hi nk you were doi ng?"

"Ch, they wouldn't know it was ne. Geez. Lighten up." She peeked under the
curtain. "He's checking his shoel aces. Like maybe he tripped or sonething.
Duh.

Humans are so stupid.”

"Stop saying that. And get away fromthat wi ndow Let's just ignore them and
make di nner, okay?"

"Can we eat out?"

"Nol "

W ended up eating out.

Savannah didn't railroad me into it. As | was defrosting chicken for dinner

I

kept thinking of the people on nmy lawn, and the nore | thought about them

t he

angrier | got. The angrier | got, the nore determined | was not to let them
upset me...or, at least, not to let themknow they'd upset ne. If | wanted to
go

out to dinner, damed if they'd stop ne. Actually, | didn't really want to go
out to dinner, but after | nmade up my nmind, | decided to proceed, if only to
prove ny point.

No one stopped us fromdriving away. The teenagers filned our exit, as if
hopi ng

my car would transforminto a broonstick and take flight. The Sal vationists
had

retreated to their mnivan before we nade it to the corner, probably gratefu
for the excuse to sit down.

Savannah deci ded she wanted take-out from Gol den Dragon. The | ocal Chinese
restaurant was run by Mabel Hi ggins, who'd never set foot outside
Massachusetts

in her life, and, judging by her cooking, had never cracked open an Asian
cookbook. To Mabel, bean sprouts were exotic. Her idea of Chinese cooking was
Ameri can chop suey-A. K. A. macaroni and ground beef.

Unfortunately, other than the bakery, the Gol den Dragon was the only

rest aur ant

in East Falls. The bakery closed at five, so | had to buy ny dinner fromthe
ol den Dragon as well. | decided on plain white rice. Even Mabel couldn't
screw

t hat up.

| parked on the street. Mst parking in East Falls is curbside, particularly
in

the village core, where all the buildings predate the autonotive age. |'ve



never
mast ered parallel parking—+'d rather walk an extra block than attenpt it-so
pull ed over in the enpty stretch in front of the grocer, which had al so

cl osed

at five.

"Ceez, can't you park a little closer?" Savannah said. "We're, like, a mle
away. "

"More like a hundred feet. Conme on. Get out." She | aunched into a npaning
fit,

as if | was asking her to trudge twenty mles through waist-high snow "Wit
here then," | said. "Wat do you want?" She gave nme her order. Then | warned
her

that | was |ocking her in and did so, both with the car renmote and spells.

As | headed back to the car, | noticed an SUV parked behind my Accord and

qui ckened ny pace. Yes, | was being paranoid. Yet, considering there were no
other cars within a half-dozen spaces of mne, it did seem odd, even
al arm ng.

As | jogged toward ny car, | saw the face of the SUV driver. Not Leah. Not
Sandf ord. Grantham Cary, Jr.

"Great," | nuttered.

| slowed to a quick march and yanked ny keys from nmy purse. Under ny breath,
I

undid the | ocking spells, then hit the renmote unlock, so | could hop in ny
car

wi t hout stopping | ong enough for himto approach ne. As | drew near, | heard
t he

soft rumble of his engine idling. | kept ny gaze fixed on nmy car, listening
for

t he sound of his door opening. Instead |I heard the clunk of his transm ssion
shifting into gear.

"Good," | said. "Just keep going."

Qut of the corner of my eye, | saw himreverse to pull out. Then he drove
forward. Straight forward, hitting ny car with a crash. Savannah fl ew agai nst
t he dashboard.

"You son of a bitch!" | shouted, dropping the take-out bag and running for

t he

car.

Cary veered out and tore off.

| raced to the passenger door and yanked it open. |nside, Savannah cupped a
bl oody nose.

"I'"'mokay," she said. "I just hit ny nose."

| grabbed a handful of tissues fromthe box behind her seat and passed them
to

her, then exam ned the bridge of her nose. It didn't feel broken

"I'"'mokay, Paige. Really." She glanced down at her bl ood-streaked T-shirt.
"Shit! My new shirt! Did you get a license nunber? That guy's paying for ny
shirt."”

"He's paying for nore than your shirt. And | don't need a |icense nunber.
know

who it was."

Whi | e Savannah went to retrieve the take-out bag fromthe sidewalk, | pulled
out

nmy cell phone, called the operator, and asked for the police.

"I"'mnot doubting it was Cary," WIllard said. "I"'masking if you can prove
it."

O the three East Falls deputies, Travis Wllard was the one |I'd hoped they'd
send. The town's youngest deputy—a couple of years ny senior—he was the

ni cest



of the bunch. His wife, Janey, and | had served at several charity functions
toget her, and she was one of the few townspeople who'd nade ne feel wel cone.
Now, though, | was questioning the wi sdom of phoning the police at all

Al though Wil ard was considerate enough to sit in nmy car, instead of making
us

stand on the sidewal k, everyone who passed did a doubl e-take. Only twel ve
hour s

ago the police had found a Satanic altar at ny house, news of which I was
sure

had fl own through the town before noon. Now, seeing me pulled over talking to
a

deputy, tongues would wag with fresh speculation. If that wasn't bad enough
I

was quickly realizing that accusing a respected town menber of intentiona
hit-and-run was no easy sell

"Someone nust have seen it," Savannah said. "There were people around."
"None of whom stuck around to do their civic duty,"” | said. "But there's
bound

to be evidence. He didn't do a | ot of damage, but the paint's scratched.
Can't

you check his truck?"

"I could,” Wllard said. "And if | find silver paint on his bunmper | can ask

Sheriff Fower to requisition a lab test and he'll laugh in ny face. |I'm not
trying to give you a hard tine, Paige. |'m suggesting maybe this isn't the
way

you want to pursue this. | heard you had a run-in with Cary at the bakery
yesterday."

"You di d?" Savannah sai d. "Wat happened?"

Wllard turned to the backseat and asked Savannah to step outside the car for
a

nmonent . When she was gone, he | ooked back at ne.

"I know he hit on you. The guy's a— WIllard cut hinmself short and shook his
head. "He hits on every cute girl in town. Even nade a pass at Janey
once—after

we were nmarried. | could have—= Another head shake. "But | didn't. | didn't
do

anything. Sone things are nore trouble than they're worth."

"l understand that, but—=

"Don't worry about the car. I'lIl wite it up for your insurance conpany as a
hit-and-run. And maybe I'Il pay Cary a visit, drop a hint that he shoul d pay
t he

deductible."”

"I don't care about the damage. It's a car. |'mupset because Savannah was

i nside. She could have gone through the w ndshield."

"Do you think Cary knew she was there?"

| hesitated, then shook ny head.

"That's what | figure, too," WIllard said. "He woul dn't have seen her over

t he

headrest. He was driving by, saw your car, and pulled in behind, thinking it
was

enpty. When he saw you wal king up, he slamed into the rear end. An asshol e,
like | said. But not a big enough asshole to intentionally hurt a kid."

"So you won't do anything."

"I'f you insist, then | have to nake the report, but |I'm warning you—=

"Fine. | get the idea."

"I"'msorry, Paige."

| fastened ny seatbelt and waved Savannah into the car

Next stop: 52 Spruce Lane. Honme of M. and Ms. G antham Cary, Jr.
The Carys lived in one of East Falls's finest honmes. It was one of five stops



on
t he annual East Falls garden wal k. Not that the gardens were spectacul ar
Quite

mundane, in fact, tending to overpruned shrubbery and roses with fancy nanes
and

no scent. Yet each year the house nade the tour and each year the people of
East

Falls paid their fee to troop through the house and gardens. \Why? Because
each

year Lacey hired a top-notch decorator to redo one roomin the house, which
t hen

set that season's standard for interior design in East Falls.

"Do you think this is a good idea?" Savannah said as | stal ked up the front
wal kway.

"No one else is going to do it for us."

"Hey, I'mall for putting the boots to the guy, but there are other ways, you
know. Better ways. | could cast a spell that'll—=

"No spells. I don't want revenge. | want justice."

"A good case of body lice would be justice."

"I want himto know what he did."

"So we'll send hima card. Cooties courtesy of Paige and Savannah."

| tranped up the steps and whanmed the cherub knocker against the wooden
door.

Frominside cane the scuffling of shoes. A curtain fluttered. Voices

mur mur ed

Then Lacey opened the door

"I"d like to speak to Grantham please,” | said, with as nmuch courtesy as |
coul d nuster.

"He isn't here.”

"Ch? That's odd. | see his car in the lane. Looks |ike he scraped up the
front

bunper . "

Lacey's surgically tightened face didn't so nmuch as ripple. "I wouldn't know
about that."

"Look, could | please talk to hinf This doesn't concern you, Lacey. | know
he' s

in there. This is his problem Let himhandle it."

"I"'mgoing to have to ask you to | eave."

"He hit my car. On purpose. Savannah was inside."

Not a flicker of reaction. "I'mgoing to have to ask you to | eave now "
"Did you hear me? Grantham hit ny car. He—*

"You're mistaken. If you're trying to get us to pay for danages—

"I don't care about the car!" | said, pulling Savannah over and wavi ng at her
bl oodi ed nose and shirt. "This is the danage | care about! She's thirteen
years

old."

"Children get bloody noses all the tinme. If you're hoping to sue—=

"I don't want to sue! | want himto conme out here and see what he's done.
That's

it. Just bring himout here so | can speak to him"

"I"'mgoing to have to ask you to | eave."

"Stop covering for him Lacey. He doesn't deserve it. The guy chases—

| stopped there. My quarrel was with Grantham not Lacey and, as good as it
woul d have felt to tell Lacey what el se her husband was doing, it wasn't
fair.

Besi des, she probably already knew. 1'd only be lowering nyself to cheap
shot s.
"Tell himthis isn't finished," | said, then turned and stonped down the
st eps.

As | approached ny car, | "realized Savannah wasn't behind ne. | turned to



see

her in front of the house. Inside the lights flickered on and off. A

tel evi sion

soundtrack bl ared, then faded, then blared again.

"Savannah!" | hissed.

A main floor curtain drew back. Lacey peered out. Savannah | ooked up and
waved

her fingers. Then she jogged toward ne.

"What do you think you're doing?" | said.

"Just a warning," she said, grinning. "A friendly warning."

When we got hone, the teens were filnming ny neighbor's black cat. | ignored
t hem

and pulled into the garage.

Whi | e Savannah reheated her dinner, | listened to nmy nmessages and returned
calls

to several Bostonian friends who' d seen ny plight on the news. My Satanic

al tar

made t he Boston news? They each assured ne it had been only a cursory nention
on

one channel, but that didn't nake me feel better

The teenagers left at nine forty-five, probably to make curfew. The ol der
quartet stayed, taking turns sitting in the m nivan and standing vigil on ny
lawn. | didn't phone the police. That would only call nore attention to
nysel f.

If | didn't react, the Salvationists would tire soon enough and go hone,

wher ever honme was.

| went to bed at el even. Yes, sad but true, | was young, single, and going to
bed at eleven on a Saturday night, as | had al nost every night for the past

ni ne

nmont hs. Since Savannah's arrival, |'ve had to struggle to maintain even
friendships. Dating is out of the question. Savannah is very jeal ous of ny
tine

and attention. O, perhaps nore accurately, she dislikes not having ne at her
conveni ence. Like |I've said, stability was one of the fewthings | could

of fer

her, so | didn't push it.

Before retiring for the night, | peeked out the front curtain. Two nen stil
stood on ny front lawn, with two wonmen in a nearby car, but the faces and the
vehi cl e had changed. Repl acenent workers? G eat.

| spent way too nuch tinme that night brooding about Cary. As if dealing with
a

Satanic altar wasn't enough, now | had a maturity-chall enged | awyer stal ki ng
ne.

How did | get nyself into these nesses? Maybe publicly huniliating Cary
wasn' t

nmy brightest idea ever, but howwas | to know the guy would retaliate like a
si xteen-year-old turned down for a prom date?

Then there was Travis Wllard. | |liked WIllard, which made his cop-out only
t hat

much worse. |If he wouldn't support ne against Cary, who would? | could say
East

Falls was a typical small town, insular and protective, but | grewup in a
smal |

conmmunity and it hadn't been like this at all. If the Elders would only Iet
ne
nove...but that led into a whole new area of brooding. | already had enough to

last ne the entire night.



Al was quiet the next norning. Not surprising, given that it was Sunday and
this was East Falls. At nine A°M the phone rang. | checked caller ID
Private

cal l er. Wenever soneone doesn't want you to know who they are, it's a good
bet

they aren't soneone you care to speak to.

| let the machine pick up and set the kettle on the stove. The caller hung up
Ten minutes later, the phone rang again. Another nystery caller. | sipped ny
tea

and waited for the hang-up. Instead, the caller left a

cel | - phone-static-choked

nessage

"Paige, it's Gant. | want to speak to you about last night. I'll be at the
office at ten."”

| grabbed the receiver, but he'd already hung up, and *69 didn't work.

consi dered ny options, then dunped nmy tea down the sink and wal ked down t he
hal |

to Savannah's bedr oom

"Savannah?" | called, rapping at the door. "Tinme to get up. W' ve got an
errand

to run."

Chapter 11
Fl ying Through the Air with the Greatest of Ease

VWHEN WE ARRI VED AT GARY' S OFFI CE, THE RECEPTI ON DESK WAS DESERTED. No

surprise

there. | doubted Cary wanted Lacey to overhear this conversation

Qur footsteps echoed through the enptiness as we crossed the hardwood fl oor
"Hello!" Cary's voice drifted fromhis second-story office. "I'll be right
with

you!"

| headed up the stairs, Savannah behind ne. A rustling of paper erupted from
Cary's office, followed by the squeak of his chair.

"Sorry about that," he said, still hidden fromview "No reception on a
Sunday,

I"mafraid. The wife doesn't— He stepped fromhis office and blinked.

" Pai ge?

Savannah?"

"Who were you expecting?"

He di sappeared back into his office. | followed and waved for Savannah to do
t he

sane.

"New client," Cary said. "Not until ten-thirty, though, so | guess | can spare
a

few m nutes. Lacey tells ne you stopped by the house |last night. Apparently I
bunped your car on State Street. | did go downtown to pick up sone dry

cl eani ng.

| can't say | recall hitting anything, but | did notice a scratch on the
front

bunper. O course, |I'mextrenmely sorry—=

"Cut the crap. You know what you did. If you called ne here to nake excuses,
I

don't want to hear them"

"Call ed you here?" He frowned as he settled into his chair. | studied his
face

for any sign of dissenbling but saw none.

"You didn't call me, did you?" | said.

"No, |..well, of course, | was going to call—=

"Where's Lacey?"



A deeper frown. "At church. It's her week to hel p Reverend Meacham set up."
"It's atrap,” | murnured. | whirled to Savannah. "W have to get out of
her e.

Now. "

"What's going on?" Cary said, rising fromhis desk

| pushed Savannah toward the door, then thought better of it and yanked her
behi nd me before starting forward. She grabbed nmy arm

"Careful," she nout hed.

Right. Barreling out the door probably wasn't the best idea. | had too little
experience with running and fighting for ny life. Savannah al ready had too
nmuch.

After notioning Savannah back, | inched around the doorway, pressed nyself
agai nst the wall and peered into the hall. Enpty.

"I's somet hing wong?" Cary asked.

| reached for Savannah. Tugging her at armis |length behind ne, | ventured
into
the hall. W sidestepped along the wall, noving toward the stairs. Hal fway
there

| stopped and |istened. Silence.

"Are you in some kind of trouble?" Cary's voice fluttered fromhis office and
echoed down the hall.

| slipped back to the office and cl osed the door, then cast a lock spell to
seal

himinside. | needn't have bothered. Cary obviously had no intention of

ri sking

hi s neck, and chose instead to sit behind his big desk and play dunb.

The hal lway was fully enclosed, flanked by rows of shut doors, with the
stairs

along the left wall. | notioned for Savannah to follow, then quickstepped
acr oss

the hall and wheel ed around so nmy back was agai nst the other wall. Again,
slid

si deways, this tine stopping two feet fromthe stairs.
"Wait," Savannah whi spered.
I waved her to silence and | eaned toward the stair opening. Savannah grabbed

ny

sl eeve and jerked nme back, then gestured for me to crouch or bend before

| ooki ng

out. Okay, that made sense, instead of sticking my head out exactly where
someone woul d expect to see it. | crouched and gl anced down the stairwell.
Enmpty. | scanned the waiting roombelow. Also enpty. Five feet fromthe base
of

the stairs lay ny goal. The front door

As | pulled back, | caught a glinpse of reflected sunlight, froze, then
checked

again. The front door was open an inch or two. Had Savannah left it ajar when
we

came in?

| turned to Savannah.

"Cover," | nouthed.

Her lips tightened. Defiance flashed in her eyes. Before she could open her
mout h, | | ocked glares with her

"Cover now," | hissed.

Anot her flare of anger, then she | owered her eyelids. Her |ips noved and,
when

they finished, she was gone. Invisible. So long as she didn't nove, no one
woul d

see her. | paused a second, making sure she was staying covered, then crept
into

the stairwell.



It took an eternity to descend. Step down, pause, listen, duck and | ook, step
down again. Coming down a staircase is nore dangerous than you' d imagine. If
t he

stairs are encl osed, as these were, then soneone standing on the |ower |evel
will see you long before you can see them Hence the stopping, ducking and

| ooki ng, which made ne feel safer, though | doubted it woul d have saved ne
from

anyone standi ng below with a gun

Actually, | wasn't too worried about guns; supernaturals don't usually use

t hem

If Leah was down there, she'd nore likely use telekinesis to yank ny feet
from

under me and drag ne down the stairs, breaking nmy spine so 1'd still be
alive,

lying at the bottom paralyzed, when she crushed me with a flying file

cabi net .

Mich better than being shot. Really.

When | finally reached the bottom | lunged for the door handle. | grabbed
it,

yanked—and nearly flew face first into the wall when the door didn't nove.
Once

I'd recovered ny bal ance, | |ooked around, and tugged the handl e agai n.
Not hi ng.

The door stood an inch open, yet would neither open nor close. A barrier
spel | ?

It didn't seemlike one, but | cast a barrier-breaking i ncantati on anyway.
Not hi ng happened. | grabbed the door edge. My fingers passed through the
crack

wi t hout resistance, but | couldn't pull it open. | cast an unlock spell.
Not hi ng

As | stood there | was keenly aware of tinme passing, of standing here in

pl ai n

sight, yanking on the door, an easy target, and of Savannah hiding in the
upper

hal I, undoubtedly |osing patience. After one |l ast round of breaking-spells,
flung ny back against the wall and caught ny breath.

W were trapped. Really trapped. Any nonent now, Leah and Sandford and God
knows

what ot her kind of supernaturals would arrive and we' d—

For CGod's sake, Paige, get a grip! The front door's barred. Big deal. How
about

anot her door? How about w ndows?

I glinpsed sunlight glinting through the doorway behind Lacey's reception
desk.

Staying close to the wall, | eased a few feet left, so | could glance through
the doorway. It led into a large neeting roomand at the back of that room was
a

huge set of patio doors.

| hunkered and bolted across the room Then | inched along the opposite wall
toward the doorway. As | slipped into the other room a shadow flashed across
the sunlit floor. | ducked behind an arncthair, barely daring to breathe,
knowi ng

the chair did little to hide me. | cast a cover spell

The shadow danced across the floor again. Had | already been spotted?

gl anced

left, being careful to nove only ny eyes. The shadow returned, skipping over
t he

floor. Realizing it was too small to be a person, | |ooked up and saw tree
branches fluttering in the wind just outside the patio doors.

As | was easing frombehind the arnchair, footsteps pattered across the front



hall. | zipped back and cast another cover spell. The steps turned |eft,
receded, then returned, went too far right, nearly vanishing into silence,

t hen

cane back again. Searching the roons. Wre they coning ny way now? Yes...no...

t hey

paused. A squeak of shoes turning sharply. More steps. Gow ng | ouder, |ouder
| closed my eyes and prepared a fireball spell. \Wen a shape noved through

t he

doorway, | launched the ball. A fiery sphere flew fromthe ceiling. | tensed,
ready to run. As the ball fell, the intruder yel ped, raising her arns to ward

it

of f. Catching sight of her face, | flew fromny hiding spot and knocked her
out

of the fireball's path. W hit the floor together

"You promi sed to teach ne that one," Savannah sai d, disentangling herself

from

ny grip.

| clapped a hand over her nouth, but she pulled it away.
"There's no one here," she said. "I cast a sensing spell."

"Where' d you | earn that?"
"Your momtaught me. It's fourth level. You can't do it.
of fered an ego-consoling, "Yet."

She paused, then

| took a deep breath. "Okay, well, the front door's barred sonmehow, so | was
going to try that one." | waved at the patio doors. "They're probably jamred,
but maybe we can break the glass.”

Agai n, we noved against the wall, in case sonmeone outside was | ooking in. Wen
I

reached the doors, | peeked out. The patio opened into a tiny yard,

grass-free,

| ow mai nt enance, covered with interlocking brick and rai sed beds of
perenni al s.

As | reached for the door handle, a shadow flickered across the yew hedge at
t he

rear of the yard. Assuming it was another waving tree branch, | stepped
forward.

Leah was standi ng agai nst the bushes. She lifted a hand and waved.

As | whirled toward Savannah, tine slowed and | saw everything, not in a blur
of

novenent, but in distinct, slownotion franes. Leah raised both hands and
gestured toward herself, as if beckoning us closer, but her gaze was focused
on

somet hi ng over our heads. Then cane the crash of glass. And the scream

I lunged at Savannah, slamming us both to the floor. As we rolled, a dark
shape

pl umreted toward the ground outside. | saw the chair first—€ary's

chai r—dr oppi ng

like a rock. No, faster than a rock; it flewso fast it | heard it hit the

bri ckwork before ny brain had processed the inmage. In nmy mind, | still saw
t he

chair in mdair, tilted backward. Cary sitting in it, arms and | egs thrust
forward by the force, nouth open, screanming. | could still hear that scream

hanging in the air as the chair slamred onto the brick, and bright drops of
bl ood sprayed outward.

As | lifted nmy head, Leah caught my gaze, sniled, waved, and wal ked away.

| scranbled to ny feet and raced out the patio doors, which opened wi thout
resi stance. Even as | ran to Cary, | knewit was too |ate. The force of the

i mpact, that horrible shower of blood. Two feet away, | stopped, then doubl ed

over, retching.
| squeezed ny eyes shut against the sight, but it was too late. | could see
it



agai nst the backdrop of mnmy eyelids. G antham Cary Jr., toppled fromthe
chair,
spread-eagl ed on the ground, his head crushed |like an overripe fruit,

bursting

into a puddl e of blood and brains. The force so great that a huge shard of

gl ass

had i npal ed his stomach cl ear through; so great that his arm striking the
corner of a perennial bed, had been severed, his detached hand still gripping
the armrest. | saw that, and | remenbered Leah, smiling, waving, and

wasn' t

sure whi ch was worse

"Pai ge?" Savannah whi spered. Looking up, | saw her face, stark-white, staring
at

Cary as if unable to | ook away. "We—we should go."

"No," said a voice behind us. "I don't think you should."

Sheriff Fow er stepped through the open patio doors.

Chapter 12
Lawer Roulette

LEAH HAD FRAMED ME FOR THE MURDER OF GRANTHAM CARY

Take a woman accused of w tchcraft and Satanism a woman known to have
engaged

in a public feud with the nurdered man, who then accused himof intentionally
hitting her car and injuring her ward. This woman conspires under false
pretenses to neet her former lawer in his office, on a Sunday when his wife

will be at church early. The police receive a call—-a nei ghbor worried about
t he

angry shouts emanating fromthe | awer's office. The police arrive. The

| awyer

i s dead. The house is enpty except for the wonan and her ward. Whodunit? You
don't need Sherlock Holnes to figure that out.

Again, the East Falls police departnent wasn't equi pped to handl e such a
case,

so they called in the state cops, who took me to their station. The police
interrogated ne for three hours. The same questions over and over, badgering,
bul lying, until | could still hear their voices echoing in nmy head when they
left for a cigarette or a coffee.

They' d taken everything I'd done in the last two days and twisted it to fit
their theory. My tirade about Satanisn? Proof that | had a w cked tenper and
was

easily provoked. My bakery bl owout? Proof that | was paranoid, m sconstruing
a

sinmple coffee invitation as a sexual proposition. My accusation about the car
accident? Proof that | had a vendetta against Cary.

Al my argunents about Bl ack Mass were now seen as protesting too much,
denyi ng

the very existence of Satanic cults so | could cover up my own participation
in

such practices. Maybe Cary had | earned the truth and refused to represent ne
further. O maybe 1'd hit on himand thrown a shit-fit when he rebuffed ne.
Maybe he had made a pass at me, but did | really expect themto believe he'd
been upset enough over ny rejection to slamhis new Mercedes SUWV into ny

si x-year-old Honda? Grown nmen didn't do things like that. Not nmen I|ike

G ant ham

Cary. | was paranoid. O delusional. O just plain crazy. Hadn't | storned
of f

to his house like a madwonan, shrieking wild accusations and vow ng revenge?
What about Lacey's reports of electrical mal functioning after ny visit? Not
t hat



the police were accusing ne of witchcraft. Rational people didn't believe in
such nonsense. But | had done something. At the very least | was guilty of
nmur deri ng G ant ham Cary.

After the third hour, the two detectives left for a break. Mnents later, the
door opened and in wal ked a thirty-somethi ng wonan who introduced hersel f as
Det ective Flynn

| was pacing the room ny stomach knotted fromthree hours of worrying about
Savannah. Was she here at the station? O had the police called Margaret?
What

if this was Leah's plan, to get ne | ocked up while she grabbed Savannah?
"Can | get you sonething?" Flynn asked as she stepped inside. "Coffee? A cold
drink? A sandw ch?"

"I"mnot answering any nore questions until sonmeone tells ne where Savannah
is.

| keep asking and asking and all | get is 'She's safe.' That's not good
enough.

I need to know-

"She's here."

"Exactly where? Savannah is the subject of a custody battle. You people don't
seem to understand—

"We understand, Paige. Ri ght now Savannah is in the next room pl ayi ng cards
with

two officers. Armed state troopers. Nothing will happen to her. They gave her
a

burger for lunch and she's fine. You can see her as soon as we're done."
Finally, soneone who didn't treat me like a tried-and-convicted nurderer.
nodded and took ny seat at the table.

"Let's get it over with, then," | said.

"Good. Now, are you sure | can't get you somnethi ng?"

| shook ny head. She settled into the seat across fromme and | eaned across

t he

tabl e, hands al nbst touchi ng m ne

"I know you didn't do this alone,” she said. "I heard what happened to

G ant ham

Cary. | doubt M. Universe could do that to a person, let alone a young wonan
your size."

So this was the good cop. The one who was supposed to make nme spill ny guts,
an

ol der woman, maternal, understanding. | wanted to leap to ny feet and tel
her

to take her act and go.

As | sat there, | realized why such an overused police routine worked.
Because,

after hours of being yelled at and made to feel like a lowife degenerate,
was

desperate for validation, for someone to say, "You' re not a cold-bl ooded
killer

and you don't deserve to be treated this way."

| knew this woman didn't give a damm about ne. | knew she only wanted a
confession so she could high-five her coll eagues wat chi ng through the one-way
glass. Yet | couldn't help wanting to confide in her, to gain a smle, a |ook
of

synmpathy. But | knew better, so | fixed her with a cold stare and said, "I
want

a | awer."

A smirk tainted Flynn's warnth. "Well, that could be difficult, Paige,

consi dering he's just been taken to the nmorgue. Maybe you don't understand

t he

seriousness—

The door opened, cutting her short. "She understands the seriousness



perfectly

well." Lucas Cortez wal ked in. "That is why she's asking for her lawer. |
will

assune, Detective, that you were just about to honor that request."

FIl ynn pushed back her chair. "Wo are you?"

"Her | awyer, of course."

| tried to open ny nouth, but couldn't. It was seal ed shut, not by
desperation

or fear, but by a spell. A binding spell

"And when did Paige hire you?" Flynn asked.

"It's 'Ms. Wnterbourne,' and she retained ny services at two o' clock P. M
yesterday, shortly after firing M. Cary for sexual harassment."

Cortez dropped a file folder onto the table. Flynn read the first sheet,
frown

lines deepening with each word. | managed to strain ny eyes far enough |eft
to

see Cortez. He pretended to study the poster behind ny head, but his eyes
wer e

on me, as they had to be during a binding spell

So spel | -boy knew sone witch magic. Surprising, but not shocking. | knew
better

spell's, several of which | deeply yearned to cast his way at that nmonent, but
bei ng unable to speak curtailed that inmpulse. A bit disconcerting, too, that
he

could cast a binding spell, sonmething even | hadn't fully perfected. Wit.
Brain
flash. If | couldn't cast a perfect binding spell, could Cortez? Hhnmm

"Ckay, so you're her |awyer
can sit down and take notes."

"Before | have a fewmnutes in private to consult with nmy client? Really,
Detective. | didn't pass the bar exam yesterday. Now, if you'll please find us
a

private room—=

"This one's fine."

Flynn said, pushing Cortez's papers aside. "You

Cortez gave a hunorless half-smle. "I'"'msure it is, conplete with one-way
gl ass

and vi deo canera. Once nore, Detective, |'mrequesting a private roomand a
few

m nutes al one.."

Cortez was still talking, but | didn't hear him Al ny nental power went
into

one final push. Pop! My leg jerked. Cortez kept tal king, unaware that 1'd
br oken

his spell.

| stayed still, saying nothing, waiting. A mnute later, Flynn stalked from
t he

roomto find us a private chanber.

"Forging ny signature on | egal documents, sorcerer?" | nurnured under ny
breat h.

To ny di sappointment, he didn't junmp. Didn't even flinch. | thought | saw a
flicker of consternation in his eyes when he realized |I'd broken his spell
but

it may have been the lighting. Before Cortez could answer, Flynn cane back
and

escorted us to another room | waited until she closed the door behind her

t hen

took a seat.

"Very convenient," | said. "How you just happen to be around every tinme | need
a

| awyer. "



"I'f you are inplying that | am sonmehow aligned with Gabriel Sandford or the
Nast

Cabal, let me assure you that | would not debase ny reputation with such an
associ ation."

| 1 aughed.

"You're too young to be so cynical," he said, returning to his papers.

" Speaki ng of young, if you are working for Sandford, tell himl'mpretty
insulted that he couldn't even bother sending a full-fledged sorcerer. What
are

you? Twenty-seven? Twenty-ei ght?"

He sifted through his papers. "Twenty-five."

"What? You really did only pass the bar exam yesterday. Now | aminsulted.”

He didn't look up fromhis file or even change expression. Hell, he didn't
have
an expression to change. "If | was working for the Nasts, then, logically,
t hey

woul d send soneone ol der and presumably nore conpetent, would they not?"
"Maybe, but there are advantages to sending a guy closer to ny age, right?"
"Such as?"

| opened my mouth to answer, then took another | ook at Cortez—the cheap suit,
the wire-franme gl asses, the perpetually funereal expression—and | knew no one
was pl aying the seduction card in this gane.

"Well, you know," | said. "I mght be able to relate better, be nore

sympat hetic..!

"The di sadvant ages of nmy youth would far outwei gh the advantages of our age
simlarity. As for how | conveniently show up whenever you need a | awer, |et
ne

assure you, that doesn't require insider information or psychic powers.

Mur der s

and Satanic altars are hardly everyday occurrences in East Falls. An
enterprising | awer sinply has to cultivate an equally enterprising |ocal
contact, and persuade himto nmake contact with any new runors regardi ng your
situation."”

"You bribed soneone in town to informon ne?"

"Sadly, it's easier—and cheaper—than you mght think." Cortez pushed aside
hi s

papers and met ny gaze. "This could be a career-nmaking case for ne, Paige.
Normal |y, the conpetition for such a case would be stiff, but, given that you

are a witch, | doubt any other sorcerers will be vying for it."

"But you're willing to nake an exception. How..big of you."

Cortez adjusted his gl asses, taking nore than a few seconds, as if using the
pause to deci de how best to proceed. "It's anbition. Not altruism | won't
pretend otherwi se. | need your case, and you need a | awyer."

"Then I'Il find one nysel f."

"I'f you choose to replace ne later, that's fine. But, for now, |'mthe only

person here. Your Coven is obviously uninterested in hel ping or they' d have
found a | awer for you. At the very least, they'd be here to offer nora
support. But they aren't, are they?"

He' d al nost done it, al nost gained ny confidence, but then, with those | ast

coments, he undid all his efforts. | stood, strode to the door and tried the
handl e. Locked fromthe outside, of course. An unlock spell was out of the
guestion. | was in enough trouble already. As | lifted ny fist to pound on

t he

door, Cortez caught ny hand from behind. Didn't grab it. Just caught and held
it.

"Let me work on your release,
in

this one matter and, afterward, if you aren't satisfied with my performance,
you

may di scharge ne."

he said. "Accept ny services, free of charge,



"Ww. A free trial run. How can | refuse? Easy. No deal, Counselor. | don't
want

your help."

I wenched ny hand fromhis and lifted ny fist to bang for the detective.
Cortez

put his hand agai nst the door, fingers spread, blocking ny fist's path.
"I"'moffering to get you out of here, Paige." The formality fell fromhis
Voi ce

and | thought, just for a second, that | detected a note of anxiety. "Wy
woul d

| do that if | was working for the Nast Cabal ? They want you in here, where

you
can't protect Savannah."

"Il get out. They'll set bail and | can nake it."

"I"mnot tal king about setting bail. |I'mtalking about getting you out.
Permanently. No charges."

"“I'''m not —

"What if they don't set bail? How long are you willing to stay in jail? To
| eave

Savannah in the care of others."” He net nmy eyes. "Wthout you to protect her."
Trie arrow hit its mark. My Achilles heel. For one brief noment, ny resolve

wavered. | glanced at Cortez then. He stood there, waiting for me to agree.
And,
t hough there was no srmugness in his face, | knew he assumed | woul d agree.

I whamed ny fist against the door, catching Cortez off guard. On the second
bang, Flynn yanked it open

"This man is not ny |lawer," | said.

| turned nmy back on Cortez and wal ked into the hall.

After Cortez left, they put me back in the private neeting room Another hour
passed. Flynn didn't return to question ne. No one did. They just left me

t here.

Left me to sit and stew, then to pace, then to bang on the door trying to get
soneone's attention

Savannah was out there, unprotected, with strangers who had no idea of the
danger she faced. Yet again | was constrained by human | aws. By | aw, they
coul d

hold ne here for any "reasonable |length of tine" before charging nme. \What was
reasonabl e? Depended on the person supplying the definition. R ght then, for
al |

| cared, they could go ahead and charge ne with nurder, so long as |I could
post

bail and take Savannah hone.

Nearly two hours passed before the door opened.

"Your new | awyer," said an officer | hadn't net.

For one fleeting nmonent, one desperate nonent of naive hope, | thought the
El ders had found soneone to represent ne. |Instead, in wal ked...Lucas Cortez.
Agai n.

Chapter 13

A Twel ve-Step Pl an

"GODDAMN I T!" | SAID, "I TOLD YOU PEOPLE THIS MAN IS NOT My—

Before | could finish, I found nmyself, once again, caught in a binding spell.
The officer, having paid no attention, closed the door and left me alone with
Cortez. Wien the door shut, he undid the spell. | grabbed for the door

handl e,

but Cortez caught nmy hand. | spun to face him
"You schem ng son of a bitch! | don't believe this. |I told them+4+ told that



detective—ho one's listening to me! Well, they're going to listen now. |
didn't

sign anything and if you have papers with my signature, 1'll prove it's a
forgery. Whatever the penalty is for msrepresenting a client—=

"They aren't going to charge you."

| stopped. "What?"

"They don't have enough evidence to charge you now and | doubt they will ever
find the evidence they need. The injuries to M. Cary nmake it inpossible to
argue that you pushed himout the wi ndow Furthernore, | have proven that
there

is no evidence to indicate you canme in physical contact with M. Cary at the
time of his death. His office was cl eaned Saturday night. The only
fingerprints

found within belong to M. Cary and his cleaner, as do the only footprints on
t he vacuuned carpet near his desk. The scene shows no sign of a struggle. Nor
does his body. It would appear that M. Cary's chair was lifted fromthe

fl oor

wi t hout human intervention and propelled with great force out the w ndow. "
"How are they explaining that?"

"They aren't. While they may believe you did it, they cannot prove it."

"How do— | stopped. "They think | used w tchcraft?"

"That is the general consensus, though wisely left unmentioned on al

of ficial

papers. Since such an accusation woul d never pass a Gand Jury, you are free."
Cortez checked his watch. "We should | eave. | believe Savannah is grow ng
quite

restl ess. W have to conplete sone paperwork before you can be rel eased.

nmust

insist that you refrain from speaking to any | aw enforcenent officers we
encounter during our departure. As your lawyer, | will handle all external
communi cati ons herein."

"As ny | awer...?"

"I believe | have proven ny intentions are—

"Above reproach?" | turned and net his gaze, keeping ny voice soft,
reasonabl e,

letting no trace of anger escape. "But they aren't, are they?"

"I am not working for—=

"No, you probably aren't. | accept your story, that you're here to offer your
services to further your career...at ny expense."

"“I'''m not —

"Do | blame you for it? No. I run a business. | know what sonmeone our age
needs

to do to get ahead. | need to undercut the conpetition. You need to take
cases

the conpetition won't touch. If you want to bill ne for today, go ahead. I1'l

pay. You earned it. But | can't—aon't—work with you."
| opened the door and wal ked out.

Fi ni shing the paperwork proved an ordeal; the grimfaced desk clerk filled
out

forms so slowy you'd think his wist was broken. Wrse yet, Flynn and the
ot her

detectives stood off to the side, watching me with glares that said | wasn't
fooling them | was sinply another crimnal who'd gotten away wi th murder
Cortez, as one nmight expect, didn't accept defeat so easily. He stuck around
to

help ne with the paperwork, and | let him Wy? Because six hours in
captivity

was enough for nme. If the police knew that ny freedom had been arranged by a
man



m srepresenting hinself as my |awyer, could they toss me back inside? Accuse
ne

of fraud? Probably not, but I didn't know the legalities involved and, now

t hat

I was free, | wasn't about to start posing any hypothetical questions that

m ght

land ne in a jail cell. | didn't say that Cortez was ny |awer and | didn't
say

he wasn't. | ignored himand |let the police draw their own concl usions.

When | went to collect Savannah, Cortez took his | eave. He said nothing nore
than a murmured good-bye. To be honest, | felt a bit sorry for him Sorcerer

or
not, he had helped nme, and it hadn't done hima dam bit of good. | hoped he
took me up on ny offer of payment. At least then his efforts would have sone
reward.

I found Savannah in the waiting room The public waiting room amdst a

hal f - dozen strangers, none of themthe "arned state troopers" Detective Flynn
had menti oned. Anyone coul d have wal ked into that room including Leah. On

t he

heel s of ny flare of anger cane another silent thanks to Lucas Cortez for
getting nme out.

If he didn't bill me, | prom sed nyself I'd track hi mdown and pay hi m anyway.
The waiting room | ooked like waiting roons everywhere, with cheap furniture,
yel  owi ng posters, and stacks of year-old nmagazi nes. Savannah had laid claim
to

a row of three chairs and was |ying across them sound asl eep

| knelt beside her and gently shook her shoul der. She nunbl ed sonet hi ng and
knocked ny hand away.

"Savannah, hon? Tine to go hone."

Her eyes opened. She blinked and struggled to focus.

"Home?" She pushed up onto her el bow and sniled. "They |let you out?"

| nodded. "I'mfree to go. They aren't going to charge ne."

At ny words, an elderly worman turned to stare at ne, then numnbl ed sonet hi ng
to

the man beside her. | was struck by the overwhelm ng urge to explain, to turn
to

these strangers and tell them| hadn't done anything wong, that ny being
here

was a mistake. | bit it back and tugged Savannah to her feet.

"Have you been out here the whole tinme?" | asked.

She nodded sl eepily.

"I"'mso sorry, hon."

"Not your fault," she said, stifling a yawn. "It was okay. There were cops
around. Leah wouldn't try sonething here. So, what happened in there? Did

t hey

fingerprint you and everything? Are you going to have a record?"

"God, | hope not. Cone on. Let's get out of here and I'll explain what |I can."
There was a small crowd at the front door. Well, "small" in conparison to,
say,

the crowd at Fenway Park on opening day. | saw sone nedia types, sone

pl acard- wavi ng types, sone rubbernecker-ghoul types, and decided |I'd seen
enough. They were probably there covering a "real" event, something
conpletely

unrelated to ne, but | opted for the back door anyway, so | wouldn't disturb
their vigil.

The police had towed ny car to the station, which renoved the probl em of
findi ng
transportation, but also neant they'd searched it. Though | keep a very tidy



car, they'd nmanaged to nove everything that wasn't nailed down, and there
wer e

traces of powder everywhere. Fingerprint powder, | suspected, though I had no
i dea why they'd be dusting my car for prints. Gven the low homcide rate in
this area, they probably used each one as an opportunity to practice every
technique they'd |l earned in police college.

| had a seven-thirty Coven neeting in Bel ham so Savannah and | grabbed a

qui ck

di nner, then headed straight there w thout returning hone.

It was seven twenty-seven when we arrived at the Bel ham community center. Yes,
I

said community center. We had a standing reservation for the third Sunday of

each nonth, when our "book club” would neet in the center's main hall. W
even

had the | ocal bakery cater the event. Wen wonen fromtown asked to join our
club, we told them with deep regret, that our ranks were full, but took
their

nanes for our waiting list.

Qur Coven had fourteen initiated witches and five neophytes. Neophytes were
girls fromten to fifteen years of age. Wtches attain their full powers when
they first nenstruate, so the neophytes were the girls newy conmng into
their

powers. On their sixteenth birthday, assumi ng they've reached first nenses,
witches are initiated, nmeaning they receive voting rights and begin | earning
second-1| evel spells. At twenty-one they graduate to the third | evel and, at
twenty-five, to the fourth and final tier. Exceptions could be made. My

not her

had nmoved ne to third level at nineteen and fourth at twenty-one. And |'d be
really proud of that, if Savannah hadn't already surpassed ne—and she hadn't
even cone into her full powers yet.

As Savannah and | crossed the parking lot, a mnivan pulled in. | stopped and
wai ted as Abby's ol der sister, Gace, and her two daughters clinbed out.
Fourteen-year-old Brittany saw us, waved, and jogged over

"Hey, Savannah, Paige," she said. "Momsaid you guys weren't—=

"I thought you weren't coming," Gace said, frowning as she approached.

"I nearly didn't make it, that's for sure,"” | said. "You wouldn't believe the
day |'ve had."

"l heard."

"Ch? Wrd gets around, | guess."

Grace turned to yell at seventeen-year-old Kylie, who was still inside the
van,

chatting on her cell phone.

So the Coven al ready knew about Cary's death? |'d hoped they hadn't. If the
news

hadn't reached themyet, then that woul d explain why no one had conme to ny
ai d.

Cortez's words about the Coven still stung. | understood why they hadn't
rallied

around ne at the police station. They couldn't take the risk of associating
t hensel ves with me. But they could have discreetly found ne a | awer

coul dn't

they? Or, at the very |least, brought Margaret to check up on Savannah

Grace and | walked in silence to the doors, then she suddenly renmenbered

somet hing she'd left in the van. | offered to wal k back with her, but she
waved

me of f. When Brittany tried to foll ow Savannah i nside, her mother called her
back. | could still hear them whispering as | pushed open the conmunity
center

doors.

As | walked in, all chatter stopped dead and everyone turned. Victoria was at



the front of the roomtalking to Margaret. Therese saw nme and notioned to
Victoria. Victoria | ooked up and, for a noment, seemed stunned. Then she
shapped

somet hing to Margaret and strode toward ne.

"What are you doi ng here?" she hi ssed when she'd drawn cl ose enough for no
one

el se to overhear. "Did anyone follow you? Did anyone see you cone in? | can't
bel i eve you—=

"Paige!" called a voice fromacross the room

| looked up to see Abby bearing down on ne, her arms spread as w de as her
grin.

She caught me up in a hug.

"You made it," she said. "Thank God. Wat a horrible day you nust have had.

How

are you feeling, hon?"

I could have sunk into her enmbrace, | was so grateful

"They dropped the charges," Savannah sai d.

"There weren't any charges,"” | corrected quickly. "The police didn't charge
ne. "

"That's wonderful ," Abby said. "We're just so glad to see you're okay." She
turned to the others. "Aren't we, everyone?"

A few murmured noi ses of assent answered. Not exactly a deafening show of
support but, right now, it was good enough

Abby hugged me again, and used the enbrace to whisper in my ear. "Just go sit
down, Paige. You belong here. Don't |let them say otherw se."

Victoria glared at nme, then swept to her place at the front of the room |
foll owed and took my seat in my nother's chair. And the neeting began

After discussing Tina Moss's new pregnancy and ei ght-year-old Emma Al den's
nasty

case of chicken pox, Victoria finally deigned to acknow edge my problem And
she

made it clear that this was indeed ny problem

They' d argued against letting ne take custody of Savannah fromthe start and
this only confirmed their fears. Their biggest concern now was not that 1'd
| ose

Savannah, but that |'d expose the Coven. It all cane back to fear. | was to
handle this on ny owmn. In handling it, | was not to involve any other Coven
witch. | was forbidden to even ask Abby for hel p baby-sitting Savannah,
because

it created a public link between us.

When Victoria finished, | storned out of the building, undoing the door |ock
spell, then crashing through the security perineter and hoping the nental

al arm

gave the Elders a collective mgraine. How dare they! The Coven existed for

t wo

purposes, to regulate and to help witches. They'd all but abdicated the first
role to the interracial council. Now they were denying responsibility for the
second. What the hell were we becom ng? A social club for wtches? Maybe we
shoul d becone a real book club. At |east then we m ght have sone hope of
intelligent conversation.

| strode across the enpty baseball field, fum ng but knowing | couldn't

| eave.

Savannah was still inside. The El ders wouldn't allow her or anyone else to
cone

after me. Like a child throwing a tantrum | was expected to walk it off and
return.

"May | assume it's not going well?"

| wheeled to see Cortez behind me. Before | could blast him he continued,
"Yesterday | noted a seven-thirty book club appoi ntment on your cal endar

whi ch



| feared you m ght be obstinate enough to attend, despite the danger inherent
in
pursuing regular activities—

"Speak English," | snapped.

He continued, unperturbed. "However, | now realize that you were not acting
rashly in attending a nmere book club but, instead, wi sely conferring with
your

Coven and enlisting their help inplenenting our plan. As you may recall, step
three of the initial list requires enlisting the nenbers of your Coven to

di screetly support you—

"Forget it, Counselor. They aren't going to be supporting ne, discreetly or
otherwi se. | am hereby forbidden to i npose ny probl em+y probl emen any
nmenber

of the Coven."

| regretted the words as they left ny nouth. Before | could backtrack

t hough,

Cortez nmurnmured, "1'll handle this," and strode off, leaving ne trapped in a
split second of blind panic, as | realized what he was about to do. By the
tine

| tore after him he was at the comunity center doors. He gestured sharply,
undoi ng any spells, and marched t hrough.

Chapter 14

Fox in the Henhouse

| GOT TO THE MEETI NG ROOM DOOR AS CORTEZ STARTED TO SPEAK.

"Ladies," he said. "I apologize for interrupting your neeting."

A collective gasp drowned hi mout as eighteen witches realized they had a
sorcerer in their mdst. And what did they do? Hex hinf? Cast repelling
spel | s?

To ny enbarrassment—+o nmy shame—they drew back, gasping and chattering, |ike
a

bunch of chickens seeing a fox in the henhouse. Wtches in their prineg,

wi t ches

with fifty years of spell-casting experience, cowering before a
twenty-five-year-old sorcerer. Only Savannah stayed where she was, perched on
the pastry table.

"You agai n?" she said. "You don't take a hint, do you?"

"He's— Therese stamered. "He's a—

"A sorcerer," Savannah said. "Get over it."

"Lucas Cortez," he said, striding to the front of the room "As you know,

Pai ge

i s undergoing a custody challenge and, as a result, has now been inplicated in
a

nmurder investigation. In order to prevent further |egal proceedi ngs and

pr ot ect

Paige's reputation, there are several actions | will require fromeach of
you. "

At this point, | could have junped in and expl ai ned that he wasn't ny | awer
But | didn't. | was still smarting fromthe Coven's rejection. Maybe if they

t hought | was forced to accept outside hel p—froma sorcerer, no |l ess—they'd
change their mnds. And maybe, yes, maybe a small part of ne |iked watching
t he

El ders squi rm

Cortez hefted his satchel onto the front table. "I don't suppose you have
access

to an overhead projector.”

No one answered. No one even noved. Savannah junped off the table, crossed
t he

room handed hima marker, and pointed to the flip-chart. Then she sauntered
back to the pastry table, grinning, and wi nked at me before resum ng her



per ch.

I'd have to speak to Savannah about taking pleasure in the disconfort of

ot hers.

Still, it was kind of funny, Cortez standing up there, witing down his list,
expl ai ni ng each point, so serious and intent, as the Coven sat and gawked,
each

one of them hearing nothing but the endless |oop of an internal voice,
repeating

"A sorcerer? Is that really a sorcerer?"

"Are there any questions?" Cortez said after his presentation

Si |l ence

El even-year-ol d Megan, the youngest neophyte, raised her hand. "Are you a bad
sorcerer?"

"I lack sonme proficiency in the higher-order spells but, at the risk of
soundi ng

overconfident, |I must say there are worse sorcerers."

| sputtered a | augh, covering it with a cough

"M. Cortez is right," Abby said. "W all need to cone together and help

Pai ge

in any way we can."

Si |l ence

"And on that note," | muttered under ny breath.

"Cortez," murmured Sophie Mdss who, at ninety-three, was the oldest witch in

t he

Coven and fast succunbing to Al zheinmer's. "I knew a Cortez once. Benicio
Cortez.

Back in '72, no, '79. The Mam affair. Horrible—= She stopped, blinked,
frowned, then | ooked at Cortez. "Who are you, boy? This is a private neeting."
On that fitting note of mental acuity, the meeting ended.

After the meeting adjourned, Savannah wal ked over to Cortez as every ot her
witch

practically tripped over her own feet getting as far from himas possible.
was

heading to the front of the roomto join Savannah and Cortez when the Elders
wayl ai d me.

"Now | have seen everything,'

Victoria said. "Your nmother must be rolling in

her

grave. Hiring a sorcerer—

"I haven't hired him" | said. "But | have to admit, |I'mconsidering it. At
| east soneone is offering to help ne."

"A sorcerer, Paige?" Margaret said. "Really, | can't help but wonder if
you're

doing this to spite us. Even speaking to a sorcerer is against Coven policy,
and

you' ve obviously been doing that." She gl anced toward the front of the room
where Savannah was chatting with Cortez. "And allowi ng ny niece to do the
same. "

"Only because your niece is getting zero help fromher aunt,” | said.
Therese notioned for me to lower ny voice. | didn't.
"Yes, |I've talked to him Wy? Because he is the only person who's offered to

help ne. He got nme out of jail today. You three couldn't even bother sending
Margaret to the police station to make sure Savannah was safe. You guys don't
seemto get it. You know |I'mnot the type who likes to ask for help, but I'm
aski ng now. "

"You don't need a sorcerer.
"No, | need ny Coven."
"Cet rid of the sorcerer,’
"And then you'll help nme?"

"I"'mnot making a deal," she said. "I'mgiving an order. Get rid of him Now. "

Victoria said.



Wth that, she turned and left, the other two trailing in her wake.
Cortez materialized at nmy shoul der

"Perhaps you'd care to reconsider ny offer?" he mnurnmnured.

| saw the Elders watching us. Victoria's glare ordered me to get rid of
Cortez.

The urge to flip her the finger was al nost overwhel ming. Instead, | did the
figurative equivalent.

"You're right," | said to Cortez, voice raised. "W should tal k. Savannah
cone

on. W're going."
| nmotioned for Cortez to | ead the way.

W drove to Starbucks in Bel ham+taki ng separate cars, of course. After 1'd

parked, Cortez took the spot in front of me and still managed to be standing
besi de ny door before | pulled ny keys fromthe ignition. He didn't try to
open

the door for me but, once | pushed it open, he held it steady while | got out
of

t he car.

Once inside, | ordered Savannah a chil d-sized hot chocol ate. She changed it to
a

venti caffé nocha. | downsized that to a small decaf caffé nbcha. She

negoti at ed

a chocol ate chip brownie and we settled. Here this stuff was finally getting
easier for me and Kristof Nast wanted to spoil it all. Very unfair.

Al t hough the place wasn't exactly boom ng at nine-thirty on a Sunday ni ght,
Cortez opted for a side roomwhere the staff had already put the chairs

upsi de

down on the tables. As we headed in, the cashier |eaned over the counter, a
hal f - pound of neckl aces and anul ets cl angi ng agai nst the | am nate.

"That section's closed," she said.

"We'll tidy up when we're done," Cortez replied, and nudged us back to the
farthest table. Once we were seated, he turned to Savannah. "lI'mafraid this
is

going to be another of those very boring conversations. There's a nagazi ne
stand

over there." He reached for his wallet. "May | buy you something to read?"
"Nice try," she said and slurped a nmouthful of whipped cream

"Al'l right, then. Let's reviewthat list | gave you."

"Didn't bring it."

"That's quite all right." He hoisted his satchel to the table. "I have extra
copi es. "

"Fine," she said, taking the five-dollar bill fromhis hand. "I don't know
why

you're bothering. W aren't going to hire you. If we wanted a sorcerer |awyer
I

could get soneone a whole | ot ol der and nore experienced than you."

"Il remenber that."

While | watched Savannah buy her nmagazine, Cortez shuffled papers. Only when
she'd settled at a table across the roomdid | turn ny attention to him

"Ckay," | said. "You want to persuade nme that you're on ny side? Skip the
lists.

Tell me everything you know about Cabals. And |I mean everything."
"Everyt hi ng?" He checked his watch. "I believe they close in a couple of
hours."

"You have thirty mnutes," | said. "Fill it."

He did—the full thirty mnutes. | figured he'd toss nme a few tidbits and hope
t hat woul d be enough to shut nme up. Instead he laid it all on the table,
literally, drawing ne di agranms, nmaps, listing key figures and so on

Here's the condensed version. Pretty rmuch everything |I'd heard about Cabals



was

true. Cabals were very old, established groups formed around a centra
sorcerer

famly. Like a fam |ly-run business, only think Mafia, not the nei ghborhood
deli .

That's my conparison, not Cortez's. He never nentioned the Mafia, though the
paral l el s were obvious. Both were ultrasecretive, famly-oriented

or gani zat i ons.

Bot h i nsisted on conpl ete enpl oyee |oyalty, enforced through threats of

vi ol ence. Both mixed crimnal activity with legitimate enterprise. Cortez
didn't

try to gloss over the uglier parts, sinply stated themas fact and noved on
In structure, though, the Cabal was nmore Donald Trunp than Al Capone. At the
top

was the CEO, the head of the sorcerer famly. Next came the board of
directors,

conposed of the CEO s family, radiating out in power fromsons to brothers to
nephews to cousins. Wthin the | ower ranks you had unrel ated sorcerers,

hal f - denmons, necromancers, shamans, whonever the Cabal could hire. No

wer ewol ves

or vampires, though. According to Cortez, the Cabals had strict policies
agai nst

enpl oyi ng any supernatural being that mght mstake themfor |unch

Everyone in the Cabal, high and | ow, pursued the sane goal s: gaini ng noney
and

power for the Cabal. The nore business they brought in, the quicker they rose
in

the ranks. The nore profitable the conpany was, the nore the enpl oyees
received

i n year-end bonuses and stock options. Yes, Cabals were |listed on the NYSE
M ght have been a nice investnment, too, if you didn't mind a little blood on
your di vi dends.

On the surface, Cabals seened nore benign than the Mafia. No car bombs or
shoot -outs. Sorcerers were not conmon hoodl uns. Ch, no. These guys were
serious

busi nessnen. Doubl e-cross a Cabal and they woul dn't bl ow up your house and
fam ly. Instead, they'd have an incendiary hal f-denmon torch the place, naking
it

| ook Iike an electrical accident. Then a necromancer would torture your
famly's

soul s until you gave the Cabal what they wanted.

If all this was true, why didn't the interracial council do sonething about
it?

The council was dedicated to pursuing m suse of supernatural power. Here was
t he

bi ggest, nost w despread mi suse. Now | understood Robert Vasic's concern
"What part is Leah playing in all this?" | asked.

"Only a menber of the Nast Cabal could answer that with any certainty.

What ever

information | could inpart would be based purely on runmor, and | prefer to
deal

in fact."

"I"ll settle for hearsay. \What have you heard?"

"“I'"'mnot confortabl e

"Let me start, then. Last year, Leah and a sorcerer named |saac Katzen
infiltrated a human project to kidnap supernaturals, Katzen as an informant
and

Leah as a captive. Their plan was for Katzen to point out powerfu
supernaturals, let the humans take the risks of capturing and containing

t hem



then have Leah win their confidence while inprisoned. A cheap and easy way to
recruit supernaturals for the Nast Cabal =

"They weren't working for any Cabal. That much | know as fact. It is assuned
that they were attenpting to build their own organi zation, a scal ed-down
ver si on

of a Cabal ."

"CGo on."

He hesitated, then said, "They say Leah approached the Nast Cabal after you
killed Katzen."

| bit back a denial. | hadn't killed Katzen, had only brought about the
circunmstances leading to his death, but if this sorcerer thought | was
capabl e

of killing his kind, maybe that wasn't such a bad thing.
Cortez continued, "There have been runors about Savannah's paternity for

years,
t hough Kristof was either unable to locate the girl or unwilling to incur
Eve's

wath by interfering in their lives. Wth Eve gone, Leah offered to help him
get

Savannah. "

"So you think Nast really is her father?"
"I don't know, and | think it has little or no bearing on the case. The Nasts
want Savannah. That's all that matters.”

| sipped my chai. "How bad is he? This Kristof? Wll, | nean, you may not
consider him'bad,' | guess, but how..crimnal is he?"
"I understand the concept of good and evil, Paige. Mdst sorcerers do. They

simply choose the wong side. Arong sorcerers, Kristof Nast's reputation is
average, neani ng you shoul d consi der hima dangerous man. As heir to the Nast
Cabal, he is backed by inmense resources."

| |l eaned back and shook ny head. "At |east now | know where the IIllum nati
nyt h

comes from"

"If it arises fromthe Cabals, the connections are tenuous at best. The
[l'lumnati were believed to be a secret group of powerful men using
super nat ura

means to overthrow the governnent. A Cabal's interest in politics is m ninmal,
and far nmore mundane. Yes, there are Cabal menbers in government, but only to

support fiscal policies that benefit the Cabal. It's all about noney.
Renmenber

that, Paige. The Cabal does nothing that acts against its own financi al
interests. It's not the Illumnati or the supernatural Mfia or a Satanic
cult.

It doesn't ritually murder people. It doesn't abduct, abuse, or kil

chi | dren—=

"Ch, right. Savannah's thirteen, so technically, she's not a child."

He continued in the sane cal mvoice. "Wat | neant is that they don't foll ow
t he

classic description of a Satanic cult in that they do not abduct children for
ritualistic purposes. To the Cabal, Savannah neans profit. Al ways | ook at the

bottomline and you'll be better prepared to deal with the Cabals."
| checked mny wat ch.
"Yes, | know," Cortez said. "My tine is up."

| sipped my nearly cold Chai and stared down at the diagrans Cortez had made.
Now what ? Send Cortez packing again? | didn't see the point. He'd only cone
back. To be honest, though, it was nore than that. The guy had hel ped ne.
Real | 'y

hel ped me.

It was a sad world when a witch had to rely on a work-starved sorcerer for
hel p,

but | couldn't waste ny tine whining about how things should be. Cortez was



offering to hel p when no one else would, and 1'd be a fool to refuse. | had
seen

absol utely no proof that he was anything other than what he clainmed to be, a
young lawer willing to take on the shittiest cases to | aunch his career
"What woul d you charge?" | asked.

He took a sheet from his satchel and spent the next few m nutes expl aining
t he

fee schedule. His terns were reasonable and fair, with a witten guarantee
t hat

every charge woul d be expl ai ned i n advance and he would do no work that |
hadn' t

pr eappr oved.

"The monent you feel my services are no longer fulfilling expectations, you
nmay

di smss e,
I

woul d strongly suggest you have exam ned by another |egal professional before
signing."

When | hesitated, he folded the fee schedule in half and passed it to ne,

t hen

pl aced his business card on top

"Take tonight to think about it. If, in the neantine, you have any questions,
call nme, no matter what the hour."

| reached for the paper, but he laid his fingertips lightly onit, holding it
to

the table, and net ny gaze.

he said. "All that will be clearly outlined in a contract, which

"Remenber, Paige, | can offer you nore than normal |egal help. No human

| awyer

you could engage will understand this situation as | do. Mre than that,
shoul d

you require additional protection, | will be there. As |'ve said, |I'mnot the
nost proficient sorcerer, but | can help, and I'mquite willing to do so. It
nmay

cone to that."

"I know. "

He nodded. "I1'Il speak to you in the norning, then."

He gathered his papers, and left.

Chapter 15
Al oha!

ON THE WAY HOMVE SAVANNAH ASKED WHAT CORTEZ HAD SAID. In the mdst of brushing
her off, | stopped nmyself and, instead, told her Cortez's Cabal story.

"I don't get it," she said when | finished. "Ckay, maybe Leah wants nme for
her

Cabal . That nakes sense. These Cabals, they're always recruiting. Momtold
nel

if soneone ever tries to sign me up, | shoul d= Savannah paused. "Anyway, she
said they're bad news. Like joining a street gang. You join, you join for
life."

"Your nmom say...anyt hi ng el se about the Cabal s?"

"Not really. She said they'd cone after me, so this makes sense, what Leah's
Cabal is doing. But if she wants me, why doesn't she take ne? She's a Vol o.
She

could run our car off the road and grab nme before we knew what hit us. So why
doesn't she?"

Savannah peered at ne through the darkness of the car's interior. | glanced
into

nmy side mirror, averting nmy eyes fromhers. Ckay, this had gone too far.

had



to say sonethi ng.

"Cortez says Leah works for the Nast Cabal."

“Huh. "

"You' ve heard of thenP"

She shook her head. "My nmom never nentioned nanes.”

"But she said they might come for you. Did she nention any Cabal in

particul ar?

O why they'd want you?"

"Ch, | know why they'd want ne."

| held ny breath and waited for her to go on

"Cabals only hire one witch, see? They'd probably rather not hire any at all
but we've got special skills, so they overl ook the whole wtch-sorcerer feud
just enough to hire one of us. Anyway, they figure, if they have to hire a

wi tch, they want a good one. My nom was real good, but she told themwhere to
stick it. She said they'd cone for me, and | wasn't to listen to any of their
lies."

"Lies? Was there any lie in particular?"

Savannah shook her head.

| hesitated, then forced myself to press on. "It mght be tenpting, to be
offered a place in a Cabal. Mney, power...they probably have a lot to offer.”
"Not to a witch. A Cabal witch is strictly an enpl oyee. You get a paycheck,
but

no perks."

"But what if you did get the perks? What if they offered you nore than the

st andard package?"

"I"'mnot dunb, Paige. Whatever they offered ne, 1'd know they were lying. No

matter how good a witch I mght be, to them I'mstill only a witch."
Such a chillingly accurate answer, so easily given. What was it like, to be
so

young, and yet so keenly aware of your place in the world?

"I't's funny, you know," she continued. "All those tines my nmom warned nme and
I

barely listened. | thought, Wiy is she telling me this? If they conme after
nel

she'll be here. She'll always be here. You just figure that. You don't think...
maybe she won't. Did you ever think—with your mom-that something |like that
coul d

happen? That one day, she'd be there, and then she woul dn't?"

| shook ny head.

Savannah continued, "Sonetines...sonetimes | have these dreans. Mom s shaki ng
ne

and | wake up and | tell her what happened, and she |aughs and tells ne | was
just having a nightmare, and everything's okay, but then | really wake up
and

she's not there."

"lI'"ve had those."

"Hurts, doesn't it?"

"More than | ever inmagined."

We drove a fewniles in silence. Then Savannah shifted in her seat and

cl eared

her throat.

"So, are you hiring Lucas?"

| managed a forced laugh. "It's 'Lucas' now?"

"It suits him So are you hiring himor what?"

My natural inclination, as always, was to give her a sinple, pat answer, but
I'd

felt as if in these past few days we'd cracked open the door between us, and
I

didn't want to slamit shut now So | told her Cortez's alleged notivation
for



taki ng the case, then went a step farther and asked her opinion of it.

"Makes sense,"” she said. "He's right. Wth the Cabals, either you' re for them
or

agai nst them Especially if you' re a sorcerer. Those |l awyers my nmom knew, the
ones | said mght help you, they do the sanme thing Lucas is doing. They take
cases agai nst the Cabals."

"I'sn't that dangerous?"

"Not really. It's weird that way. |If a supernatural goes up against the
Cabal s,

they' Il squash himlike a bug. But if he's a |l awer whose client went against
the Cabals, or a doctor who fixed up a supernatural attacked by the Cabals,
t hey

| eave him al one. Mom says the Cabals are pretty fair that way. You don't

bot her

them they don't bother you."

"Well, | didn't bother them and they sure are bothering ne."

"But you're only a witch. Lucas is a sorcerer. Mikes a difference, you know.
So,

are you hiring hin"

"Maybe. Probably." | glanced over at her. "Wat do you think?"

"I think you should. He seens all right. For a sorcerer."

There were peopl e outside nmy house. More than a few. Wien | neared the house,
no
one turned, probably not recognizing nmy car—yet. Fromtwenty feet away, | hit
t he garage door opener and zooned inside before anyone could stop nme. W went
in

through the little-used door linking the garage to the front hall, avoiding
any

potential confrontations.

After sendi ng Savannah to bed, | faced down the dreaded answering machi ne.
The

di splay flashed "34". Thirty-four nessages? My God, how many did the thing
hol d?

Fortunately nost calls only required an intro. This is Chris Walters from
KZET—del ete. Marcia Lu from Wrld Wekly News—del ete. Jessie Lake from
Channe

7—delete. OF the first twelve calls, seven were nmedia, including three from
t he

same radio station, probably trying to land an inpronptu interview on their
show.

O the nonnedia calls, one was an ex-boyfriend and one was a friend |I hadn't
seen since she noved to Maine in the seventh grade. Both were calling to see
how

| was doing. That was nice. Really nice. Better than the other two. The first
began (extreme profanity omtted) "You're a lying, nmurdering *bl eep*. Just
wai t

you *bl eep*ing *bl eep*. You'll get yours. Maybe the *bl eep*ing cops don't—=

My finger trenbled as | hit the Delete button. | cranked down the vol une
bef ore

going on to the next call. Savannah didn't need to hear that crap. | didn't
need

to hear it, either, but | told nyself I'd have to get used to it, grow a
t hi cker

ski n.

The next call was nmore of the same, so | deleted it after the first

expl etive.

Then came a nessage that | listened to all the way through, one that began
" Ms.

W nt er bourne, you don't know me, but I'mso sorry to hear what's happening to



you out there," and went on to di spense nore synpathy and a promi se to pray
for

me. | needed that. | really did.

A scan through the next nine nmessages reveal ed seven nmedi a persons, one irate
worman damming ny soul to eternal fire, and one really sweet Wccan from Sal em
of fering noral support. See? Not so bad. Only sixty percent of strangers were
calling for nmy corpse on a pyre.

| fast-forwarded through four nore nedia calls, then heard one that jolted ny
spirits.

"Pai ge? Pai ge? Cone on, pick up!" a famliar voice bell owed over |oud rock
nusi ¢

and hi gh-deci bel chatter. "I know you're there! It's eight o' clock at night.
Where el se woul d you be? On a date?"

A whoop of laughter, then an ear-piercing whistle to catch ny attention from
what ever corner of the house | mght be lurking in.

flt's Adam Pick up!" Pause. "Ckay, fine, maybe you aren't there. I'mstil
bgui. | called hone and got your nessage. Dad's in a conference right now. |
?ﬁzt out having a drink, but you sounded pretty upset, so I'll head back to
L2$el and give himthe nessage. Al oha!"

What hotel ? A nanme? Maybe a phone nunber? Typical. | fast-forwarded through
t he

final nessages, praying | hadn't m ssed Robert's call but, sure enough, there
it

was.

"Paige? It's Robert. | called home and retrieved your nmessages—ene can never
rely on Adam for coherent nessage-taking. As inpatient as ever, it seenms he
only

listened to your first one. I won't tell himabout the one concerning Leah
or

he'll be on the next plane to help out, which I'"'msure is the last thing you
want. | assume you're looking for the information you asked me to gather on
Vol o

hal f -denons. As luck would have it, that's right here with me. You know how
pack: one carry-on of clothes and two suitcases filled with books and notes

don't need. I'mfaxing the Volo notes to you right now. W |eave for our
flight

in an hour, but if you get hone before then, call nme at (808) 555-3573.
O herwise, | will speak to you tonorrow "

|'d asked Robert for Volo informati on several nonths ago, in a spurt of
foresight that 1'd then forgotten to follow up on. I'd have to wait unti

tomorrow to find out Robert's thoughts on Cabals. Until then, it wouldn't
hur t
to know all | could about Leah

Chapter 16
Deronol ogy 101

THE FAX WAS LYI NG ON THE FLOOR WHERE MY MACHI NE HAD SPIT I T. Thank God the
police hadn't stopped by for another search. Imagi ne what they'd have thought
if

they found this. "No, Detective, I"'mreally not a Satanist. So why am I

recei ving faxes on denonol ogy? Well, uh, it's this new Wb-design idea |I'm
wor ki ng on.." Fromnow on, |'d be a |lot nore careful what | left |ying around.
To make sense of what Robert told me about Vol os requires sone background on
denons. Denonol ogy 101, so to speak

Dermons exi st, both in the physical and spiritual world. They are arranged
into



hi erarchi es according to their degree of power. There is probably a ruling
denon, soneone you really don't want to conjure up, but 1'd suspect the
position

changes hands, nuch like | eadership roles in our world.

Among all the various levels, fromcourtier to archduke, you have your good
denons and your bad denons, or to use the correct termnm nol ogy, eudenons and

cacodenons. Wen | say "good" dempns, or eudenons, | don't mean they run
around

hel pi ng people in our world. Mst denons couldn't give a damm about us. By
eudenons, |'mreferring to those who don't actively seek to screw up the
human

wor | d.

A nmore accurate description would be chaotic and nonchaotic denbns. "Chaotic"
denons or cacodenons are al nost exclusively the kind who come into contact
with

the rest of us. A sorcerer or witch could sunmon a eudenon, but nost of us
know

so little about denmonol ogy that we woul dn't know a eudenon from a cacodenon
anyway. Even if one said he was a eudenon, he'd probably be lying. A w se
spel | -caster abjures conjuring altogether

Move from denmons to hal f-denbns. One way cacodenons |ike to cause trouble in
our

world is by fathering babies. They're pretty darned keen on the sex part,

t oo.

To do so, they take human form having found that any woman with | ess than a
forty-ounce bottle of whiskey coursing through her bl oodstream does not
respond

favorably to seduction by | arge, scal ed, cloven-hoofed beasts.

To be honest, we don't know what a denon's true formis, and it probably
bears

no resenbl ance to the cl oven-hoofed nonster of nyth. Wen they conme into the
physi cal world, they take the shape of whatever will acconplish their goal
Want

to seduce a young wonman? Pull out the old "drop-dead-gorgeous twenty-year-old
mal e" di sgui se. My advice to young wonen who |ike to pick up guys in singles
bars? Condons prevent nore than venereal disease.

Hal f - denons i nherit the main power of their fathers. Adamis power is fire.
Robert is a Tenpestras, neaning he was fathered by a storm denon, and has
sone

control over weather elenments like wind and rain. The degree of power depends
on

the denon's ranking within the hierarchy. Take the so-called fire denons. An
I gneus can induce only first-degree burns. An Aduro can induce burns plus
ignite

fl ammabl e objects. An Exustio, |ike Adam can not only burn and ignite, but

i nci nerate. The nunber of denons decreases per level. There are probably a
dozen

| gneus demons out there naking babies. There is one Exustio, meani ng Adam
probably has only two or three "siblings" in the world.

On to Leah, then. She is a Volo, which is the top tel ekinetic denmon category.
Li ke Adam she is a rarity, fathered by a singular high-ranking denon. The
difference is that Adam at twenty-four, only recently |learned to use his
full

powers. As with spell-casters, the progression takes time. Although Adam
started

being able to inflict burns by twelve, it took another dozen years before he
could incinerate. Leah, at thirty-one, has likely been in full use of her
power

for at |least five years now, giving her plenty of practice tine.

Cary's death was a good indication of what Leah can do. Yet it was the only



cl ear exanple of her powers | had. Yes, we'd encountered her |ast year and,
yes,

| ots of objects had gone flying through the air, but there was a problem Not
only hadn't | witnessed anything firsthand, but there'd been a sorcerer

i nvol ved, neaning it was difficult to tell where his contributions to the
chaos

left off and Leah's began.

Robert's research indicated that a Volo could propel an object as large as a
car, though precision, distance, and speed drop as wei ght increases. A parked
car they could probably shift a few feet. They could hurl an object as small
as

a book across a roomw th enough force to decapitate a person. Nor do they
need

to see what they are noving. |If they can picture a nearby room from nenory,

t hey

can di splace objects within it. Sound scary? Try being in a roomwth the
woman,

knowi ng she could kill you without noving a mnuscle.

Why hadn't Leah killed nme already? | don't know. Mybe the Cabal was hol di ng
her

back. Cortez said they preferred using |l egal nethods to resolve disputes,
thereby mninizing the risk of exposure. So they probably hoped to win
Savannah

in a court battle, though that didn't nmean they wouldn't |et Leah off her

| eash

if that failed.

As disturbing as Robert's report was, it was little nmore than 1'd al ready
expected, based on ny dealings with Leah to date. Yet he did uncover two
tidbits

that bol stered my optim sm Two possible nethods of thwarting Leah. No, not
crosses and holy water. Such things belong in fairy tales.

First, Robert's research indicated that, unlike Exustio hal f-denons such as
Adam Vol os' powers plumeted as their tenpers flared. Piss them off enough
and

they' d becone too flustered to concentrate. Sinple psychol ogy, really.
Second, all Volos had a tell, a physical mannerismthat preceded an attack
I't

could be as discreet as an eye blink or as obvious as a bl oody nose, but they
all did sonmething before |ashing out. O course, that meant you had to

pr ovoke

them a bunch of times before you'd discover their tell

Upon waki ng, | forced myself to peek through the drawn front curtains. The
street was enpty. Wiew. | showered and dressed, then roused Savannah for
breakfast. After we ate, | called her school and left a nessage saying she
woul dn't be in again today, but we'd stop by later for her assignnents.

Then | made another call. On the third ring, he answered.

"Lucas Cortez."

"It's me, Paige. | think.! | swallowed and tried again. "lI'd like to give this
a

shot. I want to hire you."

"I"'mglad to hear that." His cell phone buzzed, as if he was noving. "My I
suggest we neet this norning? I'd like to formulate a concrete plan of action
as

soon as possible."

"Sure. Do you want to cone here?"

"I'f you're confortable with that, it would doubtless afford the nost privacy."
"That's fine."

"Shall we say...ten-thirty?"

| agreed and rang off. As | hung up, relief washed over ne. It was going to



be
okay. |I'd done the right thing. I was sure of it.

By nine-thirty Savannah and | were both at work, nme in my office and Savannah
at

the kitchen table. At nine forty-five | gave up any hope of getting somnething
done and turned my attention to nmy E-mail.

My in-basket had filled up over the weekend, and ninety-five percent of it
was

fromaddresses | didn't recognize. That's what | got for running a business
and

having ny E-mail address, home phone, and fax nunber listed in the yell ow

pages.
| created a folder entitled: "Hell: Wek One," then scanned the |ist of
senders
and, if | didn't recognize the nane, dunped the E-mail into the folder
unr ead.

I'd have preferred to delete them but common sense told ne | shouldn't. If
some

mani ac broke into ny house and knifed this "Satan-worshipping bitch" in her
sl eep, maybe the police would find nmy killer's nane buried in this heap of

el ectronic trash.

| did the same with my faxes. A quick scan of the first page and if it
cont ai ned

the words "interview' or "burn in hell” | dunped it into a file folder, then
stuck the whole thing under "H. " By the time | finished sorting, | was quite
proud of nyself for handling things so calmy and efficiently. Over two dozen
faxes and E-mails condeming nme to eternal dammation and ny hands barely
shook

at all.

Next | made the incredibly stupid mstake of searching the Internet for
references to nmy story. | told nyself that | needed to know what was out

t here,

what was being said. After reading the first headline, "Satanic Wtch Cult
Surfaces near Salem" | really should have quit. But | had to keep going. O
t he

three articles | scanned, two nentioned the "m ssing Boston baby" runor, one
said |'d been seen skul king around at the | ocal humane society, two accused
nme

of being a menmber of sone Boston "Hellfire Club,"” and all three said |I'd been
found at the site of Cary's nurder "covered in blood." After that, | decided
i gnorance really was bliss, and turned off ny conputer

It was now ten-fifteen. Time to put on a pot of coffee for Cortez. As | was
nmeasuring coffee into the filter, the phone rang. | checked the display.
Unknown

caller. To answer or not to answer? | chose the latter, but poised my hand
over

the "tal k" button in case a friendly voice cane on

"Ms. Wnterbourne, this is Julie calling from Bay I|Insurance..!

I nsurance? Did | have insurance with a place call ed—eh, wait, no, Bay

I nsur ance

was a new client. As the voice continued, |I hit the talk button, but the
machi ne

kept running.

"..cancel our order. Gven the, uh, publicity, we've decided that's for the
best .

Pl ease bill us for any work you've done to date."
"Hell 0?" | said. "Hello?"
Too late. She'd hung up. 1'd lost a contract. | closed nmy eyes, inhaled, felt

the sting. Way hadn't | inagined this, that ny business could be hurt by the



publicity? But | couldn't worry about it. If they didn't want my services,
screw

"em It wasn't like |I had trouble finding custoners. Once or twice a week |
had

to turn someone down because ny schedule was full. Besides, sure, | night |ose
a

few contracts, but | mght also gain sone.

VWiile | waited for the coffee to brew, | decided to slog through the rest of
ny

phone messages. As if to prove me right, three calls later, | hit this

nessage

"Hi, it's Brock Summers from Boston. I'mwi th the New Engl and Perception

G oup

and we'd love to have you do sonething for our Wb site..

Maybe the old saying is right. There's no such thing as bad publicity.
"...already have a Wb site," M. Sumers continued. "But we're very

i nterested

i n having you do sonme enhancenents. |'ve seen your work and | know severa
people in our field who'd also be interested..!

Thi s was good. Really good.

"...pl ease check out our current Web site at www dot exorcisms r us dot com
That's e-x-o0-r-c-i-s-mr-u-s, all one word. W do seances, poltergeist
exterm nations, exorcisnms of course—

I hit Delete and sank into a kitchen chair.

"Uh, Paige?"

| turned to see Savannah in the kitchen doorway, binoculars in her hand, a
troubl ed | ook in her eyes. She glanced over her shoul der, toward the front
wi ndow.

"Let me guess, we have new | awn ornanents."

She didn't smle. "No, that's not—well, yes we do, but they' ve been there for
a

while. | was peeking out now and then, seeing how many there were. Then, a
few

m nutes ago, | thought | saw a woman with red hair standing down the street,
so

| grabbed these to check."

| jolted up fromthe chair. "Leah."

Savannah nodded and fidgeted with the binoculars. "I was watching her—=
"You don't need to worry, hon. Robert faxed ne sone notes |ast night about
Vol os, and if she's nore than twenty yards away, she's too far to hurt us.
One

good thing about having a crowd out front is that she won't dare get too
cl ose.”

"It's—+t's not that.'
trying

to see Leah in the distance. "I was watching, right? And this car drove up
She

wal ked onto the road, and the driver pulled over, and." Savannah inhal ed and
passed ne the glasses. "I think you need to see this. You can see better from
ny

room"

| went into Savannah's room and wal ked to the wi ndow. There were at |east a
hal f -dozen cars lining our street, but ny gaze inmedi ately went to one parked

She gl anced at the w ndow agai n and squinted, as if

five doors down, across the road. As | saw the small, white four-door, ny
breat h

caught. | told nyself | was wong. It was a common type of car. But even as
lifted the binoculars to my eyes, | knew what | would see.

There were two people in the front seat of the car. Leah sat in the
passenger's
seat. And on the driver's side? Lucas Cortez.



"Maybe there's an expl anation,” Savannah sai d.

"If there is, I'mgetting it now. "

| strode into the kitchen, picked up the cordless phone and hit redial. The
l'ine

connected to Cortez's cell phone. Again, he answered on the third ring.
"Lucas Cortez."

"Hey, it's me, Paige," | said, forcing lightness into nmy voice. "Any chance
you

could pick up some creamon the way into town? There's a corner store right
of f

t he highway. Are you there yet?"

"No, not yet. I'mrunning a few nm nutes behind."

The lie came snoothly, without a mllisecond of hesitation. You bastard. You
lying bastard. | clutched the phone tighter

"Do you prefer table creamor half-and-half?" he asked.

"Hal f-and-hal f," | managed to say.

| lifted the binoculars. He was still there. Beside him Leah | eaned back
agai nst the passenger door

| continued, "OCh, and be careful when you drive in. |'ve got people hangi ng

around ny place. Don't pick up any hitchhikers."

A pause now. Brief, but a definite hesitation. "Yes, of course.™
"Especi ally redheaded hal f-denons," | said. "They're the worst kind."
A long pause, as if he was weighing the possibility that this was a
coi nci dent a

j oke.

"I can explain,” he said finally.
"Ch, |I'msure you can."

I hung up.

Chapter 17

Gief on the Run

AFTER HANG NG UP ON CORTEZ, | STORMED | NTO THE kitchen and sl anmed the phone
into the cradle so hard that it bounced out again. | scranbled to grab it
before

it hit the floor. My hands were shaking so badly | could barely get it back
into

the cradle.

| stared down at my hands. | felt...l felt betrayed, and the depth of that
feeling surprised me. What had | expected? It's like the parable about the
scorpion and the frog. | knew what Cortez was when | let himinto nmy life.
shoul d have expected betrayal. But | hadn't.

At sone deep level, 1'd trusted himand, in sone ways, that betrayal stung
even

nore than the Coven's. Wth the Coven, |'d hoped for support, but deep down |
knew better than to expect it. They'd told me fromthe start that they

woul dn' t

hel p. That was rejection, not betrayal. Cortez had taken advantage of that
rejection to insinuate hinmself in ny life.

" Pai ge?"

| turned to Savannah.

"I thought he was okay, too," she said. "He tricked us both."

The phone rang. | knew who it was w thout checking caller ID. He'd had just
enough tinme now to get Leah out of his car. | let the machine answer.
"Paige? It's Lucas. Please pick up. I'd like to speak to you."

"Yeah," Savannah muttered. "I'm sure you would."

"I can expl ain,
ne.

Naturally | was curious, so | pulled over and she asked to speak to nme. |
agr eed—

he continued. "I was driving to your house and Leah hail ed



| grabbed the receiver.

"I don't care why the hell you spoke to her,” | said. "You lied about it."
"And that was a mistake. | fully admt that, Paige. You caught ne off guard
when

you cal |l ed and—=

"And you had to stunble and stanmer for an excuse, right? Bullshit. You lied
wi thout a nmoment's hesitation. You lied so smoothly | bet a lie detector
woul dn't have caught it. | don't care about why you spoke to Leah, | care
about

how easily you lied, and do you know why? Because now | know you've got a

t al ent

for it."
A slight pause. "Yes, that's true, but—=
"Well, at |east you' re honest about that. You're a skilled liar, Cortez, and

that tells me that | can't believe anything you' ve said to ne so far."

"l can see where—=

"What | saw out there today only convinces nme that my first instinct was
right.

You're working for the Nasts. | told nyself that doesn't make sense, but now
I

get it. They made sure it wouldn't make sense."

" How—2"

"I"'ma programrer, right? | think logically. Send ne a smpooth, sophisticated,
wel | -dressed sorcerer, and |I'd see through that scamin a mnute. But send
you

and I'lIl say, this guy can't work for a Cabal. It doesn't nake sense. It's
not

| ogical. And that was the whole idea."

A pause, so long | wondered if he'd hung up.

"I believe | can clear this up," he said at |ast.

"Ch, you do, do you?"

"I haven't been entirely forthright with you, Paige."

"Ww. Real | y?"

"I don't nean about being associated with the Nasts. |I'mnot. Nor was ny
notivation, as stated, entirely inaccurate, though | amguilty nore of

omi ssi on

than deceit."

"Stop right there," | said. "Watever you tell ne next will just be nore lies.
I

don't want to hear them"

"Paige, please. Just listen. | told you the version of ny story that |
bel i eved

you woul d find nost pal atable and woul d t herefore—=

"Hangi ng up now," | said.

"Wait! You are, | believe, well acquainted with Robert Vasic. You're friends

with his stepson, Adan? Wuld | be correct in assumng you trust hinP"

" Adan®"

"Robert."

"What does Robert have—=2"

"Ask Robert who I am"

"What ?"

"Ask Robert who Lucas Cortez is. He doesn't know nme personally, but we have
mut ual acquai ntances, and if Robert is not inclined to vouch for ny
integrity,

then he will be able to reconmend soneone who can. WIIl you do that?"
"What's he going to tell me?"

Cortez paused again. "I think, perhaps, at this stage it would be better if
you

heard it from Robert first. If | tell you, and you choose not to believe ne,
you



may decide not to follow up with a call to Robert. Please call him Paige.
Then

phone me back. I'Il be at nmy notel."

I hung up.

"What' d he say?" Savannah asked.

I shook ny head. "Honestly, | have no idea."

"Yeah, sonetimes | can't figure it out either. Too many big words."

| hesitated, then dialed Robert's nunber, but got the nachi ne again and
didn't

bot her | eaving a nessage. My finger was still on the di sconnect button when

t he

phone rang. "WIllianms & Shaw Legal " and a Boston phone number scrolled across
the call display. Had ny comercial |awer found sonmeone willing to represent

me? God, | hoped so.

"May | speak to Paige Wnterbourne?" a nasally femal e voice asked.

" Speaki ng. "

"This is Roberta Shaw. I'man attorney with Wllians and Shaw. Qur firm works
with the Cary Law Office in East Falls. M. Cary has asked ne to assist with
t he

di sposal of his son's current caseload. |'ve cone across your folder anong

t he

deceased's files."

"Um right. Actually, |I amlooking for soneone to take over the case. If
anyone

at your firmwould be interested—=

"W woul d not," Shaw said, the chill in her voice bordering on Arctic. "I am

simply calling to request that you take possession of your file immediately.
I't

is not in perfect order, but | amnot about to ask M. Cary or his
daughter-in-law to transcri be any of the notes. Under the circunstances, they
shoul dn't need to look at this file again. Qut of consideration to the fanily,
I

will ask that you refer all questions to me. The billing will also conme from
ny

office."

"Look," | said. "I don't know what you heard, but | had nothing to do with
M.

Cary's—=

"It is not ny place to dispute that matter. | have many files to go through
today, Ms. Wnterbourne. | would like you to collect yours this afternoon.™
"Fine. I'"lIl pick it up at the office—=

"That would hardly be appropriate, would it?"

| gritted ny teeth. "Were do you suggest—

"I will be at the Barton Funeral Home all afternoon. They' ve established an
office for me in the funeral parlor, so | may consult with M. Cary easily
whil e

di sturbing himas little as possible. You nmay neet nme there at one o'clock."
"At Grant Cary's visitation? Now that's what 1'd call inappropriate.”

"You will cone to the service door," she said, biting off each word as if it
cost her untold effort to speak to me. "There is a parking lot at the side of

the building. You turn of f— Papers shuffled. "—off Chestnut. | assune you
know

where the funeral home is?"

"On EEm" | said. "Beside the county hospital."

"Good. Meet ne there at one, in the side parking lot by the service door.
Good
day, Ms. Wnterbourne."

So, with Cortez out of the picture, I was now officially on ny owmn. If this
had



al | happened a year ago |'d have said "no problem" and been glad for the
chance

to prove nyself. Last fall, when the rest of the council had been rel uctant
to

rescue Savannah, |1'd been ready to go in on ny own. Had | done so, |I'd be
dead.

No question about it. 1'd be dead and | m ght have got Savannah kill ed doing

it.
I'd |l earned nmy | esson then

Now, faced with another big threat, | knew | needed hel p and was prepared to
ask

for it. But who? If | asked soneone in the council, 1'd put their life at
risk

for sonething that was a witch problem and should therefore be handl ed by
wi tches. But our Coven had abandoned us. Were did that |eave us?

| tried instead to concentrate on doing exactly what Cortez had been coni ng
over

to do. Formulate a plan of action. But here | was stuck. If | went out and
tracked down Sandford and Leah, |I'd have to take Savannah al ong, and woul d
probably end up delivering her straight into their hands. For now, the w sest
course of action seened to be to lie low, defend us against their attacks,
and

hope they sinply deci ded Savannah was nore trouble than she was worth. While
it

irked me to take a defensive position, at this point |I refused to take
chances

with Savannah's life.

At twelve-thirty, | checked the crowd outside. Maybe | was being optimstic,
but

it seemed to be shrinking. Wien | went to tell Savannah to get ready, | found
her lying on her back in bed. She opened her eyes when | wal ked in.

"Nappi ng?" | asked.

She shook her head. "Not feeling so good."

"You're sick?" | hurried to the bedside. "You should have told nme, hon. Is it
your head or your stomach?"

"Both...] nmean, neither. | don't know. " She scrunched her nose. "I just feel...
weird. "

| didn't see any obvious signs of illness. Her tenmperature was normal, her
skin

wasn't flushed, and her eyes |ooked tired but clear. Probably stress.
hadn' t
been feeling so hot nyself lately.

"You could be coming down with sonething," | said. "I was supposed to go out,
but it can wait."
"No, " Savannah said, pushing herself up fromthe covers. "I want to go. |'Il

probably feel better once | get outside."

"Are you sure?"

She nodded. "Maybe we can rent sone videos."

"Al'l right, then. Get ready."

"I bet it's a closed casket," Savannah said as | turned onto Chestnut.

An i mage of Cary's nmangl ed corpse shot through nmy brain. | forced it back
"Well, we aren't finding out," |I said. "lI'mnot setting foot anywhere near
t hat

room"

"Too bad it wasn't one of those drive-through view ngs. Then we could see him
wi t hout anyone know ng."

"Drive-through view ngs?"

"Haven't you heard about those? They had one in Phoeni x when nmy nmom and
lived



there. We drove by once to see it. It's like a drive-through bank teller
only

you | ook in the wi ndow and there's the dead guy."

"Grief on the run.”

"Peopl e are real busy these days. You gotta make it easy." She grinned and
shifted in her seat. "Isn't that weird? | mean, think about it. You drive up
and

then what? Talk into some drive-through speaker? Tell the guy how rmuch you'l
m ss hi n®?"

"Just as long as he doesn't sit up and ask if you'd like fries with that."
Savannah | aughed. "Humans are so weird."

She shifted in her seat again.

"Do you have to go to the bathroon?" | asked.

"No. I'mjust getting sore fromsitting still."
"We've only gone five bl ocks."
She shrugged. "I dunno. Maybe |'ve got the flu."

"How s your stomach?"

"Ckay, | guess."

| flashed back through everything she'd eaten in the |last day. Then nmy gut
knotted. "Did Cortez get near your caffé nocha |ast night?"

"Huh?" She | ooked over at ne. "You think he poi soned me? Nah. He didn't touch
ny

drink. Besides, potions aren't like that. If soneone gives you one, you get

si ck

all at once. This cones and goes. Ch, wait...there, it's gone. See?" She

tw sted

to | ook over her shoulder. "lIsn't the funeral hone on El nP"

"Yes—dam! "

I swung the car into the nearest | aneway and turned around. As |'d said, the
funeral home was next to the local hospital. Actually, the two buildings were
attached, maybe for ease of transporting those who didn't respond favorably
to

treatment. The hospital also affords an excellent view of the adjacent |oca
cenetery, which the patients nust find nost heartening.

The [ ot beside the funeral home was full, so | had to park behind the
hospi t al
Wth Savannah trailing along behind ne, | fairly scanpered around to the

nortuary, so worried about being seen that | wi ggled through a tall hedge

rat her

than wal k al ong the road. Once in the funeral hone parking lot, | checked to
make sure no one was com ng or going, then dashed across to the side door and
knocked.

"I think a branch scratched ny back," Savannah said. "Wo cares if soneone
sees

us? You didn't kill the guy."

"I know, but it would be disrespectful. | don't want to cause any nore
trouble.”

Bef ore she could answer, the door swung open. A worman in her mid-forties
peer ed

out, her doughy face fixed in a scom that seemed nore habit than intent.
"Yes?" Before | could answer, she nodded. "Ms. Wnterbourne. Good. Cone in."
| woul d rather have stayed outdoors, but she rel eased the door and vani shed
into

the room before | could protest. | ushered Savannah inside, then stepped

t hr ough

into a storeroom Am dst the piles of boxes was a folding chair and a table
covered with files.

Shaw wore a linen dress, smartly fashionable and tail or-nmade—ry nother ran
her

own dressmaki ng business, so | can tell a good piece froma Wal -Mart bargain.



Though the dress was top-of-the-line, the expense was wasted. Like too nmany

| arge wonen, Shaw nade the m stake of choosing oversized clothing, turning an
expensi ve dress into a shapel ess piece of sackcloth that fell in folds around
her .

As ny eyes adjusted to the dimMy lit storeroom Shaw settled into her chair
and

busi ed herself with her papers. | waited a few mnutes, then cleared ny
t hr oat .

"I'"d—udh—+ike to get going," | said. "I'"mnot confortable being here."
"Vait."

| did. For another two mnutes. Then, before |I could comment again, Savannah
si ghed. Loudly.

"W don't have all day, you know, " Savannah sai d.

Shaw gl ared, not at Savannah, but at nme, as if Savannah's rudeness coul d be
no

one's fault but ny own.

"I"'msorry," | said. "She's not feeling well. If you're not ready, we could
grab

[ unch, then conme back."

"Here," she said, thrusting a file folder at ne. "The bill is on top. W
require

a certified check, which you can courier to the address shown. Under no
circunmstances are you to contact the Carys regardi ng paynment or anything el se
related to your case. If you have questions—

"Call you. | get the idea."

| wal ked to the door, yanked on the handl e, and stunbl ed backward when it

fail ed

to open. How s that for a gracious exit? Regaining ny balance and ny dignity,
I

grasped the handl e again, turned, and pushed. Still nothing.
"I's there a lock?" | said, peering down at the handle.
"Just turn and pull, as with any exterior door."

Bitch. | alnpst said it aloud. Unlike Savannah, though, ny upbringing did not
permit me to do any such thing. | tried the door again. Nothing happened.
"It's jamred, " | said.

Shaw si ghed and heaved herself fromthe chair. Crossing the room she waved
ne

out of the way, took hold of the handle, and yanked. The door remmined

cl osed.

Fromthe other side, | heard voices.

"Someone's out there," | said. "Maybe they can open the door fromthe
out si de—=

"No. I will not have you bothering the nourners. I'Il call the custodian."
"There's a front door, isn't there?" Savannah said.

Agai n, Shaw glared at ne. This time, | didn't apol ogi ze for Savannah

"For obvi ous reasons, you are not exiting through the front," Shaw said,

pi cki ng

up her cell phone.

| sighed and | eaned agai nst the door. As | did, |I caught a nuffled exchange
from

outdoors. | recogni zed the voices.

"—+eally too easy," Leah said.

Sandf ord | aughed. "Wat do you expect? She's a witch."

The voi ces faded, presumably wal king around the front. | yanked on the door
again, this time murnuring an unl ock spell. Nothing happened.

"Leah," | nouthed at Savannah, then turned to Shaw. "Forget the custodian
W're

| eavi ng. Now. "
"You can't— Shaw began
Too late. | already had the interior door open and was propelling Savannah



t hrough. Shaw grabbed the back of my blouse, but |I pulled free and pushed
Savannah into the hallway.

Chapter 18
A Menorial to Remenber

ONCE IN THE HALL, | PRODDED SAVANNAH FORWARD.

"Take the first door you see," | whispered. "Hurry. I'mright behind you."
To the left, an enpty corridor snaked off into unknown territory. Sunlight
radi ated through a door less than twenty feet away to the right—+twenty feet
of

hal | way cl ogged with somber-suited nmourners. | turned left. Follow ng ny
advi ce,

t hough, Savannah turned right, toward the front door, through the crowd.
"Sav—t" | whispered | oudly, but she was out of reach and noving fast.
Taking a deep breath, |I lowered nmy eyes, prayed no one recogni zed nme, and
followed her. I'd gone less than five feet when Shaw s voi ce boored from
behi nd

ne

"Pai ge Wnterbourne, don't you dare—=

| didn't hear the rest. A dozen heads turned toward me and a dozen pairs of
eyes

met mne. My name hurtled down the hallway on a bl ast of whispers.

"W nt er bour ne?"

"Pai ge W nt erbourne?"

"Isn't she—=

"Ch, nmy God—

"lI's that her?"

My first inmpulse was to hold nmy head high and march to the door. As Savannah

said, | hadn't done anything wong. But considerati on won out over pride and,
in

deference to the nourners, | ducked ny head, murmured ny apol ogi es and
hurried

after Savannah. The whi spers snaked after ne, petering out before turning to
sl ander.

"Did she...?"

"l heard..

"They say..."

| forced nore apologies to ny lips and pushed through the crowd. Ahead, a
huddl ed quartet swall owed Savannah's thin formand | lifted nmy head, picking
up

speed, bobbing on ny toes, trying to see her

The crowd around ne rustled, whispers swelling into chatter. A brief
commmot i on

erupted ahead to ny left, inside two | arge double doors. | paid no attention
as

I moved forward, gaze scanning hostile faces, struggling to find Savannah
whil e

not maki ng eye contact with the nourners. Sonmeone grabbed nmy arm | only
hal f-turned, catching a glinpse of blond hair under a black hat.
"I"'msorry," | nurnured, eyes still roving the crowd ahead, searching for
Savannah.

Wt hout |ooking, | brushed the hands frommy arm tuggi ng away. Someone
gasped.

There! The back of a dark head appeared near the exit. Savannah. | |unged
forward, but the hands caught ne again, nails digging into nmy arm
"I"'msorry," | said again, distractedly. "I really have to—

| turned to brush ny assailant off, then saw her face and stopped col d. Lacey
Cary stared down at ne with eyes rimed in red grief and bl ack nascara.
Around



us, the crowmd went silent.

"How dare you?" she hissed. "Is this sone kind of sick joke?"

"I"'mso, so sorry," | said. "I didn't mean—t was a m stake—+ needed ny file."
"Your file?" Lacey's face tw sted. "You—you interrupted my husband's
visitation

to come and ask me about your file?"

"No, | was told to pick it—= | stopped, realizing this wasn't the tine to
correct her. | glanced down the hall for Savannah, but didn't see her. "I'm
so

sorry. I'll just |eave—=

Soneone pushed through the crowd behind me. The ripples of novenent caught ny
attention and | saw Shaw nmove into an open gap a dozen feet down the hall.

As | turned away, Shaw took sonething fromthe folds of her dress. A doll

The

sight was so unexpected that | paused, just |ong enough to see her lips nove...
and to see that the doll wasn't a doll at all.

"A poppet," | whispered. "Ch, God—=

| whirled to run, but not before | saw Leah step up behind Shaw. She lifted a
hand and fi nger-waved at ne.

"Savannah!" | shouted, wenching free from Lacey and t hrow ng nysel f agai nst
t he

crowmd that bl ocked ny path.

Sonet hi ng popped overhead. A small explosion. Then another and another. d ass
fl ew everywhere, tiny razor-sharp shards of glass. Lightbulb glass. Even the
sconces on the walls exploded, sinking the hallway into twilight, it only by
the curtained exit at the end. | scranbled for the front door, claw ng at
everything in nmy path. An interior door slamed, blocking the way into the
front

vestibul e and plunging the hallway into darkness. O her doors slanmed. People
screaned.

Soneone hit ne. No, not just soneone, the whole crowd. Everyone around ne
seened

to fly off their feet, and we shot in a scream ng, seething, kicking mass

t hrough a doorway. The huge doubl e doors slanmed shut behind us, deadening

t he

shouts and cries of those trapped in the hallway.

As | struggled up fromthe carpet, | |ooked around. W were in a large room
festooned with hanging curtains. Scattered pockets of mourners stared at us.
Soneone ran to help Lacey to her feet.

"What' s goi ng—

"Has soneone cal | ed—=

"Coddamm it—=

Wth the confused shouts, my own senses returned and | |eaped to ny feet. |
heard a small pop. A nowfamiliar sound. | glanced up to see a chandelier
over

nmy head and dove to the ground, covering ny head just as the tiny bul bs began
to

expl ode.

Only when the shards stopped falling did | peek out, expecting pitch dark
Instead, | found that | could see, a little. Light flickered fromone single
unbr oken chandelier bulb, giving just enough illumnation to allow nme to nmake

out ny surroundi ngs.

Again | sprang to ny feet, searching for an exit. People were shouting,
scream ng, sobbing. They banged at the seal ed door and yelled into cel
phones.

| noticed little of it. My brain was filled with a single refrain. Savannah
I

had to find Savannah

| stood, oddly cl earheaded ami dst the confusion, and took inventory of ny
situation. Miin door blocked or sealed shut. No wi ndows. No auxiliary doors.



The

roomwas roughly twenty feet square, ringed with chairs. Against the far wall
was...a coffin.

In that noment, | realized where | was. In the viewing room Thankfully, as
Savannah had guessed, there was no actual viewi ng. The coffin was cl osed.
Still,

my gut twisted at being so close to Cary's body.

| forced myself to be calm Around ne, everyone el se seermed to be cal mng as
wel I, shouts turning to quiet sobbing and whi spered reassurances that help
was

on the way.

| returned to surveying ny surroundings. No wi ndows... Through the nmuffling
cushi on of whispers and sobs cane a | ow noani ng. A noaning and a scrat chi ng.
I

hardly dared pinpoint the source. | didn't need to. | knew w t hout turning,
wi t hout | ooking, that the noise came fromthe far wall. Fromthe coffin.
In ny mind, | saw Shaw again, hol ding the poppet and reciting her incantation

I

saw her and | knew what she was: a necronancer

The scratching changed to a thunping. As the noise grew, the room went
silent.

Every eye turned to the coffin. A man stepped forward, grasping the edge of
it.

"No!" | shouted. | dove forward, throwing nyself at him "Don't—=

He undid the latch just as ny body struck his, knocking himsideways. | tried
to

scranbl e up, but our legs entwined and | tripped, falling against the casket.
As

| fought free, the lid creaked open

| froze, heart hammering, then closed ny eyes, squeezed themas tight as
could, as tight as | had when | was four years old and m stook the creaking
of

the pipes for a nonster in ny closet. The room went quiet, so quiet |I could
hear

the breathing of those closest to me. | opened one eye and saw...not hing. From
ny

vant age point on the floor, | saw only an open coffin lid.

"Close it," someone whispered. "For God's sake, close it!"

| exhaled in relief. Shaw wasn't a necromancer. Leah had probably simnul ated
t he

noise in the coffin by noving sonething within it, hoping to trick a nourner
into opening it and displaying Cary's broken remai ns. Another grotesque

pr ank,

designed to slow me down, to stop ne fromgetting to Savannah

A moan cut short my thoughts. | was still bent over, pushing nyself to ny
feet.

Rising, | turned and saw the man who'd hurried over to close the coffin. He

stood beside it, hand on the open lid, eyes round. Another nmpan shuddered

t hrough the room and for one nonment, one wildly optimstic noment,

per suaded

nmysel f that the sound cane fromthe man. Then a battered hand rose above the
satin lining of the casket.

No one noved. | amcertain that for the next ten seconds, not a heart beat in
the entire room Every gaze was glued to the casket. The hand grasped the

si de

of the coffin, squeezed, then rel axed and i nched down, as if stroking the
snoot h

wood. Anot her nmpan. A gurgling, wet mpan that raised every hair on ny body.
The

tendons in the hand flexed as it grabbed tighter. Then Cary sat up



In the dimess of that room there passed a brief second in which G antham
Cary,

Jr., looked alive. Alive and whole and well. Maybe it was a trick of the
dar kness or the deception of a hopeful mnd. He sat up and he | ooked alive.
Lacey let out a gasp, not of horror, but of exultation. Behind me, G antham
seni or sobbed, a heartbreaking cry of joy, his face fixed in such a | ook of
| ongi ng, of hope, that | had to turn away.

Cary lifted hinmself out of the coffin. How? | don't know. Having seen him
after

his death, | knew that there shouldn't be an unbroken bone in his body. Yet |
understood little of this part of necromancy. | can say only that, as we

wat ched, he struggled fromthe coffin and stood. Then, as his form caught the
light, that blessed illusion of whol eness evaporat ed.

The norticians had done their work, cleaning away the bl ood and gore...and it
did

not hi ng but unmask the nonstrous reality of his injuries. The opposite side
of

his head was shaved and torn and sewn and crushed, yes, crushed, the eye
gone,

t he cheek sunken and mangl ed, the nose—no, that's enough

For a nonent, the silence continued as Cary stood there, head swaying on his
br oken neck, his remaining eye struggling to focus, the wet noan surging from
his lips as rhythmc as breathing. As he turned, he saw Lacey. He said her
nane,

a terrible parody of her name, half-spoken, half-groaned.

Cary started toward his wife. He seened not to wal k, but to drag hinself,
teetering and jolting, pulling hinself forward. H s one hand reached out

t owar d

her. The other jerked, as if he was trying to lift it, but couldn't. It

fl opped

and withed, the fabric of the sl eeve rasping against his side.

"—ac—ee— he said.

Lacey whi mpered. She stepped back. Cary stopped. Hi s head swayed and bobbed,
lips contorting into a tw sted frown.

"—ac—ee?"

He reached for her. She fainted then, dropping to the ground before anyone
coul d

catch her. Wth her fall, the whole roomsnapped to |life. People ran for the
door, poundi ng and shri eki ng.

"—ad— Cary groaned, wobbling as he turned.

H s father stopped short. As he stared at his son, his lips nmoved, but no
sound

cane out. Then his hand went to his chest. Someone pulled hi mback, shouting
for

an anbul ance. Across the room a woman began to | augh, a high-pitched |augh
t hat

qui ckly turned to hiccuping sobs. Cary lurched around and stared at the
sobbi ng

wonan.

" —wha—wha—wha—

"Peter!" a woman's voi ce shouted. "Peter, where the fuck are you!"

Everyone who wasn't shocked into immobility turned to see a wonan in a green
dress energe fromthe curtains behind Cary's casket.

"Peter, you fuck! I'mgoing to kill you!"

The wonman strode into the middle of the room then stopped and surveyed the
crowd.

"Who the hell are you people? Wiere's Peter? | swear to God, I'mgoing to
kill

the fucker this tinme!"

The wonman was young, maybe only a few years older than ne. A thick |layer of



makeup barely conceal ed a bl ackened eye. She was thin, rail-thin, the kind of
t hi nness that speaks of drugs and neglect. As she cast a scow across the
room

she swept a fringe of dark-rooted bl ond bangs from her face...and away from a
bul | et-sized crater in her tenple.

"She' s—she' s—= soneone sputtered

The wonan wheel ed on the speaker and lunged at him The man shrieked and
stunbl ed back as she landed on him nails ripping at his face.

An el derly woman backpedal ed into Cary. Seeing what she'd hit, she screaned
and

turned sharply, tripping over her feet. Falling, she reached out

i nstinctively,

grabbi ng his useless arm Cary stunbled. As he coll apsed, his arm yanked
free,

the woman still holding his hand, ripping the stitches the norticians had
used

to reattach the severed |inb.

| turned away then, as Cary saw his armfly fromhis body, as his garbled
screans joined the cacophony. Only half aware of what | was doing, | ran for
t he

curtained wall fromwhich the dead wonan had ener ged.

| raced through the curtain-hidden door and found nyself in a tiny darkened
room An enpty casket sat on sonething that |ooked |ike a hospital gurney.
Behind the coffin | could make out the shape of a doorway. | thrust the

gur ney

asi de, grabbed the door handle, turned it, and pushed, nearly falling through
when it actually opened. | stunbled through

Chapter 19
Di me- Store Magic

| RACED DOMN THE EMPTY HALL. FROM BEHI ND ME CAME t he screans of those trapped

with the corpses. ther screans hurtled down the hall, seemingly from both
directions, different in pitch, but no | ess panicked. | |ooked both ways, but
saw only doors and adjoining halls.

A dimglow emanated far off to nmy right. | ran toward it. Behind ne, | heard
a

di stant thunping, |ike someone clinbing stairs. | kept running.

As | passed an adjoining hallway, | glanced down it and saw a nob of people,
al |

pressed agai nst a cl osed door, banging and shouting. This struck nme as odd,
made

me wonder why my own hal lway was enpty, but | didn't slow. As | rounded the
corner, my salvation cane into view an exit door, sunlight peeping around
t he

edges of the dark curtain.

| dashed for the door and got about ten feet when a flash of crinson reared
up

in my path. For a noment, the indistinct cloud of red and bl ack withed and
pul sated. Then it exploded into a gaping nmouth of fangs and shot for ny

t hr oat .

| screanmed, wheel ed around, and collided with a body. As | screaned again,
hands

grabbed my shoul ders. | punmel ed and ki cked, but my attacker only tightened
hi s

grinp.

"It's okay, Paige. Shhh. It's nothing."

Recognition penetrated nmy panic. | |ooked up to see Cortez. For one second,
relief flooded through ne. Then | renmenbered his betrayal. As | pushed away
from



him | saw that his glasses were gone. In fact, the downtrodden-Iawer getup
had

been repl aced by khakis, a |eather jacket, and a Ral ph Lauren Polo shirt. An
outfit far nore befitting a young Cabal |awer. How had | been so easily
decei ved!

"Ch, God, Savannah— 1 said.

| dove for the door. The denmon dog sprang to life, lunging at me. | spun on
ny

heel and shoved Cortez hard, trying to get past himand run the other way. He
grabbed me around the wai st and yanked me off my feet.

"Savannah is this way, Paige. You have to go through it."

He started pushing ne into the jaws of the beast. | clawed at him scratched,
ki cked, flailed. My nails connected with sonething and he gasped, | oosening
hi s

grip just enough for me to squirmfree. | lunged forward, but he grabbed ne
again, wapping his arms around ny chest.

"Goddam it, Paige! Listen to me! Savannah is that way! There's nothing

t her e!

It's a hallucination!"

"I'"'mnot halluc—=

He wrenched nme around to face the denmon beast. It was gone.

"Dam it, watch!" he grunted as | el bowed himin the stonach.

Hol ding ne in one arm he waved his hand into the air before us. The cloud of
red snoke returned, contorting into a massive pair of snarling jaws. | fought
with renewed strength, but Cortez managed to keep hold of me and force ne to
wat ch.

The snmoke writhed and pul sed, changing into sonething that resenbled a

dr agon,

wi th fangs, a forked tongue, and bl azi ng eyes. Then, the dragon vani shed,
becom ng the denon dog again, slavering and straining as if on a short |ead.

"Avision," he said. "A conjuring. Dinme-store magic. It acts like a tripwire.
Gabriel Sandford set themup by all the exits. Now, Savannah is safe and

wai ting

for us—=

I wenched free and dashed in the opposite direction. Ahead of nme, a shape
energed froma doorway. | didn't slow, just put out nmy hands, ready to push

t he

person aside. Then he turned toward nme. It was a man, naked, skin gl ow ng
pal e

inthe dimlight. The top of his head was m ssing. H s chest was cut open in a
Y

from shoul der to chest and down to his pelvis. | could see ribs, sawed open
As

he stepped forward, sonmething fell fromhis chest, hit the floor with a
spl at .

He | ooked at me, lips parting. | screaned.

Cortez's hands cl osed around ny waist. He yanked nme into the air and

hal f-carried, half-dragged me down the hall. When we hit the spot where we'd
struggl ed earlier, the dragon reappeared. | closed ny eyes and fought harder
Seconds later, | felt a rush of air and opened ny eyes to see Cortez pushing

t hrough the exit door. Behind us, the denonic dog slavered and snarled at
not hi ng. Cortez heaved ne off my feet and carried ne out the door. Only when
we

were in the parking ot did he et me down.

"I'f you'll |ook over there," he said, panting, "you'll see Savannah in your
car."

When ny feet touched earth, | shoved himaway and | ooked out over the
hospi t al

parking lot. | saw ny car—and | saw no one in it.

"Goddam it!" he said, |ooking about as he w ped blood fromthe furrows 1'd



| eft

in his cheek. "Wiere the hell is she?"

"I swear, if you've hurt her—=

"There," he said, striding away. "Savannah! | told you to stay in the car."
"And you thought I'd Iisten?" Savannah replied from behind me. "You cast a
| ousy

| ock spell, sorcerer. Hey, Paige, come over here. You've got to see this."
Even as | was turning, she ran off, leaving me with only a glinpse of her
T-shirt. | raced after her, Cortez jogging behind. W rounded the corner to
see

her at another door. Before | could stop her, she vanished inside. | dashed

forward, catching the door before it closed. Savannah stood inside, her back
to

us.

"Watch," she said.

She waved her hand in front of her. For a second, nothing happened. Then
particles of gray floated in fromall directions until they formed a | oose
bal |

above Savannah's head. | braced myself for the snarling beast. Instead the
gray

dust assenbled itself into a wonan's face, then pieces of it fell away,
revealing a grinning skull. The nouth opened in silent |laughter and the skul
spun three times, then vanished.

"Cool, huh?" Savannah said. "It's sorcerer stuff. Can you do this, Lucas?"

"Di me-store magic," he said, wheezing to catch his breath.
She grinned at him "You can't, can you? Bet | could." She waved her hand

agai n,

triggering the spell. "That is so cool. You get near the door and it goes

of f.

They're at all the doors." She |ooked at ne for the first tine. "You don't

| ook

so good, Paige. Are you okay?"

"Leah...Sandford," | nmnaged, still w nded from panic. "W have to go. Before
t hey—

"They're |l ong gone," Savannah said. "Wen | got outside, | saw Leah, and

was

just about to run when Lucas grabbed ne. | slugged hi mone, and— She stopped
and pointed to the scratches on his face. "Hey, did | do that?"

"No, | believe that would be Paige. The bruise fromyour blow hasn't had tinme
to

rise yet. Now, as Savannah is trying to say, Leah and Sandford have left—=
"Ch, right," she continued. "So, Lucas grabs nme and | fight, then Leah does
her

stuff and sends us flying. Before she can get to ne, though, this other

guy—Sandford, | guess—uts her off, and he says sonething to her and they
| eave. "
"They just wal k away?" | said, turning to Cortez. "How...convenient."

"No, wait," Savannah said. "That's the good part. See, they can't touch Lucas
because he's—=

"Not now, Savannah," Cortez said.

"But you have to tell her. O she won't understand."

"Yes," | said. "You have to tell nme. O |I'mwal king away and the next tinme |
see

you—=

"You didn't call Robert, | presune?”

"He's out of town. And | want to hear it fromyou. Right now "

Cortez shook his head. "I'mafraid you'll require the extended expl anati on
for

which there isn't time at the nonent. However, | will explain as soon as we

are



safely away fromthis place."

"Hey, Paige," Savannah said. "Did you see Lucas's bike?"

She raced around the corner before |I could stop her. Wen | caught up,

found

her crouching beside, not a bicycle, but a notorcycle.

"It's a Scout," she said. "An Indian Scout. It's, like, an antique. \Wat year
did you say agai n?"

"It's from 1926, but we need to | eave, Savannah."

"It's a collector's item" Savannah said. "Really rare."

"Expensive, huh?" | said, shooting a | ook at Cortez. "Like the designer
shirt.

Pretty sharp for a struggling | awer."

"I restored the bike. As for the clothing, a suit is hardly appropriate for
nmotorcycle riding. My wardrobe contains a limted supply of casual wear, the
majority of it gifts fromny famly whose budget and taste exceed nmy own.
Now,

we really shoul d—=

"I"'mnot going anywhere," | said.

Cortez nade a noise that sounded remarkably |like a grow of frustration
"Pai ge,

this is not the time—=

"I"'mnot being difficult. | don't think it's a good idea to run. People in
there

saw nme. They'll tell the police, who'll come after me and wonder why | took
off."

He hesitated, then nodded. "Quite right. 1'd suggest we find an officer to
t ake

your statenent."

"First, I'mgetting those people out, before soneone has a heart attack."

Savannah roll ed her eyes. "Ch, please. Wo cares about then? They woul dn't
hel p

you. Tell her, Lucas."

"She's right. Paige, | nean. W should get themout."

"Not you, too," Savannah said. "Ch, God. |'m surrounded."

| waved her to silence and we headed for the back door

I won't give a play-by-play of what happened next. Between the two of us,
Cortez

and | managed to undo all of Sandford's spells, unlocking the jamred doors
and

di sengaging the tripwire illusions.

As for Cary and the other wal king dead, they sinply stopped wal ki ng. By the
tine

everyone escaped and the authorities got inside, the necromancer's

i ncantation

had worn off. O so Cortez explained. As |'ve said, | know nothing about
rai sing

t he dead. Any necromancer can do it, but |'ve never net one who dared. The
necromancers | know use their power only for comunicating with spirits.
Returning a soul to a dead body is against every noral code in the
super nat ura

wor | d.

In the chaos outside the funeral hone, it took me twenty minutes to find a
police officer, who insisted | follow himto the station and give ny

st at enment .

O course, the police thought 1'd played a role in what happened. Yet they
didn't know what had happened. Sure, they heard the stories, witness after
wi t ness babbl i ng about dead peopl e wal king and tal ki ng. But when the police
had

finally entered the building, they found only corpses strewn across the



fl oor.
Horrifying, yes, but hardly proof of the unthinkable.

When | told ny story, |I repeated only those portions | deened believable. 1'd
been lured to the nenorial service and tricked into entering the crowded
hal | way

of mourners. Then the lights had gone out. Soneone had shoved nme into the
visitation roomand bolted the door. |I'd heard people scream ng, but could
see

very little in the near-dark. Soon |I found ny way into a back passage and
escaped.

| did admt that, while escaping, | encountered a frightening i mage bl ocking
t he

hall, but I'd passed through it without incident and figured it nust have
been

some kind of hologram Finally, thenselves dazed with disbelief and

i nformati on-overload, the police had to let me go. My story nmade sense and it
checked out against that of the witnesses—barring the fact that | hadn't seen
the dead rise. Wth no small reluctance, they rel eased ne.

Chapter 20
Rebel with a Cause

WE' D TAKEN MY CAR TO THE POLI CE STATI QON, CORTEZ | eaving his notorcycle at the
funeral parlor. By the tine we exited the station, it was nearly five o' clock
and Savannah rem nded nme that she hadn't yet had lunch. Since Cortez stil
owed

me an expl anation, we decided to pick up sonething to eat at a drive-through
on

the highway and find a quiet place to talk.

W stopped at the first fast-food restaurant we hit. The plan was to go

t hr ough

the drive-through, but then Savannah announced she needed to use the
bat hr oom

and | had to agree | could use one as well, so we went inside. As we wal ked
in,

a few people turned to look. | tried to tell nyself it was sinply the idle
curiosity of bored diners, but then one wonan | eaned over and whi spered

somet hing to her conpanions and they all turned to stare. No, not stare.
dare.

"I'f you'll give me your order, I'lIl get it while you use the | adies' room"
Cortez nurnured.
"Thanks. "

W told himwhat we wanted and | gave hi m sone noney, then we slipped off to
t he

bat hr oom

When we came out, Cortez was waiting by the condi nent stand, take-out bags in
hand.

"I should do the sane before we | eave," Cortez said, glancing toward the

bat hroonms. "Shall | walk you to the car first?"

"We're fine."

| took the bags and shepherded Savannah out. A few glares flew our way, but
no

one said anything. A few minutes later, Cortez joined us in the car.

"Took out your contacts'?" Savannah said as he clinbed in. "How cone' ?"
"They're well suited for wearing under a helnet but, for all other situations,
I

prefer gl asses.”

"Weird."

"Thank you."

| sneaked a fry fromthe bag while they were still warm "Speaking of



hel et s,

what's with the notorcycle? You had a rental car this norning."

"And | still do, back at nmy notel. After our..altercation this norning, |

t hought it best to undertake discreet surveillance, should ny assistance be
required. In ny experience, a motorcycle is much nmore conducive to
surveil | ance

work. It operates very well in alleyways and ot her places where one coul dn't
hope to fit a car. As well, the full hel nmet provides an excuse for shielding
one's face. Usually, it's | ess conspicuous, though | realize now that may not
be

the case in East Falls."

"Mt orcycl e popul ati on: zero. Until today."

"Quite right. After this, | shall park the bike and rely on the rental car."

| pulled into a deserted picnic area just off the highway. As | |ocked the
car,

Cortez said a few words to Savannah. She nodded, took her take-out bag, and
headed to a picnic table on the far side of the lot. Cortez led ne to one
cl oser

to the car.

"What'd you say to her?" | asked.

"Sinply that it might be easier for you and nme to speak privately."

"And how many bribery bucks had to go along with that suggestion?"

"None. "

| |l ooked over at Savannah unpacki ng her bag. She saw me watching, smled, and
finger-waved, then sat down to eat.

| turned to Cortez. "Who are you and what have you done with the rea
Savannah?"

He shook his head and settled on the bench. "Savannah is a very perceptive
young

worman. She understands the inmportance of enlisting aid in this situation
She's

willing to give ne a second chance, but she realizes it may not be as easy
for

me to persuade you to do the sane."

He unfol ded his burger and tore open a ketchup package.

"So that brings us to the first part of my |last question," | said. "Wo are
you?"

"I told you that I amin no way associated with the Nast Cabal, nor do | work
for any Cabal. That is entirely accurate. However, | may have intentionally

fostered the misconception that | amnot associated with any Cabal ."
| nibbled the end of a fry while | untangled that |ast sentence.

"So you are 'associated with a Cabal," | said. "Like what, a contract
enpl oyee?"

"No, | work for nyself, as | said." Cortez folded the half-enpty ketchup
package

and laid it aside. "At the Coven neeting, an older wonman nmentioned a Benicio
Cortez."

"Ah, a relative, | presune?"

"My father."

"Let me guess...your father works for a Cabal."

"I't would be nmore accurate to say a Cabal works for him M father is CEO of

t he

Cortez Cabal ."

| coughed, nearly sputtering up a half-eaten fry. "Your famly runs a Cabal ?"
Cort ez nodded.

"I's it..big?"

"The Cortez Cabal is the nost powerful in the world."

"I thought you said the Nast Cabal was the biggest."

"It is. My father's is the nost powerful. | say that as a matter of record,



not

out of any pride in the fact. | play no role in my father's organization."
"You just told ne yesterday that Cabals are fanmily-based, |ed by a sorcerer
and

his sons."

"In practice, that's true. The son of a Cabal head is introduced to the
organi zation at birth and, in virtually every instance, that is where he
remai ns. However, while a son may grow up in the Cabal, he is still required
to

undergo formal initiation on his eighteenth birthday. Since Cabal nenbership
is,

theoretically, voluntary, it is possible for a son to refuse initiation, as |
did."

"So you just said, 'Sorry, Dad, don't want to be part of the famly

busi ness' ?"

"Well.! He adjusted his glasses. "Technically, of course, since | failed to
accept the initiation, I'"'mnot a nmenber of the Cabal. Nor do | consider

nysel f

one. Yet, because, as | said, such athing is extrenely rare, | find nyself in
a

position where nost people still consider me part of nmy father's

organi zati on

It is generally accepted that this rebellion is a tenmporary situation, a
perception which ny father, unfortunately, shares and pronotes, neaning | am
accorded the privileges and protections such a position would provide."

" Uh- huh. "

"This position provides me with sone stature in the Cabal world and, though
['m

loath to take advantage of that association, in sone cases it is beneficial
allowing ne to initiate activities the Cabals would not permit, were | not who
I

am"

"Uh- huh." A headache was form ng behind ny eyes.

"I"ve decided that the best use of ny position, a position | neither want nor
encourage, is to use it to counteract some of ny race's worst abuses of
power .

Clearly, taking a young witch away fromthe Coven and placing her into the
hands

of a Cabal is such an abuse. Upon learning of Kristof Nast's initiative,

foll owed Leah and Gabriel and waited for an opportune time to introduce ny
services. "

"Uh- huh. Let me get this straight. Having abandoned the fanmily fortunes, you
now

use your power to help supernaturals. Like the Caped Crusader...in pernanent
G ark Kent disguise."”

| would have sworn he smled. Hs lips twitched, at |east. "The Caped
Crusader

i s Bat man, whose alter ego woul d be Bruce Wayne. C ark Kent is Superman.
Nei t her

analogy, I'mafraid, is quite accurate. | lack the tormented brooding
sexi ness

of the Dark Knight and, sadly, |'ve not yet learned to fly, though | did
nmanage

to sail a few yards when Leah threw ne this afternoon.”

| couldn't resist a small laugh. "Okay, but seriously. You know how this
whol e

'Rebel with a Cause' routine sounds?"

"Unlikely, I know"

"Try crazy. |nsane. Preposterous.”

"I haven't heard those particul ar adjectives before, doubtless only because



no
one dares say themto ny face." He pushed aside his untouched burger. "Before
you dismiss nmy story conpletely, please speak to Robert Vasic. | am confident
that he will have sources who can vouch for ny sincerity.”

"l hope so."

"I can help you, Paige. | know the Cabals, know themnore intimately than
anyone

you coul d hope—er would want—+o neet. | can operate within that world with
little fear of reprisals. As Savannah saw today, the Nasts don't dare touch
ne.

That can be very useful."

"But why? Why go through all this to save a stranger?"

He gl anced over at Savannah. "Preposterous, as you said. | can't imagine
anyone

doi ng such a thing."

| tore a crispy fry tip off, stared at it, then tossed it onto the grass. A
crow

tottered over for a closer look, then fixed ne with a cold, black eye, as if
to

ask whether it was safe to eat.

"You still lied," | said. "About Leah."

"Yes, and, as you've said, |'mvery good at it. For a Cortez, it's a skill we
| earn as other boys are learning to swing a baseball bat. For me, lying is a
survival reflex. Placed in a situation where truth-telling may be risky, |
often

lie before | even nmake a conscious decision to do so. Al | can say in ny
defense nowis that | will make every effort not to do so again."
"You do, and that's it. |'ve got serious trust issues with this arrangenent

al ready, aligning nyself with a sorcerer."
"Perfectly understandable."

"And | amgoing to speak to Robert first. | need to do that, for ny own peace
of

m nd. "

"Agai n, understandable. You expect himback soon, | hope."

"He's probably already called the house, trying to find ne."

"Good. Then I will acconpany you home, you can go in and return his call,

t hen

we'll cone up with a plan of action.”

"What about your bike?"

"I"ll retrieve it later. Right now, getting this situation straightened out
is

my first priority.”

Chapter 21
Feedi ng Frenzy

AS | ROUNDED THE SECOND- LAST CORNER TO MY STREET, Cortez turned sideways in
hi s

seat, so he could see both ne and Savannah

"Now, as | said, it is possible that sone nenbers of the media nmay have
establ i shed thenselves in the vicinity. You nust be prepared. Perhaps we
shoul d

go over the plan again. The nost inportant thing to remenber is—

"No coment, no comment, no coment," | said, with Savannah chimng in.
"You' re quick studies."

"Keep the script sinple and even us witches can learn it."

"I"'mvery inpressed. Now, when we get out of the car, stick close to ne—=
Savannah | eaned over the seat. "And you'll protect us with lightning bolts
and

hail and hellfire."



"I cannot protect you at all if Paige hits the brake and you go flying

t hr ough

the wi ndshield. Put on your seat belt, Savannah."

"It is on."

"Then tighten it."

She slipped back into her seat. "CGod, you're as bad as Paige."

"As | was saying," Cortez said. "Qur primary objective is to—6h."

Wth that one word, ny breath caught. A sinple word, not even a word really,
a

mere sound, an excl amation of surprise. But for Cortez to be surprised, worse
yet, for himto stop in the mddl e of explaining one of his grand plans to
make

such an exclamation—ell, it boded no good.

I'd just rounded the corner onto ny street. A quarter mle ahead was ny
house.

O so | assumed. | couldn't be sure because both sides of the street were

l'i ned

with cars, trucks, and vans, cranmmed into every avail abl e space, sone even
doubl e- parked. As for ny house, | couldn't see it, not because of the cars,
but

because of the crowd of people spilling over the lawn, onto the sidewal k and
across the road.

"Pull in the next driveway," Cortez said.

"I can't park here," | said, taking ny foot off the accelerator. "I'msure ny

nei ghbors are pissed off enough al ready."

"You're not parking. You're turning around."

"You want ne to run?"

"For now, yes."

| gripped the steering wheel. "I can't do that."

| kept ny face forward, but | could sense his gaze on ne.

"Cetting into your house won't be easy, Paige," he said, his voice softer.
"This

type of situation...it doesn't bring out the best in people. No one would
bl anme

you for turning around.”

| looked through the rearview mirror at Savannah

"Paige is right," she said. "If we back down now, Leah will know we're
spooked. "
"Al'l right, then," Cortez said. "Pull in wherever you see an opening."

As | scouted for a parking space, nobody spoke. My eyes travel ed from group
to

group. To the national news crews sipping coffee fromthe Bel ham Starbucks.
To

the scattered clusters of people with cancorders and curious eyes. To the
state

police arguing with five bald people in white robes. To the nmen, wonen, and
children pacing the sidewal k, carrying signs condeming my soul to damation
Strangers. Al strangers. | scanned the crowd and saw not a | ocal newsperson
not a village cop, not a single famliar face. Up and down the street every
door

was cl osed, every curtain drawn. Everyone willing to shut out the June sun
and

cool breezes if it meant they could al so shut out whatever was happeni ng at
32

WAl nut Lane. Shut it out and wait for it to go away. Wait for us to go away.
"When Pai ge stops the car, get out immediately," Cortez said. "Undo your seat
belt now and be ready. Once you're out, keep noving, don't even pause to | ook
around. Pai ge, take Savannah's hand and head to the front of the car. 1"l
neet

you there and clear a path."



When we'd turned the corner, a few people had | ooked over, not as many as you
m ght expect, considering they were waiting for a stranger to arrive, but
maybe

they'd been there so long, seen so many strangers drive by, that they'd

st opped

junping every tine a new car appeared.

When the car slowed, nore glanced our way. | saw their faces then. Bored,

i npatient, alnobst angry, as if ready to snap at the next rubbernecker who
fal sely aroused their expectations. Then they saw nme. A shout. Another. A
ripple

of nmovenent, escalating to a stream then a wave.

| turned the wheel to wedge in sideways behind a news van. For a second,
saw

not hing but the call letters of a TV station in Providence. Then a rush of
peopl e swal | owed the van. Strangers jostled against the car, rocking it.

A man, knocked flying by the nmob, sprawl ed across the hood. The car bounced.
The

man scranbled up. | met his eyes, saw the hunger there, the excitenent, and
for

one second, | froze.

As the flood of people engulfed the car, | saw the very real possibility that
I'd be trapped. | grabbed the handle and flung the door open, putting all ny
strength behind it and not caring who | hit. | |eaped fromthe car, wheel ed,
and

grabbed Savannah as she got out.
"Ms. W nterbourne, do you—=
"—have you—=

"—al |l egati ons—=

"Pai ge, what do you—

The cacophony of questions hit me like a fifty-nile-an-hour w nd, al npst
knocking me back into the car. | heard voices, words, shouts, all blending
into

one screamning voice.

| remenbered Cortez saying to neet himat the front of the car. \Where was the
front of the car? The noment | stepped away fromthe vehicle, people
surrounded

me, the noise engul fed me. Fingers grabbed ny arm | jerked away, then saw
Cortez at ny side, his hand around my el bow.

"No coment,"” he said and pulled me fromthe fray.

The crowd rel eased me for a nonent, then swall owed ne again.

"—do you—

"—iving dead—

"—& ant ham Cary—

"—dragons and—

| opened my nmouth to say "no coment,’

but couldn't get the words out.

| nst ead,

| shook ny head and | et Cortez say themfor ne.

When he managed to free us again, | pulled Savannah cl oser, ny arm goi ng
tightly

around her waist. She didn't resist. | tried to | ook over at her, but
everyt hi ng

around us noved so fast, | caught only a glinmpse of her cheek

The crowd tried closing in on us again, but Cortez barreled through, pulling
us

in his wake. We'd gone about ten feet when the nmob swelled. Others joined the
news- peopl e, and the tone of that single, shouting voice went from predatory
excitement to vicious rage.

"—killer—

"—Sat ani st —=

"t ch—



A man shoved a newswonman out of our path and stepped in front of Cortez. His
eyes were wild and bl oodshot. Spittle flew fromhis lips.
"—Pevil's whore! Miurdering bitch—=

Cortez lifted his hand chest-high. For a monment, | thought he was going to
deck

the guy. Instead, he sinply flicked his fingers. The man stunbl ed back

tri pping

over an elderly woman behind him then wheeling to scream deprecations at her
for pushing him

Cortez steered us through the gap. If anyone didn't nove fast enough, he
shoul dered them aside. If they tried to block us, he flicked his fingers at
wai st | evel, propelling themback with just enough force to make themthi nk
someone had pushed them After five long minutes, we finally reached the

por ch.

"Cet inside," Cortez said.

He turned fast, shoving Savannah and nme toward the door as he bl ocked the

por ch

steps. | funbled to unlock the door, ny mnd racing in search of a spell,
somet hing that mght distract or repel the nob until Cortez could get inside.
Mental Iy thumbing through nmy repertoire, | realized | had nothing. Yes, |
knew

some aggressive spells, but ny selection was so limted that | had nothing to
suit the situation. What was | going to do? Make one person faint? Rain down
fireball s? They probably wouldn't even notice the former, and the latter
woul d

attract too nuch notice. The rebel Coven |eader, so proud of her forbidden
spell's, was usel ess. Conpletely usel ess.

While we got inside the house, Cortez staved off the crowd, physically

bl ocki ng

t he narrow steps, one hand planted on each side of the railing. It lasted

j ust

| ong enough for us to get through the door. Then soneone pushed hard, and a
heavyset man pitched against Cortez's shoul der

Cortez backpedaled just in tinme to avoid bei ng knocked over. His |ips noved
and,

for a noment, the crowmd held at the steps, stopped by a barrier spell. Cortez
shot for the door and undid the spell before it becane obvious. The front row
of

the crowd tumbl ed forward.

| threw open the screen door. Cortez caught it. As he dashed through, a
shadow

passed overhead. A young man | eaped off the side railing. The spell flew from
ny

lips before | had tinme to think. The man stopped short, head and |inbs

j erking

back. The binding spell broke then, but he'd lost his monentum and fell onto
t he

porch several feet fromthe door. Cortez slamed the screen shut, then the

i nner

door.

"Cood choi ce," he said.

"Thanks," | said, choosing not to nention that it was nmy only choice and that
I

was lucky it worked for even those few seconds. | bolted the door, cast |ock
and

perimeter spells, then coll apsed against the wall. "Please tell ne we don't
have

to go out again...ever."
"Does that mean we can order pizza for dinner?" Savannah called fromthe
l'iving



room
"You got the fifty bucks for a tip?" | yelled back. "Ain't no pizza boy

com ng

t hrough that nob for less than a Uysses S. Gant."

Savannah let out a cry, half shriek, half shout. As | raced into the living
room she said sonething | couldn't make out. A nan's body fl ew across the
rear

hall. He struck the wall headfirst. There was a sharp crack, then a thud as
he

col l apsed in a heap on the carpet. Savannah stepped from her bedroom doorway
as

Cortez and | arrived. He dropped to the man's side.

"Qut cold," Cortez said. "Do you know hi n®"

| looked at the nman, m ddl e-aged, receding hairline, pinched face, and shook

ny

head. My gaze traveled up the wall to a four-inch hole with cracks radiating
fromevery side, like a giant spider

"Leah," | said. "She's here—=

"l don't believe Leah did this," Cortez said.

There was a nonent of silence, then | turned to | ook at Savannah

"He surprised me," she said.

"You knocked himout?" | said.

"She has excellent reflexes," Cortez said, fingers noving to the back of the
man' s head. "A possible concussion. A definite goose egg. Nothing serious.
Shal

we see who we have?"

Cortez reached around and pulled the man's wallet from his slacks. Wen

| ooked

toward Savannah, she retreated into her room | was about to follow when
Cortez

lifted a card for ny inspection

As | took the card, the phone rang. | junped, every frayed nerve springing to
life. Wth an oath, | closed ny eyes and waited for the ringing to stop. The
machi ne pi cked up

"Ms. Wnterbourne? This is Peggy Dare fromthe Massachusetts Departnent of
Soci al Services..!

My eyes fl ew open.

"W'd like to speak to you regardi ng Savannah Levi ne. W have some concerns.."
| ran for the phone. Cortez tried to grab nme as | passed and | dinmy heard
hi m

say sonet hi ng about preparing and phoni ng back, but I couldn't I|isten.

raced

into the kitchen, grabbed the receiver, and whacked the stop button on the
answer i ng nmachi ne.

"This is Paige Wnterbourne," | said. "Sorry about that. |'ve been screening
ny

calls.”

"I can well imagine." The voice on the other end was pl easant, synpathetic,
like

that of a kindly neighbor. "There seens to be a bit of excitenment at your

pl ace

t hese days."

"You could say that."

A mld chuckle, then she sobered. "I do apol ogi ze for adding to what nust be
a

very difficult time for you, Ms. Wnterbourne, but we have some concerns
about

Savannah's wel | -being. | understand you're undergoing a custody chall enge."
"Yes, but—=

"Normal ly, we don't interfere in such matters unless there is a serious



t hr eat

of harmto the child. While no one is alleging Savannah has been m streat ed,
we

are concerned about the current climate in which she is living. It must be
very

confusing for Savannah, having her nother disappear, then once she's settled
in

wi th you, this happens.”

"I"'mtrying to keep her out of it as nuch as possible.™

"I's there anypl ace Savannah coul d go? Tenporarily? Perhaps a nore...stable
environnent? | believe there is an aunt in town."

"Her great-aunt. Margaret Levine. | thought of letting Savannah stay there
unti |

this is over." Yeah, right.

"Pl ease do. As well, 1've been asked to pay you a visit. The board is anxious
to

assess the situation. A hone visit is usually best. Is two o' clock tonorrow
af ternoon conveni ent ?"

"Absolutely." That gave me |less than twenty-four hours to clear the circus
out si de.

| signed off, then turned to Cortez. "The Departnment of Social Services is
payi ng a hone visit tonorrow afternoon.™

"Soci al Services? That is the last thing— He stopped, pushed up his gl asses,
and pi nched the bridge of his nose. "All right. W should expect they'll take
an

interest. A minor concern. Tonorrow afternoon, you said? Wat tine?"

"Two. "

He pulled out his DayTinmer and nmade the note, then handed nme the card 1'd

dropped while running for the phone. | |ooked at it blankly for a second,

t hen

saw t he unconscious man lying in the hallway and groaned.

"Back to crisis nunber twenty-one," | said.

"I believe this is twenty-two. The angry nob was twenty-one. O, given that
t hey

show no signs of leaving, | should say they are twenty-one."

| mpaned and col |l apsed onto a kitchen chair, then lifted the card. The

unl ucky

B&E artist's name was Ted Modrton. |If anyone had told me a week ago that I'd
be
sitting at ny table, collaborating with a sorcerer about how best to di spose
of

a stranger that Savannah had knocked out cold, I'd have...well, | don't know
what

| woul d have done. It was too ludicrous. Yet, considering all that had
happened

in the past week, this really wasn't so bad. It certainly ranked a few rungs
bel ow wat ching a man hurtle to his death or seeing his shattered corpse cone
to

life before his family and friends.

M. Mrton was a so-called paranormal investigator. | have no patience with
t hese guys. |'ve never nmet one who wasn't in serious need of a real life.
Maybe

I'"m being intolerant, but these guys are a bigger nui sance than cockroaches in
a

Fl ori da fl ophouse. They poke around, inventing stories, attracting con

artists

and, once in a while, stunbling onto a bit of truth.

Al'l through high school | worked at a conputer store where ny boss was head

of

t he Massachusetts Society for Explaining the Unexplained. Did she ever



expl ai n

how | vani shed every time she cane | ooking for someone to nmake a fast-food
run?

She'd wal k into the back office, |I'd cast a cover spell, she'd nurnur, "GCee,

I

could have sworn | saw Pai ge cone back here,” and go in search of another
victim

"Figures," | said, tossing the card back to Cortez. "How do the Cabal s handl e
t hese peopl e?"

"Chain saws and | arge cenent bl ocks."

"Sounds like a plan.” | glanced over ny shoul der at Mrton and sighed. "Quess
we

shoul d do sonet hi ng before he wakes up. Any suggestions?"

"Chai nsaws tend to be quite noisy. | don't suppose you have a ready supply of

qui ckl i me?"

"Tell me you're joking."

"Unfortunately, yes. W require a sonewhat nore discreet solution. Qur best
answer woul d be one that sees M. Mrton outside the house, but does not
require

taking himfar, which would risk calling attention to the endeavor. It would
al so be preferable if he could be nmade to forget having been inside the house
whi ch, again, would risk attention when he retells the story. You wouldn't
know

hypnosi s, would you?"

| shook ny head.

"Then we'll have to settle—=
Savannah appeared in the doorway. "l have an idea. How about we dunp himin
t he

baserment, right beneath the hatch. W can break the | ock on the hatch, maybe
| eave it ajar. Then, when he wakes up, he might think he cane in through

t here,

fell, and hit his head."

Cortez nodded. "That might work. Paige?"

"If it neans we don't have to go outside again, it works for ne.
Cortez got to his feet and headed for the back hall

"Sorry," Savannah said. "I didn't nean to cause nore trouble. He surprised
e,

that's all."

| squeezed her shoulder. "I know. We'd better give Cortez a—

Soneone rapped at the back door. This, unlike the ringing phone and doorbell,
was a first. When |'d | ooked through the kitchen wi ndow earlier, ny backyard
had

been empty, possibly because no one dared be first to clinmb the fence. Now
even

t hat sanctuary had been invaded.

As | listened to the inpatient rapping, anger surged through me and | stonped
off to confront my newest "visitor." | glanced out the back door w ndow to
see

Victoria and Therese. Wrse yet, they saw ne.

Chapter 22
The Threat

| BACKED | NTO THE LI VI NG ROOM

"The Elders,"” | hissed at Cortez, who was in the bedroomreturning Mrton's
wal l et to his pocket. "It's the Coven El ders."

"Don't answer the door."

"They saw ne."

He swore under his breath.

"I"'msorry," | said



"I't's not you. Hold themoff. Count to five, let themin, then stall for a
few

m nutes. Keep themin the hall."

I ran back to the rear door, pulled open the sidelight curtain and notioned
t hat

it would take a minute to open the door. Then | undid the | ock spell and
perimeter spell and spent so nuch time turning the dead bolt, you'd think
had

fifty of them Then | ushered the Elders inside while blocking their path
down

the hall.

"You made it through the crowd?" | said. "Geez, it took us—

"W had to come through the woods," Victoria said. "A nost unpl easant

experi ence. Therese has ripped her blouse.”

"We had to come,"” Therese said. "lIs it true? Wat they say? About poor

G ant han®"

"W came because you lied to us, Paige. You said there wasn't a sorcerer in
town. "

"l never said—

"You inplied as much, leaving us all vulnerable to attack. Look what's
happened

now. This sorcerer brought M. Cary back to life."

"No, that was the necromancer. Sorcerers can't raise the dead.
"Whi ch nakes us feel so much better,"” Victoria said, her face contorting into
a

nost unl adyl i ke snarl. "W have been invaded, Paige. Not only by a

hal f - denon,

but a sorcerer and a necrophiliac—=

"Necromancer," | said. "A necrophiliac is soneone who has sex with dead
peopl e.

Necromancers don't—er, at least, | hope they don't...On second thought, let's
not

go there."

"Pai ge Wnterbourne! | have had enough of your—

Thud! Somet hing crashed in the stairwell. Then Savannah's whi sper floated up
"Shit! I"'msorry, Lucas. | slipped.”

He shushed her, but too late. Victoria thrust ne aside and strode toward the
cellar door. | ran after her and caught up when she was one step fromthe
basement stairs. | lunged to slamthe door shut, but | was too |late.

"What in God's nane—

"Ch, my lord," Therese said, |ooking over Victoria's shoulder. "They've killed
a

man. "

"W haven't killed anyone," | snapped. "The guy broke into our house and...and

| =
"There was a struggle," Cortez said, fromthe bottomof the steps. "I

accidental |y knocked hi munconsci ous. W're noving himto the basenent where
he

can | eave through the hatch. Having been struck on the head, he'll be
disoriented and will likely believe he fell in that way. As you can see, we
have

everyt hing under control."

"Under control ?" Victoria wheeled on nme. "lIs this what you call having things
under control, Paige? Dead peopl e wandering around nortuaries? Mbs of
strangers

on your |lawn? A sorcerer in your house, dragging a half-dead man into your
basement ? You took a sinple situation and with each passing day, no, with
each

passi ng hour you have nmade it worse."

"Victoria," Therese said, reaching for her friend' s arm



Victoria shook her off. "No, it has to be said. W asked her to | eave things
al one—=

"I haven't done anything!" | said.

"You di sobeyed us. Blatantly di sobeyed us as you have been di sobeying us for
years. For your nother's sake, Paige, we put up with it. In accordance wth
her

dyi ng wish, we let you take the child, though God knows | wouldn't trust a
par akeet to your care."

"That's enough,"” Cortez said, starting up the stairs.

| waved hi mback and turned to Victoria. "Tell me what |'ve done w ong.

Pl ease.

| consulted a | awer, as you advised. | cooperated with the police when Leah
killed that lawer. | sat in the police station and | answered their
guesti ons

and | waited for help. For your help."

"The Coven doesn't exist to help those who bring trouble on thenselves. You
t ook

the girl, knowi ng this denon woman was after her, knowi ng she was Eve's
daught er

and therefore didn't bel ong anywhere near the Coven."

"The Coven exists to help all witches. No one doesn't belong."

"That's where you are mstaken." Victoria | ooked down the steps at Savannah
then back at me. "You have twenty-four hours to make alternate arrangenents
for

her care. Permanent arrangenments. If you do not, you are no |onger welcone in
t he Coven."

| froze. "Wiat did you say?"

"You heard nme, Paige. Fix this now or you will be banished."

"You can't banish nme. I'mthe Coven Leader."

Victoria | aughed. "You are not—

"Victoria," Therese said again. "Please."

"Pl ease what? Pl ease continue this charade? W' re too old for these ganes,
Therese. W should have put a stop to them|last year. You are not Coven
Leader,

Paige. Do you really think we'd allow ourselves to be led by a girl so

i nconmpet ent she manages to turn a sinple custody chall enge into an all-out
wi t ch- hunt ?"

Cortez appeared at mny shoul der. "Pl ease | eave. Now. "

"Or you'll do what? Knock ne out and put me in the basenent with that poor
man?"

"He's not the one you should be afraid of," said a soft voice. Savannah

cl i nbed

the steps and smled at Victoria. "Wuld you like to see what ny not her
really

taught ne?"

| shushed her with a quick shake of my head. Victoria strode fromthe

ki t chen,

Therese at her heels. Before reaching the back door, she turned and net ny
eyes.

"This is not an idle threat, Paige. Find a home for the girl and clean this
up—er you aren't welcone in the Coven."

What did | do next? Retreat to nmy bedroom have a good cry, and wonder where
ny

life had gone so horribly wong? Wiile the tenptation was there, | couldn't
afford the luxury of self-pity. | had a feeding frenzy on ny front | awn, an
unconsci ous paranormal investigator on ny stairs, and, somewhere out there,
an

entire Cabal special projects teamdevoted to ruining nmy life. At this point,
getting kicked out of the Coven seemed the |least of nmy worries. Deep down,



knew that it was a threat that could destroy ny very purpose in life, ny
mother's dreamthat | would |l ead the Coven into a new age, but | coul dn't

wor ry
about that now | just couldn't.

| headed for the kitchen and began listening to nessages. | made it through
t wo

before Cortez slipped behind ne, reached over, and hit the Stop button. "You
don't need to listen to that," he said. "I do. Robert...or soneone.” My voice
gquavered as badly as my hands. | clenched ny hands into fists and tried to
steady my voice. "I should listen. It could be inportant.”

"You can check the call display records, Paige." | shook ny head. "I need—
need

to do something." He hesitated, then nodded. "I'Il make you a coffee.”

"She likes tea," Savannah said from behind us. "Here, 1'Il show you."

He fol |l owed Savannah to the pantry and | resuned tel ephone detail

Cal  er nunber six was a fanmiliar and wel come voi ce.

"Paige? It's Elena. Jereny read sonething about you in the paper. Sounds |ike
you're in a bit of trouble. Gve me a shout when you get a chance."

"Can | call?" Savannah asked, bouncing down from her perch on the counter
wher e

she'd been supervising Cortez's tea brew ng.

"I'd better,"” | said. "You can talk to her when |I'm done."
| went into my room phoned El ena, and expl ai ned everything that had
happened.

It felt good to get it off ny chest, to talk to sonmeone who' d understand. She
offered to come and help, and | can't describe how good it felt to hear that.
Unfortunately, | had to refuse

Leah and El ena knew each other fromthe conpound, having both been captives.
Leah had befriended, then betrayed El ena. Later, when we returned for
Savannah,

Elena's lover, O ayton, had killed Leah's |over, |saac Katzen. Undoubtedly,
Leah

still felt she had a score to settle with the werewolves. |If El ena showed up
here, Leah might very well decide to take her revenge, and the last thing any
of

us needed right now was a werewol f/ hal f-denon grudge match unfolding in

downt own

East Falls.

El ena understood, but promised to stick close to hone for a few days. Shoul d
I

change ny nmind, | only needed to call. I don't think she knew how nuch I
appreci ated that.

Before | signed off, | put Savannah on and returned to the kitchen

"Do you take anything in your tea?" Cortez asked.

"No, black's fine." | took the nug fromhim "Thank you."

"Perhaps you should call Robert. 1'Il feel better—=

A moan fromthe basenment cut himoff. Mrton was awake. O, | should say,

hoped it was Morton but, considering the events of the |last few days,

woul dn' t

have been surprised to pop open the basenent door and find a deconposi ng
zonbi e

tranping up the stairs. Neither of us noved as footsteps sounded. Wen there
was

a bang at the door, even Cortez hesitated before responding.

Any hopes that Mrton woul d awake and beat a hasty retreat vani shed as he
continued to pound and shout. He was in the house and, dam it, he wasn't
| eaving without a fight. Cortez gave it to him Not a literal fight, of
cour se.

No offense, but | couldn't picture Cortez rolling up his sleeves and



col d-cocki ng anyone. H's strength was in words and, after going a few rounds
with him Mrton beat that hasty retreat trailing apol ogies, convinced he
really

had fallen through the hatch

Chapter 23
The Origi nal Cabal

AFTER MORTON WAS GONE, | HEARD SAVANNAH SAY GOOD- BYE to El ena. She wasn't
even
out of the bedroom when the phone rang again. It rang once, then Savannah's

ani mat ed voice floated down the hallway. Hearing only the lilt in her tone,
and

none of the conversation, | knew who was calling.

"No way," she said as she wal ked into the kitchen, phone to her ear. "Yeah
right. Like we'd need you." She snorted. "Ch, sure. You can, like, incinerate
them Dreamon."

She paused, listening, then stifled a giggle. There was only one person

Savannah

gi ggled for, though she'd sooner die than admt it—and woul d probably kil
anyone who had the nerve to nmention it.

"It's for you," she said, holding out the phone. "Adam He thinks he's going
to

help us. As if."

"Hello," | said.

"It's about time. Do you know how many tines |'ve called there since this
aft ernoon? Dad gave up hours ago. Either it's busy or we get your nachine.
Wher e

have you been?"

"You don't want to know. "

"I bet | can guess. My nomwas watching the satellite news earlier, some show
fromout there, and guess whose picture she saw?"

"M ne. Lemme guess. It said | was a Satanist, right?"

"Hell, no. It said you were a witch. You're a Satani st now, too? Cool. If you
see the big guy, can you ask himto pass along a nessage for my father? Tel
hi m

he's way behind in his child support paynments.”

"Ha- ha."

"So what's goi ng— Adam stopped and sighed. "You'll have to tell me |ater
Dad' s

here, tapping his foot and making faces. You'd better talk to him Then get
back

to me, okay?"

The phone crackl ed as Adam passed it to Robert.

"Paige." Robert's warm voi ce rushed down the line. "You should have tracked
ne

down at the conference. This sounds absolutely horrible."

"You don't know the half of it," | said, heading back into my room

"Tell me then."

| did.

"How can | hel p?" he asked when | finished.

| could have cried. | feel foolish admitting it, but those four words neant
so

nmuch.

"The stuff on Leah is great,” | said. "But | also need sonme information on
Cabals." | hesitated, alnost afraid to go on. "Have you heard of the Cortez
Cabal ?"

"Certainly." He paused. "lIs that who's after Savannah?"

"No. "

"I"'mglad to hear that. The Cortezes are the npbst dangerous of a dangerous



| ot.

The origi nal Cabal ."

"The first one, you nmean?"

"Yes. Hold on. I"'min ny study. Let me pull up the file.'
keystroke

clicks followed, then, "Here it is. The Cortez Cabal was founded during the
Spani sh I nquisition. They precipitated the Break."

My breath caught. "The break between witches and sorcerers. They were the
ones

who handed us over."

"Exactly. After doing so, the Cortez famly forned a group originally based
on

the witch concept of a coven, though it quickly took on an entirely different
focus. The nanme 'cabal' came later, after they relocated to the New Wrl d.
It's

a play on words, a mingling of truth and irony. You know what the word neans,
I

assune. "

"A secret society fornmed to conspire against sonething, usually the

gover nment . "

"That's the joke, of course. A joke at the expense of the Illumnati nyth.
The

only thing a sorcerer Cabal conspires to do is nake noney. The nane al so
derives

from'cabala,' linking it to sorcery and nysticism Finally, there's the
allusion to 'caballero,' neaning a Spanish gentleman, which, of course, they
were. "

"About the Cortez Cabal ..

A stream of

"Ch, yes. I'msorry." He chuckled. "I suppose etynol ogy doesn't help you
nmuch,

does it? WAs there anything in particular you wanted to know about thenf If

t hey

aren't behind the attack on Savannah—

"It's related. | need to know about the fanmly. The main famly."

"The Cortez Cabal is headed by Benicio Cortez and his sons. | believe there's
a

brot her or two, plus assorted nephews and cousins."

"The sons...Do you know t heir nanmes?"

"Let nme see. There's Hector, then...I'mnot certain of the nmddle tw

br ot her s,

but the youngest, of course, is Lucas."

"Of course?"

"Qutside the Cabals, Lucas Cortez is the best known of the four brothers. He
has

quite a reputati on— Robert stopped, then laughed. "I think | see where this
is

| eadi ng. Dare | presune you've met young Cortez?"

"You could say that."

"Let me guess. He wants to help you protect Savannah fromthis other Cabal."
"I'" m guessing he does this kind of thing a lot, huh? Wat's your take on
this...

crusade of his?"

"Well, let's see. The nost unflattering view of the situation is that it is
not hi ng nore than youthful hell-raising. A spoiled delinquent protected by a
blindly doting father. The mi ddl e ground, and the view nost w dely subscri bed
to, is that this is sinply a devel opnental stage. The prodigal son rebelling

against his famly, a noral revolt that will last only until he realizes
poverty
isn'"t much fun, whereupon he'll return to the fold. The npst optimstic view,

of



course, is that he truly is cormitted to what he's doing."

"Saving the world fromthe evil Cabals."

"He's around your age, isn't he? The age of idealism The tine to join
protests

and causes. To enlist in the Peace Corps. To fight evil Cabals. To put your
life

on hold to raise a thirteen-year-old stranger."

" Hmm "

"If Lucas Cortez is offering to help, don't turn himaway. No matter what
peopl e

in the Cabal world say about him no one denies the honesty of his

i ntentions.

For your situation with Savannah, |1'd say the boy is perfectly suited to
hel p.

No one knows nore about the Cabal world, and he can operate in it with

i mpunity."

"About the Cabals," |I said. "They seem nuch nore...important than | thought.
Than

nmy not her thought."

Sil ence hummed down the line. "Your nother and | had different views on sone
subj ects concerning the council and its mandate."

"She chose to ignore the Cabals.”

"She.." He paused, as if choosing his words with care. "She thought our
efforts

were better directed. | wanted to investigate Cabals nmore, if only to further
our understandi ng of them Your nother disagreed."

"So you left the council."

"I+ He inhaled. "I felt I was no longer the right person for the job. M
interests |lay el sewhere." He paused. "Your nother and | were getting ol der
getting tired and di scouraged. | thought we should pass on the torch to the

younger generation, to you and Adam She wasn't ready for that."
Maybe because she thought | wasn't ready.

"I ...1 should go," | said. "Can | call you back? If | have nore questions?"
"Even if you don't, |I'd appreciate an update when you get tine, and |'m sure
Adam woul d i ke to speak to you. I'll stave off his questions for now, but

cal |

hi m when you have a chance."

| promised | would, then signed off.

I found Cortez alone at the table, reading a week-old copy of the Boston

d obe

"Where's Savannah?" | asked.

He fol ded the paper and laid it aside. "In her room if the nusic is any

i ndi cation. You were speaking to Robert?"

| nodded. "He confirmed everything you said. I'msorry | gave you a hard
tinme."

"Perfectly understandable. If |I'd expected you to trust me, |'d have told you
the truth fromthe start. You have every reason to be wary, both of sorcerers
and of anyone connected to Cabals. A wariness | woul d suggest you naintain.
In

nearly all cases, your mstrust will be well founded."

| stood in the nmiddle of the kitchen and | ooked around, not sure what | was
| ooki ng for.

"I's there sonething else?" he asked.

| shook ny head. "I'mjust feeling.” | shrugged. "Qut of sorts, as ny nother
woul d say."

As | nentioned ny nother, | thought about what Robert had said, about ny
mother's reluctance to give me a bigger role in the council. She'd al ways
made

me feel like there was nothing | couldn't do, no challenge | wasn't strong
enough to neet. Had that just been notherly support?



Victoria's words replayed in nmy head: "God knows | wouldn't trust a parakeet
to

your care"..."a girl so inconpetent she manages to turn a sinple custody
chall enge into an all-out wtch-hunt."

" Pai ge?"

| realized Cortez was watching ne.

"It's going to get rougher, isn't it?" | said. "This is only the beginning."

"You're doing fine."

| turned, suddenly unconfortable, and put ny teacup in the m crowave.
reheat ed

it, keeping ny face to the mcrowave until it was done. Wen | turned around,
I

forced a smle.

"I"'mthe world's | ousiest hostess, aren't |? Letting ny guest make ne tea.
What

can | get you? Cof fee? Soda? Beer? Sonethi ng stronger?"

"Tenpting, but 1'd better forgo anything harder than coffee tonight. | don't
want to sleep too soundly with that crowd out there. You, on the other hand,
have nore than earned a few shots of anything you can dredge up."

"I'f you're keeping sober for guard duty, so aml." | sipped ny tea, nade a
face,
and dunped it. "I'll nmake that coffee for two."

Savannah burst into the kitchen, startling us both.

"Good, you're off the phone finally," she said. "Lucas and | wanted to talk
to

you. "

"No, we didn't," Cortez said, shooting a | ook at Savannah. "Tonorrow, | said.
Toni ght we all need our rest.”

"Tormorrow? | can't wait until tomorrow They're driving me crazy now "
"Who's driving you crazy?" | said.

"Them " She waved her armtoward the living room Wen | didn't respond, she
whirled on Cortez. "See? | told you she's in denial."

"She nmeans the crowd outside,"” Cortez said. "W are not in denial, Savannah
Ve

are ignoring them which, as | explained, is the best course of action under
t he

ci rcunst ances. Now, perhaps tonorrow=

"They' re buggi ng me now "

"Have they done sonething?" | asked, |ooking from Savannah to Cortez.
"They're there! Isn't that bad enough? W need to do sonething."

"Li ke what ?"

Cortez shot Savannah a warning | ook, but she ignored him

"You know, " she said. "Magic. | was thinking hail."

"Hail ? Are you serious, Savannah? Do you have any idea how rmuch trouble |I'm
in

al ready?"

"We've already discussed this," Cortez said. "l've explained to Savannah

t hat ,

as useful as magic mght be, in sone cases, such as this, it wuld be far
nor e

detrinmental than beneficial."

"What's wong with hail?" she asked. "It's normal weather stuff."

"Not when the tenperature hasn't dropped below sixty in a week," | said.
turned to Cortez. "Don't worry about it. She doesn't know how to nmake hail ."
"No, but you do," Savannah sai d.

Cortez turned to ne. "Really? |'ve heard of such spells, but |'ve never
encount ered one."

"That's 'cause it's witch magic,
has

these really cool grinoires she's working on, and—=

Savannah said. "Special witch magic. Paige



"And we're not conjuring up a hailstorm"™ | cut in. "Or using any other kind
of

magic to get rid of those people. They'll |eave on their own."
"Deni al ," Savannah whi spered loudly to Cortez.
"Bedtime," | said. "It's nearly eleven."

"So? It's not like I'"mgoing to school ever again.”

"You're going as soon as this mess calnms down. Until then, you should keep to
your normal routine. It's already past your bedtinme. Now go."

She stonped of f.

Chapter 24

Party Ganes

| PULLED THE COFFEE BEAN BAG FROM THE CUPBOARD

"I don't suppose you'd let nme see that hailstormspell,"” Cortez said.

"Hail stormis an exaggeration. | can conjure up a handful of nearly frozen
i ce

pellets. Mre like a slush shower. How bad is it out there, anyway?"

"Let's just say, if the tenperature plumrets tonight, |1'd recommend testing
out

that hail spell."

| wal ked into the living roomand parted the curtains to see a solid mass of
peopl e, even nore than had been there when we'd got here. Though it was

el even

at night, all the flashlights and canping lanterns lit up the yard bright
enough

for a ball gane.

Canera vans lined the road, their windows rolled down, crews waiting inside,
si ppi ng coffee and talking, like cops on a stakeout. Wile the nedia stuck to
the road, strangers covered nearly every square inch of my yard. Strangers on
| awn chairs drinking soda. Strangers with canctorders film ng everything in
sight. Strangers huddled in circles clutching Bibles. Strangers carrying

pl acards reading "Satan Lives Here" and "Thou Shalt Not Suffer a Wtch to
Live."

Cortez wal ked up behi nd ne.

Still holding the curtain, | half-turned and | ooked up at him "This

af t ernoon,

when we got here, you thought we should go to a hotel. Do you think...That is..!
I

shook ny head and smiled wyly. "I'"mnot good at this. Asking for advice."
"You want to know if | still think we should | eave?"

"Yes. Thank you."

"I don't. My initial concern pertained to the dangers and difficulties of
getting past the crowd. Having done that, | believe, as | told Savannah, that
we

are best to stay here and ignore them"™

He gently plucked the curtain fromny hand, then let it fall closed.

"The mob nentality is, naturally, a concern. However, the presence of nedia
shoul d counteract any urge to violence, and the size of the crowd itself
makes

it unlikely that any rogue el ement could take control."

"But | know what Savannah neans." | glanced at the closed curtain and

shi ver ed.

"I feel...under siege."

"True, but think of it instead as an insulating buffer. No Cabal would act
with

such a crowd of witnesses. You are nmuch safer here than you would be in an

i sol ated notel . "

"But if they won't act in front of w tnesses...what was that at the funera
parl or? Not exactly a private denonstration.”



"No, and | can pronise you whoever canme up with that scheme is in line for a

serious reprimand. Sonmeone acted w thout proper authorization, and will be
dul y
puni shed. |'ve already reported the incident. It will be handl ed by an

i ntra-Cabal judiciary review"

"Uh-huh. And that, 1'd guess, is a bad thing."

Hs lips curved in the barest smile. "I won't bore you with an explanation
but,

yes, it's a bad thing. From herein you can expect Gabriel Sandford's teamto
act

i n accordance with standard Cabal rul es of engagenent."

"They have rules for.?" | shook my head. "Let me get that coffee going before
I

do need sonething stronger."

| wal ked into the kitchen, then turned around. "How about a snack? | don't

t hi nk

either of us ate our burgers this afternoon.”

"I'f you're having sonething, then I'll join you, but don't—=

"How about cookies? Do you |ike chocol ate chip?"

He nodded. After turning on the oven, | took a sheet from underneath the

st ove,

and grabbed a Tupperware container fromthe freezer. | pulled off the lid,

t hen

ti pped the box to show Cortez the tiny balls of cookie dough wthin.

"I nstant fresh cookies," | said.

"Cood idea."

"My nomis, not mine. Mothers know all the tricks, don't they?"

"Cooki ng was never ny nother's forte. W tried cookies once. The dog woul dn't
touch them"

| paused in transferring the cookie dough to the sheets. Had he lived with
hi s

nmot her, then? Qbviously. Mther and father? Did sorcerers | eave their sons
with

their nothers? O did they marry? | wanted to ask, to conpare stories. | was
al ways curious to see how other races did things. It was |ike |earning baking
tricks frommny not her—ether races were bound to have |l earned tactics for
l'iving

in the human world, tactics that | night be able to apply to the Coven and
make

our lives easier, less furtive. | thought of asking, but it seened too nuch
like

prying.

Once the cookies were in the oven, | | oaded up the coffeemaker, then excused

nysel f to use the bat hroom

When | returned, Cortez was pouring brewed coffee into nugs.

"Bl ack?" he sai d.

"Black for tea, creamfor coffee," | said, opening the fridge. "Strange, |
know,

but bl ack coffee's just too strong. That's how you take yours, right?"

He nodded. "A taste acquired in college. Spend enough | ate nights poring over
law texts and you learn to take caffeine hits strong and bl ack."

"So you really are a lawer. 1'll admt, when you said you m srepresented
yourself in the beginning, | was hoping you didn't nean that part wasn't
true.”

"No need to worry. | passed the bar |ast year."

"Pretty young, isn't it?" | said. "You nust have fast-tracked your way

t hr ough

school." | turned on the oven |light and crouched to check the cookies.

"I condensed ny studies,"” he said. "As | believe you did."
| smiled up at himas | stood. "D d your honework, huh, Counsel or?"



"A degree in conputer science, conpleted nearly three years ago. From Harvard
no

| ess.”

"Not nearly as inpressive as it sounds. There are far better schools for
conputer science, but I wanted to stick close to honme. My nother was getting

older. | was worried." | |aughed. "Ww, |'ve gotten so used to saying that I
can

al nost convince nyself. Truth is, ny romwas fine. | wasn't ready to | eave

t he

nest. Momran a successful business, and we always lived sinply, so she'd put
asi de enough for ne to have ny pick of schools. | got a partial schol arship,
and

we deci ded Harvard nade sense. And, of course, it |ooks great on a resune."
took two small plates fromthe cupboard. "So where'd you go to school ? No,
wai t .

| bet I can guess."

He lifted his brows quizzically.

"It's a theory," | said. "Well, nmore of a party gane actually, but | like to
give it the veneer of scientific respectability. My friends and | have this
hypot hesi s that you can always tell where sonmeone went to school by the way
t hey

say the name of their alm mater."

Anot her brow arch

"I"mserious. Take Harvard, for exanple. Doesn't matter where you cane from
originally, after three years at Harvard, it's Hah-vahd."

"So before you went to Harvard, you pronounced the 'r'?"

"No, I'ma Bostonian. It's always been Hah-vahd. Wait, the cookies are al nost
done. ™

| turned off the tiner with five seconds to go, then pulled out the tray and
noved the steam ng cookies onto the rack

"So |l et me understand this theory," he said. "If sonmeone was fromthe Boston
area and went to coll ege el sewhere, he would cease to pronounce Harvard as
Hah- vahd. "

"OfF course not. | didn't say it was a perfect theory."

He | eaned back against the counter, lips curving slightly. "Al right, then
Test this hypothesis. Where did | go to school ?"

"Have a cookie first, before they harden."

W each peel ed a cookie fromthe rack. After a few bites, | cleared ny throat
with a swig of coffee

"Ckay," | said. "I'mgoing to list some colleges. You repeat each one in a
sentence, like 'l went to blank.' First, Yale."

"I went to Yale."
"Nope. Try Stanford."
| listed all the major |aw schools. One by one, he repeated them

"Dam, " | said. "It's not working. Say Col unbia again."
He did.
"Yes...no. Ch, | give up. That sounded close. Is it Col unbi a?"

He shook his head and reached for another cookie.

"May | suggest that your logic is flawed?" he said.

"Never. Onh, okay. Like | said, it's not a perfect theory."

"I"'mreferring not to the theory, but to the assunption that | attended a
top-tier |aw school ."

"OfF course you did. You' re obviously bright enough to get in and your father
could afford to send you anywhere, ergo you'd pick fromthe best."

Savannah appeared in the doorway, dressed in a lily-print flannel nightgown.
The
plastic tag still hung fromthe sleeve. Soneone fromthe Coven had given her
t he

gown for Christmas, but she'd never worn it. She nust have dug it up fromthe
dept hs of her closet, a concession to having a nman in the house.



"I can't sleep," she said. She glanced at the rack on the counter. "I knew
snel | ed cookies. Wy didn't you conme get ne?"
"Because you're supposed to be sl eeping. Take one, then get back to bed."

She took two cookies fromthe rack. "I told you | can't sleep. They're naking
too much noise."
"Who?"

"The peopl e! Renenber? Mbs of people outside our house?"
"I don't hear anything."
"Because you're in denial!"

Cortez laid his enpty mug on the counter. "All | hear is a murmur of voices,
Savannah. Less than you'd hear if we had the tel evision on."

"Go sleep in my room" | said. "You shouldn't hear the noise fromthere."
"There are people out back, now, too, you know. "

"To bed, Savannah," Cortez said. "We'Il| reevaluate the situation in the
nor ni ng

and di scuss taking action then."
"You guys don't understand anything."

She grabbed the | ast cookie and stonped off. | waited until her door slammed,
t hen si ghed.

"This is tough on her, | know," | said. "Do you think they're really keeping
her

awake?"

"What's keeping her awake is the know edge that they're there."

"It would take a lot nore than an angry nob to scare Savannah."

"She isn't frightened. She sinmply finds the idea of being trapped by hunans
quite intolerable. She believes, as a supernatural, she shouldn't stand for
such

an intrusion. It's an affront. An insult. Hearing themis a constant reninder
of

their presence."

"Sure, | suppose surroundi ng our house could be seen as an indirect threat,
but

no one's throwi ng rocks through the windows or trying to break in."

"That doesn't matter to Savannah. You have to see it from her point of view,
in

t he context of her background and her upbringi ng. She's been raised—

"Wait. Sorry, | don't mean—bo you hear that?"

"What ?"

"Savannah's voice. She was tal king to sonmeone. Ch, God, | hope she's not
trying

to provoke—=

Leavi ng the sentence unfinished, | hurried to Savannah's room Wen | got
t here,

all was silent. | knocked, then opened the door w thout waiting for an

i nvitation. Savannah was gl aring out the w ndow.
"Did you say sonething to then?" | said.

"As if."

She retreated to her bed and thunmped onto the mattress. | glanced at the
phone.

It was across the room untouched.

"I thought | heard you talking," | said.

Cortez appeared at ny shoul der. "What spell did you cast, Savannah?"
"Spell?" | said. "Ch, shit! Savannah!"

She col | apsed onto her back. "Well, you guys weren't going to do anything
about

it."

"What spell?" | said.

"Relax. It was only a confusion spell."

"A sorcerer confusion spell?" Cortez asked.

"Of course. \Wat el se?"



Cortez spun and di sappeared down the hall, sprinting for the front door. |
raced
after him

Chapter 25
The Ri ot

SAVANNAH HAD CAST A CONFUSI ON SPELL ONCE BEFORE. Though | hadn't w tnessed

t he

results, Elena told me what had happened. During their escape attenpt at the
conpound, El ena had been headi ng down a darkened hall to disarma pair of
guards. An elevator filled with guards responding to the al armtouched down
behi nd her. The doors opened. Savannah cast a confusion spell. The guards
started firing—at each other, at El ena, at everything in sight. She hadn't
told

Savannah that she'd nearly been killed, and I hadn't seen the sense in

bri ngi ng

it up later. Now | saw the sense.

Cortez started for the front door, then stopped and turned toward the rear
"Wait here," he said, pulling open the back door. "I'mgoing to countercast."
"Can't you do that frominside?"

"I need to be at the I ocus of her cast, the presumed target area."

"I"ll go to her wi ndow and direct you."

"No— He stopped, then nodded. "Just be careful. |If anything happens, get
away

fromthe glass."

He checked to make sure no one was | ooking, then ducked out. People had only
begun congregating in the backyard an hour or so ago, so the crowd there was
less than a third of that out front, no nore than a dozen people. Wth the
patio

lights off and the additional shadow cast by the room overhang, the back door
was i n darkness, so Cortez was able to slip through w thout being seen

| hurried to Savannah's bedroom She was still |ying on her bed, arns crossed.
I

noved to the w ndow.

Cortez appeared a nonent later. There nust have been people out there who'd
seen

himescort me into the house earlier, but no one gave any sign of recognizing
hi m now.

As Cortez slipped through the crowd, | |ooked over the sea of faces,
sear chi ng

for a sign of panic or confusion. Nothing. Cortez noved behind a couple
sel ling

cans of soda and gl anced toward the window. | shifted left, positioning
nysel f

where Savannah had been. Standing on tiptoes brought me to her height.
"You're both as bad as the Elders," Savannah said. "Mking a big fuss out of

not hi ng. "

| waved Cortez to the right a few steps, then notioned for himto stop. His
lips

nmoved as he countercast. Wien he finished, he glanced around, as if trying to
det erm ne whet her the spell was broken. Yet there was still no sign that

Savannah's spell had worked at all

I motioned for himto cone inside. He shook his head, waved me away fromthe
wi ndow and headed into the crowd.

| released the curtain, but didn't step away, only shifting out of his direct
view. He traversed the crowd, pausing here and there before noving on

"I don't think it worked," | said.

"OfF course it did. My spells always work."

I bit nmy tongue and kept my attention on Cortez. When someone shout ed,



j unped.

A man | aughed and | followed the sound to see a couple of young nmen jostling
one

anot her and | aughi ng between gul ps from a paperbag-covered bottle. Guess ny
[ awn

had repl aced the Bel ham Raceway as the | eading source of conmunity

entertai nnent.

As | shifted ny gaze away to search for Cortez, one of the nen's shouts

t ur ned

angry. The other whirled and slamred his fist into his conpanion's jaw. The
bottle flew fromthe first man's hand and struck the shoul der of a woman in a
| awn chair. As the wonman cried out, her husband | eaped to his feet, fists
rai sed.

Cortez cane running fromthe other side of the crowd. | waved ny arns,
gesturing

for himto stop, trying to comunicate that the fight had nothing to do with
Savannah's spell. Then someone saw nme. A cry went up

| stunbl ed back fromthe window. A clod of dirt struck the glass. Someone
screanmed. The shouts lost their edge of excitenent and turned angry, then
seened

to drift away fromthe w ndow.

"Go into nmy room" | said.

Savannah only set her jaw and stared at the ceiling.

"I said get to ny room"

She didn't nove. The shouting becane frenzied. Someone how ed. | grabbed
Savannah by the arm and haul ed her into nmy bedroom away fromthe front of
t he

house. Then | raced to the living room

| cracked open the curtains, hoping to see Cortez and nake sure he was okay.
The

nmonent | noved the drapes, sonething hit the glass. | fell back, curtain
still

in my hand. When | | ooked up, a man was plastered agai nst the wi ndow. Two
matronly wormen held himby the hair while a third pumel ed his stomach. | let

the curtain fall and ran to the front door.

| once dated a soccer buff. One afternoon, as we watched a European gane on
television, a riot broke out and I'd stared at the screen in horror, unable
to

bel i eve such an outpouring of violence could occur over something as trivia
as

a sporting event. The scene outside rem nded ne of that soccer riot. | had to
hel p, to do something. If this was anything like the riot I'd seen, people
woul d

be hurt, and one of them mi ght be the innocent guy who'd gone outside trying
to

stop it.

| hurried onto the front porch. No one noticed nme. The | oosely gathered crowd
had becone a seething mass of bodies, hitting, kicking, biting, scratching.
Stranger attacked stranger while others huddl ed on the ground, protecting

t hensel ves fromthe onslaught. A half-dozen people had escaped the crush and
stood at a distance, gaping as if unable to tear thensel ves away fart her
From a car wi ndow, a video canmera |ens panned across the scene. \When | saw

t hat ,

| had to stifle the urge to march over, grab the canera, and smash it agai nst

t he paverent. | don't know why, but even with all that was happening, that
bothered me the nost. After a glare at the caneraman, | diverted nmy attention
to

the crowd, searching for Cortez.
Fi ndi ng one person in that nob would be like spotting a friend at a Col unbus
Day



sale. | clinbed onto the porch swing for a better |ook. Then, bracing nyself
agai nst the house, | stepped onto the railing. As | did, it occurred to ne

t hat

I was maki ng nyself much nore visible than was safe. It also occurred to ne
t hat

this mght be the best thing | could do, to sonehow divert the crowd's
attention

by revealing the | ong-hidden object of their vigil.

"Hey!" | shouted. "Anybody want an intervi ew?"

Nobody even turned. No, strike that, someone did turn. Fromthe very bowels
of

the braw, sonmeone | ooked my way. Cortez. He was restraining a huge nan

i nt ent

on attacking an elderly woman. Cortez had the guy in a headl ock, but the man
nmust have outwei ghed himby a hundred pounds and, every time the man swung
hi s

arm Cortez flew off his feet. | junped fromthe railing and dashed into the
fray.

| moved through the crowmd with surprising ease. Sure, a few fists flew ny
way,

but when | kept noving, ny woul d-be attackers found | ess-active targets. Wth
a

confusion spell, no one cares who they attack, so long as they attack someone.
When | reached Cortez, | grabbed the elderly woman to | ead her to safety.
"You fucking bitch!" she screeched. "Get your filthy hands off ne!"

She cl awed ny face, and punched me in the stomach, then knocked ne down as
doubl ed over. A man tripped over ny prone form righted hinself, and kept
running. As | struggled to nmy feet, Cortez lost his grip on the other man,
who

scranbl ed up and barreled into the crowd after the elderly woman. | | unged
for

him but Cortez caught my arm

"We can't," he panted, w ping blood fromhis nmouth. "It doesn't help. W need
to

break the spell. Do you know t he countercast?"

"No." | turned to see a wonman crawl i ng through the crowd, ducking blows. "It
doesn't seemto be affecting everyone."

"It is. They're all confused. Some don't react violently to it."

"I"ll get those people to safety, then. You keep working on the spell."

| hurried to the craw i ng woman, hel ped her to her feet and ushered her

t hr ough

the throng. At the road, we crossed and | left her sitting on the far curb
bef ore headi ng back. It took several mnutes to find someone else trying to
escape, and several nore to get himout of the nob.

As | went back for a third time, | realized my mssion was |ike saving single
seal cubs fromthe slaughter. Wiile | rescued one person, at |east two nore
wer e

beat en unconsci ous. Either Cortez's countercast wasn't working or the

vi ol ence

had pi cked up enough nomentumto continue on its own.

"Thought you coul d get away, did you?" a voice said at ny ear

| turned to see one of the Sal vationists. He slammed a Bible into ny face.
"Cet thee hence, Satan!"”

| whirled away. A hand caught ny arm | |ooked into the rolling eyes of a
young

worran.

"Bitch!" she shouted. "Look what you did to nmy shirt!"

She grabbed it, pulling the front forward with a seamripping wench. It was
covered in dirt and bl ood. Mdre bl ood sneared her hand. In the opposite fist
she



held a Swiss Arny knife, bloodied bl ade exposed.

W thout thinking, | grabbed for the knife. The bl ade sliced across ny palm |
yel ped and fell back. Cortez appeared, grabbing the woman from behi nd. She
spun

and struck. The short blade plunged into Cortez's side. She yanked it out and
pul | ed back for a second stab

| cast a binding spell. The woman stopped in md-strike. | threw nyself on
her,

knocki ng her down and grabbing the knife. The spell broke then and she

f ought ,

ki cki ng and screamning. Cortez dropped to his knees and tried to help ne
restrain

her, but adrenaline seened to triple her strength and it was |ike restraining
a

wild animal. W both cast binding spells, but neither worked. If only we
coul d

cal m peopl e—Yes, of course. A calming spell. | cast one, then another
reciting
the spell in an endless loop until | felt her linmbs go slack beneath ne.

"Hey," she said. "Wat—Get off me. Help! Firel™

Around us, people had stopped fighting and were mlling about, w ping

bl oodi ed

noses and nuttering in bew | derment.

"Perfect," Cortez said. "Keep casting."

| did. We got to our feet and, with Cortez shielding me, we noved through the
cromd as | repeated the calming spell. It didn't work on everyone. As |'d
feared, the aggression had taken on a life of its own and sone people didn't
want to stop, yet enough people did that they were able to restrain those who
kept goi ng.

"Now, to the house," Cortez said. "Quickly."

"But there's nore—=

"It's good enough. Any |onger and people will start recognizing you."

We ran for the front door.

Once inside, Cortez called the police. Then | led himto the bathroom where
we

could assess injuries. Savannah stayed in ny room door closed. | didn't tel
her it was over. Right then, | was afraid of what else | mght be tenpted to
say.

The slice across ny hand was the worst of ny injuries. Hardly fatal. |

sl apped

on a bandage, then turned ny attention to Cortez, starting with a cold

conpr ess

for his bloodied Iip. Next, the knife wound. The bl ade had passed through his
right side. | pulled up his shirt, cleaned the wound, and took a better |ook
"I't looks okay," | said. "But it could use a couple of stitches. Maybe when
t he

police get here, we can take you to the hospital."

"No need. |'ve had worse."

| could see that. Though 1'd only pulled his shirt up a few inches, | could
see

a thick scar crossing his abdonen.
He was reed thin, but nore nuscled than one night expect fromhis build.

guess
there's nmore to fighting Cabals than courtroons and paperworKk.

"I'"ll make a poultice," | said. "It usually pulls the wound together better
t han

stitches anyway. Less chance of scarring, too."

"Handy. 1'Il have to ask for a copy of the recipe.”

| opened the bathroom cupboard and took out the poultice ingredients. "This



is

my fault. She's cast that spell once before, with even worse results.

shoul d

have warned her about it. | should have told her to wipe it from her
repertoire.”

"I wouldn't go that far. The confusion spell can be very useful, under the
ri ght

circumst ances, or as a spell of last resort. The caster has to understand it,
t hough, whi ch Savannah obvi ously doesn't."

"Does it always work |ike that?"

"No. Her casting is surprisingly strong. |'ve never seen a confusion spel

af fect so many people in such a clearly negative fashion. The spell always
exacer bates any underlying tendency toward vi ol ence. Perhaps under these

ci rcunmst ances, | shoul d have expected such a reaction, assuming the sort of
peopl e who congregate around such a story are not the nmost nmentally bal anced
of

i ndi vidual s. "

"That's an understatenent."”

The doorbell rang then

"The police," | said. "Or so | hope."

It was the police. They didn't stay |long. CQutside, people had either left or
resurmed their vigil as if nothing had happened. The police took sone

st at ement s,

hel ped people to the paranedics, and secured the area. Afterward they |eft
behind a cruiser and two officers to keep watch.

Savannah finally appeared as | was putting the poultice on Cortez.

"Don't expect nme to say |I'msorry," she said.

| turned to face her.

She stood in the bathroomdoorway. "I'mnot sorry."

"You—€o you know what you've done?" | stal ked across the bat hroom and pushed
open the wi ndow. "Do you see that? The ambul ances? The paramedi cs? The bl ood?
Peopl e got hurt, Savannah. |nnocent people."

"They shoul dn't have been there. Stupid humans. Who cares about then®"

"I care about them " | ripped the bandage off my hand. "l suppose you don't
care
about this, either. Well, there is sonething you should care about—=

| grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face Cortez, then pointed out his
swol l en |ip and wounded si de.

"Do you care about that? This man is here to hel p you, Savannah. To hel p you.
He

could have been killed out there trying to undo the spell you cast."

"I didn't ask himto undo it. If you got hurt, it's your own fault for going
out

there."”

"You— | flung her armdown. "Get to your room Savannah. Now. "

Her eyes glistened with tears, but she only stonped her foot and glared at
us.

"' mnot sorry! I'mnot!"

She turned and ran for her room

Chapter 26

Al'l About Eve

"l AM SO SORRY," | SAID AS VVE WALKED | NTO THE LI VING ROOM "1 know | shoul d
be

able to handle her. | really should. | keep telling nyself |I'm naking

progr ess,

teaching her control, but then sonething like this happens and it's—t's
pretty

obvious | haven't taught her anything at all."



| dropped onto the sofa. Cortez took the armchair and noved it around to
face

me before sitting.

"She doesn't |ike humans,” | continued. "She hates the Coven. She probably
hat es

me. Sometines | wonder why she sticks around.”

"Because her nother told her to. Before Eve died, she told Savannah that if
anyt hi ng happened to her, she was to find the Coven and take refuge there."
| looked up at him "Who told you that?"

"Savannah. W tal ked earlier this evening. She has sone concerns and hoped
m ght be able to medi ate on her behal f."

"What' d she say? No, let ne guess. |I'ma wonderful guardian. | understand her
and | al ways know exactly the right thing to do and say."

A slight smile. "She admtted you two don't always get along. Naturally, she
says you don't understand her, you don't give her enough responsibility,
you're

overprotective, all the things every teenager says to every adult. Do you
know

what el se she says? That you have potential."

"I have.! | couldn't stifle a small laugh. "I have potential."

"Don't take it too hard. She says | have potential, too. Neither of us is
measuring up to her standards quite yet, but at |east there appears to be
hope

for us."

| turned to stare at the front curtains. "Still, potential or not, | don't
t hi nk

' mwhat Eve had in mind when she told Savannah to take refuge with the
Coven.

The problemis— | stopped. "God, |I'mblathering. What tine is it anyway?"
"Not that late. You were saying?"

| hesitated. | wanted to keep tal king. Maybe exhaustion had worn down ny
defenses. O maybe Cortez just seened |like soneone | could talk to.
"Sormetines |...I wonder if the Elders aren't right. If I'mnot endangering the
Coven by keepi ng Savannah here."

"Do you mean you want to find soneone el se to take her?"

"God, no. What | nean is that maybe we're both endangering the Coven by

st ayi ng.

That | should | eave and take her with ne. Only | can't. This...this is ny
life.

The Coven. Being Coven Leader. | want...l want to.” | heard the passion in ny
voi ce, the near-desperation. My cheeks heated. "I want to do a lot. | can't

| eave. "

| |1 ooked away, enbarrassed by ny outburst. |I wanted to stop but, having
started,

couldn't until 1'd said everything | wanted to say.

"About Savannah," | said. "I want to show her how to take that power and use
it

for good. Only sonetines, |ike tonight, that seens conpletely del usional.

can't—+ can't seemto make her understand the difference between right and
wong. | can't make her care."

He gl anced toward Savannah's room "Should we use a privacy spell?"

| nodded. A privacy spell was witch magic. It allowed two people to converse
wi t hout bei ng overheard. Both speakers had to cast it, which we did. Cortez
fumbled the first tine, but recast and got it to work.

"How much do you know about Eve?" Cortez asked.

"She was kicked out of the Coven for using dark magic. But after that...|
don't

know. She coul dn't have been too bad or the council would have gotten

i nvol ved. "

| shook ny head. "Ckay, that's a cop-out. W knew she was into bad stuff. Not



bad enough to warrant attention, but she was definitely practicing dark
magi c.

It's just that, well, we can't chase after everyone. W have to choose—=
"Whi ch cases warrant your attention. You don't need to explain that to ne,
Paige. As difficult as it is, sonetimes we have to forgo chasi ng down the
wor st

of fenses and pick the battles we can win. Yes, Eve practiced dark nagic. Not
just dark. The darkest of the dark. Her focus, however, was not on using it
but

on teaching it to other spell-casters—w tches, sorcerers, whoever could pay
her

fees.™

"Teachi ng? \Wy?"

He shrugged. "It was a very lucrative business. Such information is very
difficult to obtain through standard sources.”

"So she didn't use dark magic for her own gain. She just taught it to dozens
of

others. That's no better, naybe even worse."

"Exactly as | see it, yet in nmpst supernatural circles, Eve's choice gave her
t he veneer of respectability. She was highly regarded as a teacher."

A car door slammed outside. | junped and reached for the curtain, then heard
an

engi ne start.

"Anot her departing guest,” | said. "Do you think Savannah's spell scared them

off2 O is it just past their bedtinme?"

He opened his nouth, then snapped it shut.

I managed a small snile. "You were going to lie, weren't you? Tell ne what |
want to hear, that they're running for their lives, never to darken ny

door st ep

again."

"l caught nyself."

"Thanks," | said, ny smile turning genuine. "l appreciate the sentinment, but

I

appreci ate the honesty nore."

W | ooked at each other for a noment, then | reached down and picked up a
pill ow

that had been knocked off earlier. | plunped it and returned it to its spot.
"So," | said. "Back to Eve. She was a teacher. Any Cabal connection? Did they
ever hire her?"

"No. Al of the Cabals had censured her, meaning that their nenbers were
forbi dden to seek her teachings."

"Because she was a witch?"

"No, because she inparted dangerous spells w thout teaching the requisite
nmet hods of control for using them |'mnot defending the Cabals. If they set
limts on the type of magic they allow, they are lints of practicality, not
nmorality. As the degree of darkness increases, so does the risk of danger
Eve's

magi c was the worst sort. | can say that based, not on runor, but on
experience."

"You net Eve?"

"'Met' would be an exaggeration. | encountered her. Several years ago, |

i nvestigated a sorcerer who'd been casting spells far too advanced for his
abilities and was responsi ble for several rather gruesone deaths. After
handl i ng

the situation, | traced the source of his spells, and it led me to Eve Levine.
I

managed to confiscate several of her grinoires, but not before getting a
taste

of her power."

"She bested you?"



Cortez rubbed a hand across his mouth. "Ah, one could...say that." \Wen he

lowered his hand, a tiny smle played at his lips. "In the interests of being
honest, | nust admit it was a bit...nmore humiliating than that, and certainly
not

a story I'd wish to hear repeated."

"My lips are sealed.™

"Eve used sorcerer magic against me and | consider nyself lucky to have
escaped.

Her proficiency far outstripped that of nost sorcerers. That's why |saac

Kat zen

targeted her for recruitnment.”

"You mean by havi ng her kidnapped | ast year."

"Exactly. An unwi se nove. Again, we nove into the real mof gossip, but given
ny

firsthand know edge of Eve's power, I'minclined to believe the story. They
say

that Eve survived only one day in captivity before her captors killed her

Kat zen had assumed that his powers would be greater than those of even the
strongest witch and therefore |l ed the humans to believe Eve would be easily
handl ed. They were unprepared for her |evel of expertise and, given the very
real possibility of losing both her and Savannah, chose to kill her and keep
t he

nor e nmanageabl e child. Their biggest m stake, though, was taking Savannah in
t he

first place. You don't corner a lioness with her cub."

"Do you think— | stopped, tried again. "I mean, when you net Eve, did you
get

any sense of her as a nother? Was she good to Savannah?"

"I never saw Savannah. Fromwhat |'ve heard, that was typical. No one outside
Eve's immediate circle of friends was pernitted contact with the child.

Certainly, I'mnot qualified to make such a judgment, but fromwhat |'ve seen
of
Savannah, | woul d assume Eve was a decent nother, perhaps better than decent.
In

some ways, it mght have been better if Eve had been negligent. Savannah has
a

very strong bond with her nother. You have to renenber that. \When you speak
agai nst dark magi c, you speak agai nst Eve."

"I need to understand Eve better. | know that." | paused. "But | can't—t's
not—this wasn't how | was raised. | know.!

| 1 ooked over at Cortez. His eyes were on mine, waiting with a m xture of
qui et

i nterest and understanding that nade me want to go on

"I should have tal ked to Savannah about the confusion spell,” | said. "I
shoul d

have tol d her what happened the last tinme. We should have di scussed when and
when not to use it. | know all this. | seeit, but | can't do it. Dark magic..!
| 1 ooked down and picked at the bandage on ny hand. Cortez was still watching

me, that same | ook of patient waiting on his face.
"I't's not—Ay mot her taught me—+ was raised to see dark nagi c as bad. Al ways.
No

exceptions. And now | see exceptions, but— | stopped and pressed ny hands to
ny
eyes. "God, | amso tired. | can't believe |'mbabbling Iike this."

"You' re not—
| interrupted himby undoing the privacy spell, then scranbled to ny feet.

"You're staying the night, | assunme?"
"Yes, | thought that would be best. But—=-
"Here, 1'll show you where | keep the guest supplies." | headed for the back

hall. "I"'ve got extra toothbrushes...there should be some uni sex deodorant."



"That's not necessary, Paige. | brought the saddl ebags from ny bi ke and
they're

fully equi pped with overnight provisions."

"Are they out in the car?"

"Yes, | can retrieve themlater. | knowthis is difficult for you, Paige. If
you'd like to tal k—=

"Tal ked your ear off already, haven't 1?" | forced a laugh as | turned and
wal ked instead into the front hall. | took ny keys fromthe rack. "Here are
ny

car keys. You go grab those saddlebags and I'lIl put bedding on the sofa bed.
You'll find fresh towels in the bathroom closet, along w th shanpoo, soap
and

what ever el se you m ght need."
| headed into the living room By the tine he'd returned fromgetting his
saddl ebags, | was in ny room

Chapter 27

The Arrival

"YOU RE UP!'"

| bolted awake as Savannah sailed across the room and t hudded onto ny bed.
"Thank God, cause Lucas is cooking breakfast and |I'm getting kinda worried.
When's the last time you tested the fire extingui sher?"

| pulled myself upright. Looked around. Looked at Savannah. Was | dreani ng?
The

last time we'd spoken, she'd stormed off to her room Now she was rifling

t hrough nmy closet, chattering away as if nothi ng had happened.

"He says he's making an onelet. But I'mnot so sure. Doesn't |ook |ike any
onelet |'ve ever seen. Are you getting up today? It's nearly eight-thirty."
She

whirled around, held ny green cashmere sweater up to her chest, and grinned.
"\Whaddaya t hi nk? This winter, maybe?"

"Who el se are you going to fit in there with you?"

"You know, you're not supposed to talk like that in front of me. Young wonen
are

very susceptible to negative body inage perceptions. | read that |ast nonth
in

Seventeen. You're not fat. Not by a long shot. At |east you've got boobs."
She

turned to the mrror, pulled her T-shirt tight against her nearly flat chest,
and frowned. "You think maybe |'ma late blooner? O is this it?"

Was this the same girl who'd caused a riot on ny front [awn? W' d then vowed
that she didn't care who'd been hurt? I'd told Cortez that | needed to
understand her. How? One minute she was maki ng strangers attack one anot her
t he

next she was a normal thirteen-year-old girl, worried about clothes and

br east

si ze.

"—+inme we go shopping, | want new bras and panties. Stuff |ike yours. Lace
and

satin and colors. Real lingerie, not that white cotton stuff. I'mstarting

hi gh

school next year, don't forget. I'lIl have to change for gymw th other girls.
Even if | don't have boobs, | can't be looking like a little kid."
"Savannah," Cortez said fromthe hall. "I asked you not—=

He stopped, seeing ne sitting up in bed in ny chem se. He quickly stepped
back,

out of view

"My apol ogi es. Savannah, | asked you not to bother Paige. She needs her

sl eep.

You were supposed to be doi ng homework, renenmber?”



"Ch, please. I'min danger of being handed over to a psycho hal f-denmon and
brai nwashed into slavery for supernatural nobsters. You think anyone cares
whet her | know how to conjugate verbs?"

"Go conjugate, Savannah," | said. "Please."

"And cl ose Pai ge's door so she can rest."

Savannah sighed and fl ounced out of ny room sw nging the door half closed

behi nd her. | collapsed back onto ny bed and considered staying a while but |
knew, if | did, I mght never get up again. Tinme to face the day...whatever it
m ght bring.

When | wal ked into the kitchen, Cortez was at the stove, his back to ne.
"Savannah has vetoed nmy onelet, but | assure you it's quite edible. If you

prefer, | can probably manage toast."
"The onmelet will be fine. Better than fine. Tonmorrow, |I'll set ny alarm
Quest s

shouldn't need to fend for thenselves in the norning."
"You don't need to play hostess for ne, Paige. You have quite enough to worry
about . "

| grabbed two glasses and filled themw th orange juice. "Look, about | ast
night. | didn't nean to unload on you."

"You didn't unload. You have justifiable concerns and | think we should

di scuss

them If you'd like to talk—=

"I"d like to talk about conming up with a plan. Yesterday was crazy and | know
I

was running around |ike a chicken with ny head cut off, but |I'mnot usually

t hat

di sorgani zed. After breakfast, I'd like to sit down and di scuss a pl an of
action."”

"Excellent idea."

Contrary to what Savannah had inplied, the onelet |ooked good, and tasted

j ust

fine. Once we were both sitting down eating, | noticed the ringer light on

t he

phone flashing. Cortez followed ny gaze.

"I turned the ringer off to let you sleep,” he said. "Shall |I—=

"No, leave it off. You were right yesterday. | should just start review ng
cal |

di splay records. | don't need to hear a constantly ringing phone and | really
don't need to hear those nmessages. |Is the machi ne of f?"

He shook his head. "l just turned the volunme down. That seened safest.”

"Good idea." At a loud bass thunp from Savannah's room | glanced toward the
back hall. "Did she even apol ogize to you?"

"I believe her nood is intended as an apol ogy."

"Maki ng nice."

"Exactly."

| lowered nmy voice. "Do you think she regrets it? At all?"

"That's difficult to say."

"Hey, " Savannah said, sw nging through the kitchen doorway. "Anyone notice
how

quiet it is this norning? | just |ooked out ny wi ndow and guess what? They're
gone. Poof." She grinned. "Like magic."

"Yes, I'd noticed that," Cortez said, taking another bite of his onelet.

"Are you going to say anything?"

"Such as?"

She sighed. "Oh, cone on, Lucas. You aren't still nmad at nme, are you? Don't

be

like that. Admit it. It wasn't such a bad idea after all."

"What wasn't?" | said. "The confusion spell? | hope you're kidding, Savannah."

Her eyes clouded. "No, |I'mnot. Look outside. Look. They're gone. | made them



| eave. "

"First, they are not all gone," Cortez said. "There is still a small

conti ngent

remai ni ng. Most, however, have left, due perhaps in part to your actions, but
quite probably owing nore to this." He stood, wal ked to the counter, and

pi cked

up several sheets of paper. "It appears East Falls has grown weary of its
recent

influx of tourists."”

He laid the sheets on the table for Savannah and ne. They were printouts from
a

Wb site covering |ocal news.

"I hope you don't nind, Paige, but | took the liberty of using your computer

this nmorning. After last night's problem | feared the nunber of onl ookers
m ght
i ncrease. When | saw that the reverse had occurred, | was curious."

| scanned the articles. The one | wanted was right at the top of the page,
with

t he bi ggest headline. "d d-Fashi oned Shunni ng Shuts Down Media Onslaught.” In
col oni al New Engl and one of the mpbst severe punishnents a Puritan comunity
could inflict on its menbers was shunning. Instead of exiling you, they

bani shed

you socially. They pretended you didn't exist. Parents have al ways known how
i nfuriating such a punishnment is. The worst thing you can do to a child is to
i gnore her. That's what East Falls had done to the crowds of strangers drawn
to

ny story.

After a half-day of being beset by the plague of locusts, the people of East
Falls had withdrawn into their hones, |ocked the doors, and taken the phones
of f

t he hook. That left the media searching in vain for quotes and sound bites.
Then, when dinnertine came, no one could find an open restaurant within
twenty

nmles of East Falls. Even the grocery and variety stores had cl osed early.
Then,

when they tried to find | odgi ngs, every notel, hotel, and bed-and-breakf ast
in

the county was suddenly full.

Sure, people could drive to Boston for food and shelter—f they had enough
gas.

Al the local stations had closed at nine. This didn't stop the nost intrepid
reporters and ghoul s from hangi ng around, but nore than enough had decided it

sinmply wasn't worth their while. No one was giving interviews. | wasn't
com ng

out of ny house. The dead weren't rising in the |ocal cemetery. There was
really

not hi ng much worth seeing in East Falls. For now, at |east.

"This is bullshit," Savannah said, sw ping the papers to the floor. "People
didn't | eave because of this. They |left because of me. Because of ny spell."
"Your spell may have frightened off a few, " Cortez said. "But, under normal
circunmstances, it would have only increased the | evel of public interest.
Yes,

some woul d have left...those who were nerely victim zed by the spell and who
pl ayed no active role in the violence. A confusion spell exacerbates violent
tendenci es. Those who enjoyed the enotional rel ease would stay. And nore
woul d

cone—the sort of people hoping for a replay. Wthout this shunning, the
situation would have only worsened." He paused. "I know that you didn't
understand the full ramfications of the spell you cast, Savannah."

Her eyes hardened. "I knew exactly what | was doing, sorcerer.”



"Don't you talk to himlike that," | said.

Cortez lifted his hand. "You didn't understand it, Savannah. | know that. No
one

hol ds you responsi bl e—=

"I amresponsible! | got rid of them M! You-you two—you have no idea—

She grabbed the tablecloth, wenching it and spilling dishes to the floor
Then

she turned and stal ked away. When | stood to go after her, the doorbell rang.

"CGCoddamm it!" | said. "Does it never end?"
"Let me get the door. Ignore Savannah for now. "
He headed for the door. | foll owed.

Cortez persuaded ne to wait around the corner while he opened the door. Though
I

hat ed any perception of hiding, he had a point. There were still nine or ten
people on ny lawn waiting for me to make an appearance. After last night's
riot,

| couldn't risk another scene.

"Good norning, Oficer," Cortez said.

| slunped against the wall. Now what? |1'd seen nore cops in the |ast few days
than on a weekend Law & Order marathon

"Departnent of Social Services," the officer said. "Come to see Mss

W nterbourne. | thought |I'd better escort themto the door."

What coul d be worse than a police visit right now? A child welfare visit.

"I believe your appointnent was for this afternoon.™

Cortez said. "Wile we appreciate your interest in Savannah's well-being, |
really must ask you to return then. W had an incident here last night. A
very

upsetting incident and, as you might imagine, nmy client had a difficult night
and is not yet prepared for visitors."

"That 'incident' is the reason we're early," a wonan's voice replied. "W're
very concerned for the child."

The child? Ch, right...ny loving ward, currently barricaded in her room Onh,
God.

Wul d they want to see Savannah? O course they would. That's what they were
here for. To evaluate my parenting skills. | would have | aughed...if | hadn't
been so cl ose to crying.

Cortez argued for several nminutes, but it soon becane apparent that he was
wavering. | didn't blame him If we refused to admt Social Services, they
woul d

thi nk we had sonmething to hide. Wll, we did have sonething to hide. Plenty,
in

fact. But, God knew, if we didn't let themin now, things nmight be even worse
when t hey returned.

"It's okay," | said, walking into the hall. "Conme in, please."

A fiftyish woman wi th an auburn bob introduced herself as Peggy Dare. |
didn't

catch the name of the timd blond with her. It didn't matter. The wonan

whi spered hell o and never said another word. | escorted themto the living
room

then of fered coffee or tea, which they refused.

"May we see Savannah?" Dare asked.

"She's resting," Cortez said. "As | said, last night was very hard on all of
us.

Nat ural |y, Savannah, given her youth, was particularly affected by the

vi ol ence. "

"She's very upset,"” | managed.

"I understand," Dare said. "But that, of course, is why we're here. |If you
woul d

| et us speak to her, perhaps we can verify the extent of the damage."



"Damage?" Cortez said. "That seens rather judgnmental."

"It wasn't intended that way. W've conme with an open mind, M. Cortez. W
only

want what's best for the child. May we see her, please?"

"Yes, but unless |I'mm staken, part of your mandate is to assess the physica
envi ronnent. Perhaps we can begin with that."

"I"d like to begin by speaking to Savannah."

"As |'ve said, she's sleeping, but—=

"l am not, Lucas!" Savannah shouted fromher room "You are such a liar!"

"She's very upset,"” | repeated.

Cortez turned toward the hall. "Savannah? Coul d you pl ease conme out for a
nmonent ? There are sone people here from Social Services who would like to
speak

to you."

"Tell themto go piss up a rope!"”

Si |l ence

"Haven't heard that one in a while," | said, struggling to smle. "Sorry.
I've

been worki ng on her |anguage. She's very upset.
"More than upset," Cortez said. "The events of |ast night were extrenely
traumatic. Paige has been trying to soothe her all norning. Professional help
may be necessary."

"I"'mnot the one who needs professional help!" Savannah shouted. "You don't
see

me running around trying to save the world. Wonder what a therapist would say
about that?"

"What is she tal king about?" Dare asked.

"She's confused,” | said.

"I"'mnot the one who's confused! And | didn't just mean Lucas. | neant you,
t 0o,

Pai ge. You're both crazy. Fucking | ooped."

"Excuse me," | said, hurrying for the back hall

When | got to Savannah's room the door opened. She glared at ne, then

mar ched

into the bathroom and | ocked the door. | grabbed the handle and rattled it.
"Open this door, Savannah."

"Can | take a pee first? Or are you controlling that now, too?"

| hesitated, then walked into the living room Dare and her partner sat on
t he

sof a |i ke dunmbfounded bookends.

"You—you seemto be having some discipline issues," Dare said.

Savannah screanmed. | raced for the door, casting an unlock spell under ny
breat h

as | ran. Before | could grab the handl e, the door flew open. Savannah bur st
into the hall.

"It's here!" she said. "Finally! | was starting to think it was never going
to

cone. "

"What's here?" | said, hurrying to her. "Wat's wong?"

"Not hi ng's wong." She grinned. "I'm bl eedi ng. "

"Bl eedi ng? Where? \What happened?”

"You know. My period. My first period. It's here."

She lunged into my arms, hugged me and ki ssed ny cheek. The first spontaneous
di splay of affection she'd ever shown, and | could only stand there like an
idiot, thinking "Well, that explains a lot."

"Your ...you got your period?"

"Yes! Isn't that great?" She whirled around and punched the air. "Watch out,
Leah. |I'm—= She stopped, seeing Dare and her partner standing in the hallway.
"Who the hell are you?"



Chapter 28
At Last, A Plan

GETTING RID OF THE SOCI AL WORKERS PROVED REMARKABLY EASY. After that display,
they couldn't wait to run back to their office and file their report. | tried
to

get themto stay and conduct the conplete intervi ew—aow that Savannah was
soaring high and eager to pl ease—but they were having none of it.

Wthin mnutes, they were gone. Cortez had done nothing to hel p nme persuade

t hem

to stay. The noment they'd left, he ushered us into the living room waved us
onto the sofa, and began to pace. Cortez pacing. Not a good sign

"You're quite certain?" he asked Savannah

"About Pai ge being a good guardian? Sure. That's why | said so, but | don't
think they were listening. | told the blond girl that | wanted to keep living
here, but she junped back like |I had nbno or sonething."

"I"'mnot referring to your statement,"” Cortez said. "Your nenses. You're
certain

it's arrived?"

"Duh, yes. Grls don't start bl eeding down there for no reason.”

"I't nakes sense,” | said. "She hasn't been feeling well, probably cranps.

Pl us

t he nobod swi ngs."

"What nood swi ngs?" Savannah said.

"Never mind, hon. You're fine. I'mvery happy for you. W both are.™

Cortez didn't | ook happy. He | ooked agitated. Not a powerful description when
applied to nost people, but in Cortez, it was the equival ent of a breakdown.
"Do you know about the cerenmony?" he asked.

"I was going to talk to Paige about it," she said. "And how do you know about
t he cerenony, sorcerer?"

She said it with a smle, but he waved the question away and turned to ne.
"Yes," | said. "I know about the first menses cerenony."

"Do you know about the variations?" he asked.

"Variations?"

"l take that as a no."

He paced to the wi ndow and back. Then he stopped, ran his hand through his
hai r,

adjusted his glasses, and collected hinself. Before continuing, he settled
into

the arncthair across from us.

"I mentioned before that the Nast Cabal's interest in Savannah is largely
contingent upon capturing her at such a young age. That is not without
reason.

Good reason. If a witch is taken before she begins to nmenstruate, she's much
easier to turn."”

"Brai nwmash," | said

"Recruit, persuade, brainwash, call it what you will. A witch who has not
reached puberty is the ideal candidate. That in itself is not surprising, as
anyone wi th any know edge of youth psychology can tell you it's a very

vul nerabl e age."

Savannah snort ed.

Cortez continued, "However, in the case of a witch, it's nore than that. By
varying the menses cerenony, it's possible to secure the loyalty of a witch."
"You nean ensl ave her."

"No, no. Altering the cerenpbny can inpose certain [imtations on a witch's
powers, which can then be used to persuade her to remain with the Cabal. It's
difficult to explain. There are nuances and inplications | don't fully
conprehend. The crux of it is this: Alter the cerenobny and you have the idea
recruit. Allow the ceremony to proceed unchanged and you might as well forget
t he whole thing."



"So if we can get through the cerenpny, they won't want Savannah? Not hin'
wr ong

with that, Counselor."

"Except for two small considerations. First, if they discover Savannah has

reached her nenses, they'll do everything in their power to get her before

t he

ei ghth night."

"How woul d they know t hat ?" she asked.

"Shamans," | said. "They have shamans, don't they?"

Cortez nodded. "The Cabal s have everything."

"A shaman can diagnose illness. A shaman woul d know whet her she'd matured to
t he

point of first nmenses yet. Al a shaman has to do is touch you, Savannah
Jostling you in a cromd woul d be enough. They nust have had one check you out
before they started all this."

"Are you saying | need to stay indoors for a week? You're kidding, right?
have

graduati on next week, you know. If the school still lets me graduate after
al |

this."

"They will," Cortez said. "I'll make certain of it. Qur npst pressing
concer n,

however, is preventing the Nast Cabal fromlearning of your good news. Paige,
is

t he house protected agai nst astral projection?"

"Always," | said.

"Then there's the second consideration. Once Savannah has conpl eted the

unal tered cerenony, they won't want her. However, given the reputation of her
not her and the probl ens she caused the Cabals, the Nasts won't sinply wal k

away.
If they can't have Savannah, they'll make sure no one el se can."
"You mean they'll kill ne," she said.

"She doesn't need to hear this," | said.

"I think she does, Paige."

"Well, | disagree. Savannah, go to your room please."

"He's right, Paige," she said quietly. "I need to hear this."

"She needs to know exactly what danger she faces," Cortez said. "So we need
to

protect her until after the cerenony, then tell themtheir opportunity has
passed. "

"What ?" | said. "But if they know that, they'Il kill her. You said so

yoursel f."

"No, | said they might kill her if they believe she's conpleted the unaltered
cerenony. However, if the eighth night were to pass wi thout a cerenony,
Savannah's powers woul d be irrevocably weakened. Hence, she'd pose no threat.'
"I"mnot skipping the cerenony," she said.

"You won't," | said. "W just need to convince themthat you did."

"Exactly."

W worked on the plan for three hours, sharing information, floating ideas,
drawing up lists—ortez's lists, of course. Savannah stuck around for the
first

hour before deciding verb conjugation sounded |ike nore fun

W had a week to wait. Along time to spend | ocked in the house. W debated
t he

wi sdom of staying here versus finding a safe place to hole up for the week.
After considering the options, we agreed that we'd stick around until we'd
figured out the Nast Cabal's next move. They'd gone through a lot of trouble
to

make ny life hell, and Cortez suspected they m ght now sinply sit back and



wai t

for me to cave. If we ran, they'd surely follow For now, it seenmed best to
pl ay

"wai t -and-see" for a day or two.

Al t hough Savannah's cerenony woul dn't take place for eight days, there were a
few things that had to be done the first night, such as gathering the

j uni per.

That nmeant we had to go out. As well, the cerenony book was kept at
Margaret's

house, and Cortez agreed that | needed to | ook through it as soon as

possi bl e,

so we added that to our list of chores for the evening. Until then, we'd just
sit tight.

After lunch, while Cortez made sone | egal-type calls related to the DSS visit,
I

decided to clear ny mind with some spell practice. | took the grinmoires from
ny

knapsack and put theminto another bag, which | hid in the second conpartnent.
I

got as far as the hall when sonmeone banged at the front door

I winced and returned ny knapsack to its hiding place. By the tine | got to

t he

front hall, Cortez was undoing his |lock spells. Wen he reached for the dead
bolt, | waved hi m back.
"I've got it."

He hesitated, then stepped behind me as | opened the door. There stood two
state

cops. |'d probably seen them before—the county detachment wasn't | arge—but
I'd

noved past the point of bothering to attach nanes to faces.

"Yes?" | said through the open screen

The ol der officer stepped forward, but nmade no attenpt to open the door or
demand admittance. Maybe he enjoyed having a w der audi ence. Unfortunately
for

him nost of the crowmd and all the TV crews were gone, though the kids with
t he

cancorder had returned

"W were asked by town council to escort these good people to your door."

He stepped back. A nman and a woman, both of whom | knew only vaguely, stepped
f or war d.

"Counci |l or Bennett and Councilor Phillips," the man said w thout indicating
who

was who. "We'd like to bring to your attention— He cleared his throat, then
rai sed his voice for the small smattering of people below "We'd like to
bring

to your attention a request by the East Falls town council."

He paused, as if for effect.

"The council has agreed, nmost magnani nously, to divest you of this property
for

a fair market value."

"Div—did you say divest—=2"

"Fair market value," he said, voice rising another notch. He gl anced around,
maki ng sure he had his audience's full attention. "Plus noving expenses.
Furtherrmore, we will assess the value of your hone as it stood before any
danage

occurred. "

"Why not just tar and feather nme?"

"W have a petition. A petition signed by over fifty percent of the voting
popul ati on of East Falls. They are asking you, in light of recent events, to
consider relocating and, with their signatures, they are endorsing the town's



generous offer."

The wonman held out a roll of paper, letting the end fall to the ground Iike
some

ki nd of nedieval proclamation. On it | saw dozens of names. Nanes of people
knew, nei ghbors, shopkeepers, people I'd worked with on the Christmas charity
di nner, parents of children at Savannah's school, even teachers who'd taught
her. Al asking ne to nove out. To | eave.

| grabbed the list, tore it up the middle and thrust half into each of the
council ors' hands.

"Take this back to the council and tell them where they can stuff their
gener ous

offer. Better yet, tell everyone on this damed list that they' d better get
used

to nme, because |I'mnot |eaving."

| slammed the door.

| stood in the doorway between the living roomand front hall, held there as
if

by a binding spell. | kept seeing that list, nentally repeating the names.
Peopl e | knew. People | thought knew me. Granted, they didn't know ne well
but

| wasn't a stranger. |'d helped with every school and charity event. 1'd
bought
cookies fromevery Grl Scout, apples fromevery Boy Scout. |I'd donated tine,

nmoney, effort, whatever was needed wherever it was needed, all because | knew
how crucial it was to Savannah's future that | fit in. And now t hey
over | ooked

all that and turned their backs on me. Not just turned away, but thrust ne
away.

Yes, what had happened in East Falls was terrible: the appalling discovery of
the Satanic altar and its mutilated cats, the unspeakable horror of Cary's
deat h

and funeral. | didn't blame the town for not rushing to ny aid with
casserol es

and condol ences. They were confused, afraid. But to judge so blatantly, to

say,
"W don't want you here." Such a rejection burned worse than any epit het

hur| ed

by a stranger.

When | finally broke frommy trance, | crossed the room and dropped onto the
sof a. Savannah sat beside me and put her hand on ny knee.

"We don't need them Paige," she said. "If they don't want us here, screw
‘em

W can take their nmoney and get a better place. You |like Boston, right? You
al ways said that was where you wanted to live, not this backwater dunp. W'l
nove there. The Elders can't conplain. It's the town's fault, not ours."

"I won't go," | said.

"But, Paige—

"She's right, Savannah," Cortez said. "At this point, it would appear an

adm ttance of guilt. Wen this is over, Paige nmay well decide to reconsider

t he

offer. Until then, we can't dwell on it." His voice softened. "They're w ong
Pai ge. You know they're wong and you know you don't deserve this. Don't give
them the satisfaction of upsetting you."

| closed my eyes and pressed ny fingers to the lids, cutting off inpending
tears. "You're right. W have work to do."

"There's nothing we need to do right now," Cortez said. "lI'd suggest you
rest."”

"I"ll go practice ny spells.™

Cortez nodded. "I understand. Perhaps | coul d—= He stopped short. "Yes, that's



a
good idea. Spell practice should help take your mnd off things."

"What were you going to say?"

He took his DayTimer fromthe end table. "There were a couple of spells...|

t hought ... Wl |, perhaps, later, after |I've made sone nore calls, and you've
had

some time to yourself...if you wouldn't nmind, there are a fewwtch spells I'd
like to ask you about."

He flipped through his DayTimer, eyes on the page, as if he wasn't awaiting
an

answer. | couldn't help smling. The guy could handl e honicide cops,

bl oodt hirsty reporters, and the wal king dead with inplacabl e confi dence, but
turn the conversation to sonething as renotely personal as asking to discuss
spells with me and suddenly he seemed as flustered as a school boy.

"I'"ll show you mine if you show me yours," | said. "Spell for spell, even
trade.

Deal ?"

He | ooked up fromhis book with a crooked smle. "Deal."

"Make your calls then, and give me an hour to clear ny head, then we'll talk."

He agreed and | headed downstairs.

An hour passed. An hour of practice. An hour of failure. Was there not sone
benevol ent force in the world that rewarded perseverance and good intentions?
| f

such a being existed, couldn't it |ook down on nme, take pity, and say, "Let's
toss the poor kid a bone"?

One good killing spell to protect Savannah. That's all | asked for. Well,
okay,

if there was such a benevolent force out there, it probably wasn't about to
gi ve

anyone the power to kill. But | needed to know how to do it. Couldn't

what ever

supreme bei ng governed witchcraft realize that? Yeah, right. If such an
entity

existed, it was probably |ooking dowmn and | aughi ng, shouting, "Those spells
don't work, you little fool!"

"Those spells don't work," said a voice at ny ear

| junped about a foot, nearly toppling frommy kneeling position. Savannah
peered down at ny grinoire.

"Well, they don't, do they?" she said. "Other than those few you got working
the rest just fail, right?"

"You've tried then?

She dropped down beside nme. "Nah. | can never find where you hide the

gri noires.

But | know what you're practicing fromyour journal, remenber? | wondered if
I

should tell you they don't work, but | didn't figure you'd listen. Lucas

t hi nks

| should tell you, so you stop wasting your tine."

That stung, the thought that she'd been talking to a near-stranger about

t hi ngs
she didn't feel confortable discussing with ne. Yet | had to adnmit she was
right. | wouldn't have listened. | didn't want to hear anything that m ght

relate to her background, to her mother. That had to change.
"Why don't you think they'll work?"

"Know, not think."

"Ckay, then, why do you know t hey won't work?"

"Because they're witch magic."

"And what's wong with witch magic? There's nothi ng—

"See, | told Lucas you'd do this."

| settled back onto the floor. "I'msorry, Savannah. Pl ease continue."



She grinned. "Ww. | like that."

"Don't get too used to it. Now tal k.'

"None of the strong witch spells work because the niddle spells are m ssing.
That's why ny nom and ot her w tches—non- Coven witches—dse sorcerer magic for
al |

their strong spells.”

"They use sorcerer nmagic?"

"You didn't know that?"

"Umm well, 1= | forced the words out. "No, | didn't know that."

"Ch sure, all the really powerful spells are sorcerer magic. W can all do

t he

simple witch stuff, Iike the Coven spells, plus a bunch of others, but for

t he

strong spells, we need to use sorcerer magic. That's the problem see? My nom
used to get all worked up about it. She blanmed the Coven for |osing the

m ddl e

spells. At least, they said they |lost them but she always figured they threw
them away. It was wong, she said, because it denied w tches—=

Savannah stopped as Cortez appeared in the doorway.

"Sorry to interrupt,” he said. Hs lips twitched, as if suppressing a smle
"W

appear to have a situation out back. | don't nean to intrude on your
practi ce,

but | thought perhaps you could use a break."

"Just a sec," | said. "Savannah was telling me something inportant.”

"It can wait," she said, jumping to her feet. "What's outside?"

"I don't believe | could do it justice with a verbal description,’
And

smi | ed.

Wth that, Savannah was off and up the stairs.

he sai d.

Chapter 29
They Aren't Naked. They're Skycl ad

VWHEN | GOT UPSTAIRS, | SHOOED A NEAR- HYSTERI CAL Savannah away fromthe
ki t chen

wi ndow, lifted the blind, and | ooked out to see five wonmen kneeling in a
circle
on nmy lawn. Five naked wonen. | mean butt-naked, not just topless or scantily

dressed, but absolutely w thout clothing.

| jumped back so fast | collided with Cortez.
"What the hell is that?" | said.

"I believe the comonly accepted termis "Wccan."

"W ccans?"
"Or, | should say, that is how they introduced thensel ves when |I ventured out
to

request that they dress thensel ves and vacate the prem ses. They indicated
t hat

they are nenbers of a small sect of Wcca froma coven sonewhere in Vernont.
No

relation to your Coven, | presune?"

"Ha- ha."

"They seem quite harm ess. They're performng a cl eansing cerenony for your
benefit."

"How...ni ce. "

"I thought so." He grinned then, an action |I'd never have thought his face
capabl e of performing. "One other thing it behooves me to nention. On their
behal f. A request. One that | really would advise you to honor."

"What is it?"

"They' ve asked you to join them"



| whirled around and, had | not been a firmbeliever in nonviolence, | swear
I

woul d have slugged him Instead, | collapsed agai nst the counter, |aughing.
Laughi ng far harder than the situation warranted. After one week of hell, |
nmust

adm t, naked Wccans on my back | awn was a wel cone di version

"I take it that's a no?" Cortez said, still grinning.
"'Fraid so."

"Il convey ny regrets, then. And I'Il ask themto | eave."
"No," | said. "I'lIl doit."

"Are you sure?"

"Hey, these are the first supporters |'ve seen. The least | can do is tel
t hem

to get lost nyself."

"Can | come?" Savannah asked.

"No," Cortez and | said in unison

| peered out the back door before exiting.

Except for the Wccans, ny yard was enpty. \Wen | stepped outside, the

W ccans

stopped, turning as one body and bestow ng beatific smles on nme. |

appr oached

slowy. Cortez followed at my heels.

"Sister Wnterbourne,"” the first one said.

She threw open her arms, enbraced ne, planted a kiss on nmy lips, then another
on

my left breast. | yelped. Cortez made a choki ng noi se that sounded
suspi ci ously

like a stifled whoop of |aughter

"My poor, poor child," she said, clasping both ny hands to her chest.
"They' ve

frightened you so. Not to worry. We're here to offer the support of the
Goddess. "

"Prai se be to the CGoddess,"” the others intoned.

The first one grasped ny hands. "W've begun the cl eansing cerenony. Pl ease,
unburden yoursel f of your earthly vestnments and join us."

Cortez choked again, then | eaned down to ny ear and nurnured, "I should check
on

Savannah. If you decide to conply with their request, let ne know Please."
He retreated to the house, racked by a sudden fit of coughing. | grabbed the
near est di scarded robe.

"Coul d you pl ease put this—ould you all put these—eould you get dressed

pl ease?"

The wonman only bestowed a serene smile on nme. "W are as the Goddess
requires.”

"The CGoddess requires you to be naked on ny | awmn?"

"We aren't naked, child. W' re skyclad. Cothing inpedes nental vibrations."

"Uh, right. Look, | knowthis is all very natural, the human form and al
t hat ,
but you just can't do this. Not here. It's illegal."

Anot her beatific smle. "W care not for the laws of men. If they come for
us,

we will not go without a fight."

"Ch, God."

"CGoddess, dear. And take not her name in vain."

"Bl essed be the Goddess," the other intoned.

"That' s—sh—very—+ nmean— | stamered. Be polite, | rem nded nyself. Wtches
shoul d respect Wccans, even if we didn't quite get the whol e Goddess-worship
thing. I knew some Wccans and they were very nice people, though I nust

adm t



they'd never arrived in nmy backyard naked and kissed my tits before.

"You' re—dsh—from Vernont, | hear," | nmanaged. That was polite, wasn't it?
"We're fromeverywhere," the first one said, still refusing to relinquish ny
hands. "We're roving m ssionaries, free spirits not enslaved by any

tradi tional

system of belief. The Goddess speaks to us directly and sends us where she
will."

"Praise be to the Goddess," her conpani ons chanted.

"Ch, well, that's very nice," | said. "While | do appreciate your support—
Ch,

CGod, please get out of ny yard before someone sees you! "—this really isn't a
good tine to talk."

"We coul d cone back," the |eader said.

"CGosh, could you? That'd be so great. How about next Mnday? Say, eight

o' cl ock?"

| grabbed the robes and passed themout, nearly tripping in my haste. Soon
t he

W ccans were dressed and heading for the side gate.

"Um actually, you know, you should go out the back," | said. "Through the
woods. It's a great wal k. There's lot of, uh..nature."

The | eader nodded and smled. "Sounds lovely. W'll do that. Ch, wait." She
reached into the folds of her robe and passed nme a card. "My cell phone
nunber

and E-mai|l address, should you care to contact ne before Monday."

"Uh, right. Thanks."

| unlatched the gate leading into the woods and held it as they filed

t hr ough.

As the |last one was |leaving, a figure brushed past them and caught the gate
before it closed. Leah stepped through, twisting to watch the Wccans go.
"Nice friends," she said. "Wtches, | presune?"

"Piss off."

"Omy, getting testy, | see. Rough week?"

"What do you want ?"

"I came to"-she snatched a twig fromthe ground and brandi shed it—=chal | enge
you

to a duel. No, wait. That's not it. | canme to talk, though a duel would be
ki nd

of fun, don't you think?"

"CGet off ny property.”

"Or you'll —= She glanced over ny shoul der and stopped. "Onh, | ook who's stil
here. The baby Cortez."

Cortez stepped up beside me. "This is inappropriate, Leah."

She | aughed. "Ch, | like that. Inappropriate. Not surprising, rude,

f ool har dy.

No, it's inappropriate. He has such a way with words, don't you think?"
"You understand nme perfectly well,"” Cortez said.

"Yes, | do, but perhaps we should explain, for the benefit of our non-Caba
friend. What Lucas nmeans is that ny presence here, unacconpani ed by Gabri el
Sandford, the sorcerer and, therefore, the project |eader, is a direct

vi ol ation

of Cabal rules of engagenment." She grinned. "There, | alnmpst sound |ike him
don't |? Between you and e, Paige, these guys have way too many rul es. So,
Lucas, does your daddy know you're here?"

"If he doesn't, I'mquite certain he'll learn of it. Though, as you're well
aware, that will hardly inpact the situation.”

Leah turned to me. "In English, that neans Daddy Cortez doesn't give a dam...
so

Il ong as his darling baby boy doesn't get hurt. If you think I'mnuts, you
shoul d
meet his famly.'

She twirled a finger beside her head. "Certifiable. This



one
runs around acting like he's the last of the Knights Tenplar. And what does
Daddy do about it? Brags about him The kid ruins profitabl e business
ventures,

even for his own fanmly, and Daddy couldn't be prouder. Then there's his

st epnot her ... Can you call someone your stepnother when she was married to your
father both before and after you were concei ved?" Leah | eaned toward nme and
sai d

in a stage whisper, "Born on the wong side of the sheets, this one."

"I believe the technical termis bastard,” Cortez said. "Now, if you're quite
done—=

"What's the bounty up to now, Lucas?"

"I'"masking you to | eave.™

"Hurmor ne. What is it? One mllion? Two? | could really use that kind of
cash. "

"I"msure you coul d. Now—-

"Does Pai ge know about the bounty? | bet she doesn't. | bet you neglected to
mention that tidbit, like you probably neglected to nmention the reason for

it.

Here's a tip, Paige. If you ever want to make a fortune, have a talk with

Del ores Cortez. Or one of Lucas's brothers. They're all willing to pay very
wel |

to get rid of him Can you guess why?"

"Because ny father has naned nme as his heir," Cortez said. "A political ploy,
as

you well know, Leah, so please stop trying to nake trouble. |I'm sure Paige
coul d

care | ess about my personal situation."”

"You don't think shed have a probl em being indebted to a future Cabal |eader?"

"I"'msure she's aware that such a coronation will never take place. Even if

ny

father insists on pursuing his course, | have no interest in the position."

"Ch, cone on. W've all seen The Godfather. W all know how this turns out."
"Take your gossip and go," | said. "I'mnot interested."

"No? What if | nake you an offer you can't refuse?" She grinned and w nked at
me. "Cotta talk to these Cabal guys in |anguage they understand."”

There was sonething so disarnming, so childlike about Leah that it was hard to
stand before her and renmenber how dangerous she was. As she nugged and teased,
I

had to keep repeating to nyself, "This is the woman who killed your nother."

"I"mgoing inside now," | said.

"W both are," Cortez said, putting his hand agai nst ny back

She roll ed her eyes. "Ceez, you guys are no fun at all. Fine. I'll get
serious

then. | want to talk."

| wal ked away. Cortez foll owed. Wen we were inside, | made the m stake of

| ooki ng out the kitchen wi ndow. Leah stood there, waving a cell phone.

t ur ned

and saw the ringer light flickering on ny phone. | picked up the receiver.
"Is this better?" she asked. "A Volo's range is about fifty feet, which I'm
sure

you al ready know, being the genius you are. How about | just start wal king
backward and you tell me when you feel safe?"

| slamed down the phone and stood there, struggling for conposure.

"I can't do this," | whispered. "She-she killed ny nother."

"I know." Cortez laid his hand against ny back. "Let ne handle it."

A shout rang out fromthe front lawn. Steeling myself, | walked into the
l'iving

room and peeked out the curtain. A video canmera wheel ed across the lawn |ike
a



tumbl e-weed, the teenage owner stumbling after it. The dozen or so onl ookers

wat ched and | aughed. Then a wonan's hat flew of f.

"That bi— | bit off the epithet, wheeled around and strode into the kitchen

"She wants to talk? Fine. We'll talk. I'lIl go out there and show her that she
doesn't frighten nme."

"No," said Savannah's qui et voice behind us. "Let her come in. Show her that

she

really doesn't frighten us."

W |let Leah in. As Cortez said, she could do no worse damage in here than she
could out there. Sad but true. If Leah wanted to kill us, she had a
fifty-foot

radius fromwhich to act. No walls could stop her. All we could do was be on
alert.

"She has a tell,"” | said to Cortez. "Wenever she's about to nmove sonet hing,
she' Il give herself away. Watch for tics, jerks, sudden novenents, anything."
He nodded, then went out back to escort Leah inside.

A minute |ater, the rear door opened. Leah wal ked in, |ooked around, and
smi | ed.

Then her eyes lit on Savannah

"Savannah," she said. "My God, you've gotten big, kiddo. You re al nbst as
tall

as ne."

Savannah | ooked at her for ten |ong seconds, then turned on her heel and

mar ched

off to her room Leah stared after her, frowning as if perplexed by her

wel cone.

"What have you done to her?" she asked.

"Me? You're the one who—=

Cortez lifted his hands. "As Leah pointed out, we sorcerers are very fond of
rules. The cardinal rule of nediation, as |I'msure Leah is well aware, is

t hat

neither party is permitted to nmention past wongs or disparage the other. Is
t hat under st ood?"

"Why are you | ooking at me?" Leah said. "She started it."

"No, | believe you did. Paige is, without question, the injured party in this
matter. Upset her and the nediation is over."

"What makes you think I'm here to negoti ate?"

"I'f you aren't, you may |eave now. "

She roll ed her eyes. "CGod, he's so much fun, isn't he?" She wal ked into the
[iving roomand plunked herself down on ny sofa. "Nice little place you have
here, Paige. Mist have been a tidy inheritance."

"CQut," Cortez said. "Get out now, Leah."

"What did | do? | was only conplimenting Paige on her house and conmenti ng

t hat -whoops— She gri nned.

"Quess | can see how that | ast remark m ght be, uh, 'inappropriate.' "
"Let her talk," | said, clenching ny fists so tight |I felt blood well up
wher e

my nails dug into ny palns. "Wat did you come here for?"

"I don't like the way this is going," she said, |ounging back agai nst the
cushions. "These Cabals, they're as bad as |Isaac said. Al their rules and
codes

of conduct. And the paperwork. Honest to God. You would not believe it,

Pai ge.

Kill some dumb-ass human and they make you fill out a zillion forns in
triplicate. Once | accidentally shot a perp and even Internal Affairs didn't
make ne fill out so many forms. Wuld you believe Kristof reprimnded us for

that great gag in the funeral home? W 'exceeded authority' and 'exercised
guesti onabl e judgnent,' and now he's fum ng because there's going to be sone
ki nd of joint-Cabal disciplinary hearing over it. God, I'mtelling you, those



Cabal wat chdogs have about as much of a sense of hunmor as baby Cortez here.™

"What do you want, Leah?" | said.

"First, immnity. If | back out of this deal, the Nast Cabal will be all over
ny

ass. | want Lucas here to pronise ne his daddy's protection."

"I play no role in the Cortez Cabal = Lucas began

"Ch, stuff it. You're a Cortez. If you say |'mprotected, I am For ny second
demand, | want joint custody of Savannah.™"

"I's that all?" | said. "Wiew | thought you wanted sonethi ng big. How about
weekends?"

Leah wagged a finger at Cortez. "I don't think she's taking this seriously."
"I'magi ne that," Cortez murnured.

"Dare | ask why you want joint custody of Savannah?" | asked.

"Because | like the kid. Because | think you'll ruin her. And because she
coul d

prove useful ."

"So in return for granting these two denands, you'll do what? Take on the
whol e

Nast Cabal for us?"

She | aughed. "I'mnot suicidal, Paige. If you give ne what | want, |'Il back
out

of the fight.'

"That's it?"

"I't should be enough. I'mthe best dammed weapon they have. You'd do well to
get

on ny good side now, Paige. Something even you should consider, Lucas."

"Truly an offer we can't refuse,"” he said. "I believe | speak for Paige in
saying get the hell out, Leah. You're wasting our tine."

She sat upright and | eaned forward. Al hunor drained fromher eyes. "I'm
maki ng

you a serious offer, sorcerer. You don't want ne in this fight."

"No? If your position is so strong, surely you wouldn't be here right now
The

Cabal s al ways reward talent. Shall | hazard a guess as to why you' ve had this
sudden change of heart?"
"Wait," | said. "Let me give it a shot. I'ma newbie at this Cabal stuff, so

I

want to be sure I'mgetting it right. You say you're here because you don't
like

t he choi ce you made, teaming up with the Cabal. | think you're telling the
truth. But not because they have too many rul es. Because, suddenly, you're
not

in charge anynore. Sure, you have one incredi ble power, but that's it. A
one-trick pony. Put you in a roomfull of magical races and you' re a nobody,
a

grunt worker. Am | getting cl ose?"

Her eyes bl azed.

| continued, "This all started because you went to the Nast Cabal and offered
them a deal. Maybe you found out about Savannah's father or naybe you j ust

pi cked them out of a hat and they invented the paternity story. They took you

up
on the offer, and then took over. Al you'll probably get is a nice year-end
bonus and an office with a window. Wrst of all, you | ose Savannah. You sold
out

for an office with a view"
A brass urn flew fromthe bookshelf, sailed across the room and smashed into

the wall. Leah flung herself fromthe sofa, skewering me with a glare before
turning that glare on the urn
"Whoops," | said. "Did you m ss? Maybe you aren't as good as you think you

are."



This time, the whol e bookshelf jerked free fromits noorings. It shuddered,

rocked once and cane to rest, still upright. |I cast a binding spell before
she

could try again.

"When | let go, you leave," | said. "Don't think I've forgotten what you did
to

my mother. And don't think for one second that | can't kill you where you

st and,

or that I'mnot considering it at this very nmoment."

When | rel eased the binding spell, Leah glared at ne once, then storned from
t he

house, slammi ng the door in her wake.

"So her power decreases as her enotions escalate,” Cortez said. "Very
interesting.”

"And handy. Did you figure out her tell?"

Cortez shook his head.

"Dam. Well, | can't worry about that now. | need to discuss sonething with
Savannah." | started to | eave, then turned to him "Should | be worried?
About

retaliation?"

"From Leah?" He shook his head. "The Cabal s have clipped her claws. She knows
the penalty for acting without their assent, particularly if those actions
jeopardi ze a current project. It's considered treason. Punishable by death. A
very unpl easant death."

" Cood. "

Cortez adjusted his glasses. "I have, uh, finished my work. Once you've
spoken

wi t h Savannah, perhaps we could...that is, if you feel up to it—=

"The spell swap,"” | said with a smle. "Don't worry. | haven't forgotten
It's

next on ny list. Just let me finish with Savannah."

Chapter 30
The Key

"TELL ME ABOUT THE SORCERER SPELLS AGAI N. "

W were sitting cross-legged on Savannah's bed.

"Al nost any strong spell a witch casts is sorcerer magic,'
"Li ke

t he knock-back spell | used on that paranormal guy? Same thing Lucas used on
t hose people out front. You know sonme sorcerer spells, right?"

"Afew "

"I can teach you nore. Or Lucas can. They're pretty good, but witch magic
woul d

be better. You know, that whol e thing about us each being better at our own

Savannah sai d.

spelI's. Except witches don't have a choice. | nean, we have all the prinmary
spel I s and some of those are good, like the binding spell. Sorcerers can't
beat

us at the protection and healing stuff. That's why the Cabals recruit

wi t ches.

If we had our own spells, though, we'd be way stronger."

"But the grinoires | have are witch magic. Strong witch nagic."

"Right. That's what ny nom said, too. Those were her books, you know. "

"My grinoires?"

"Yep." Savannah picked up her stuffed bear and smoothed its fur, keeping her
gaze on the toy as she continued. "She used to talk about them The | ost
books.

Only they weren't lost, | guess. The Coven just hid them She kinda figured
that. Anyway, she tal ked about themall the tine, how much she wanted them
back,



even though they didn't work."

| struggled to keep up with her, to piece the fragments together. A mllion
qguestions ran through my mind, but | decided to start at the end.

"She couldn't get any of the spells to work?"

"None. But you could, which is weird. You're an okay spell-caster and all,
but

my mom was amazi ng. But, then, she was probably only your age when she tried
them so maybe— Savannah stopped. "That's weird, huh? | hadn't thought of

t hat .

You guys both trying them both being around the same age. That neans.." Her

lips
nmoved as if calculating. "You were around when ny momleft, weren't you?"
| nodded. "I nust have been four or five, but | don't renenber her. You know,

I

never thought of this, but | bet we've got photos of your nmom around here
somewhere, in one of nmy nother's ol d al buns. She was al ways snappi ng pictures
at

Coven picnics and parties. There nmust be photos.”

"You think so?" Savannah | aid down her stuffed bear. "That'd be cool. | don't
have any pictures."”

"You don't—eh, God. O course you don't. | never thought..!

"That's okay," she said. "Wen we noved...| noticed you didn't put the

pi ctures

of your mom back up. | kinda wondered why not, but then | kinda understood,
t oo.

It's tough enough sonetimes, w thout being rem nded."

Qur eyes net. | felt nmne well up and rubbed ny hand over them

"I"ll look for the photos as soon as | can," | said.

Savannah nodded. "Ckay. Lucas is waiting for you, so let's tal k about the
grinmoires.”

"Right. Now why did your nother say they didn't work?"

"Cause they're tri—dh, tre—tertiary spells, that's it. That means you need to
know the mddle spells first. Only we don't have them The wi tches, | nean.
W' ve only got the primary ones. The Coven got rid of the niddl e ones."

"Cot rid of then®"

"That's what my nmom figured. The Coven decided the spells were too strong, so
t hey burned them or somet hing."

"Who told her that? My nother?"

"No, no. My nom never had any problens with your nom It wasn't her fault,
what

happened. It was the Elders."

"So the Elders clainmed they destroyed the books."

"No. | neant it was the Elders' fault nmy nomleft the Coven. They didn't know
anyt hi ng about the secondary books. Another witch told ny nom about those."

| rubbed my tenples. This wasn't making any sense. | longed to tell her to
st op,

to go back and proceed logically fromthe begi nning, but |I was al nost afraid
that if | did, 1'd |lose everything, like a wisp of snoke | had to catch

bef ore

it vani shed.

"So a non-Coven witch told your momthat these internediate spells were

m ssing."

"Right. Momfound this witch who had a copy of one of those grinobires."
"The grimoires | have now?"

"Right. Momstole the grimdires from Aunt Margaret's library. She was the

keeper
of the books or whatever they called it. Aunt Margaret, | nean.”
"She still is. So your nother took the books and found out they didn't work."

"Right. So she went back to Aunt Margaret and asked why. Aunt Margaret
figured



out that ny nomstole them so she told Ruth and the Elders. Your nomsaid it
didn't matter, since the spells didn't work, but Victoria flipped out and
caused

a big stink about it and my nomgot fed up and |l eft the Coven."

"Uh-huh." My head was starting to hurt.

"So how d you get thenP"

" Hhmm 2"
"Where'd you find the grinoires?"
| had to pause and clear nmy mind even to renenber. "I found themin the Coven

l[ibrary. In Margaret's collection."

"Ww. So she didn't throw themout after all? Wird."

"Very weird. When we go there later, to get the cerenony book, I'll have sone
guestions for her."

Savannah nodded. W finished talking, then | went to find Cortez.

When | heard Cortez rustling around in the kitchen, |I sniled and qui ckened ny
pace, suddenly eager to—o what? | stopped in the hallway, and it took a
nonent

to realize that 1'd been hurrying to tell himthe news about the grinvoires.
Naturally, | was excited. If | could unlock the secret of these spells, it
woul d

mean not only that |1'd have stronger spells to protect Savannah, but that I'd
have stronger spells to offer all witches. This could truly be the key to
everything I'd dreanmed of. Wth these spells, | could help witches regain
their

rightful place in the supernatural world.

The inplications were m nd-boggling, and of course | wanted to share them
with

someone, but there was nore to it than that. | didn't want to tell just
anyone.

| wanted to tell Cortez. Logically, as a sorcerer, he probably couldn't care
| ess about newly discovered witch spells or, if he did, he'd want to suppress
them to ensure his race's supremacy. Yet | couldn't imagine Cortez doing

t hat .

Sonehow, as foolish as it might sound, |I felt he'd be happy for ne or
per haps
even nmore inportantly, that he'd understand. | could take this news to every

witch in the Coven, and some m ght congratul ate ne, mght even be pl eased for
me, but they wouldn't really understand. Wth Cortez, | felt it would be...
different.

| paused in the hall and considered telling him Seriously considered it. But
I

decided to speak to Margaret first and then, if | really had what | thought I
had here, 1'd talk to Cortez about it.

| wal ked through the kitchen door to see Cortez eyeing two canisters of tea.
"You don't want the one on the left,"” | said. "It's a sleeping brew"

"That's what | was trying to figure out. Savannah told ne the sl eeping brew
was

on the right, but | believe she returned the canisters to the wong pl aces.™
"I don't doubt it. Sometimes | think she puts things back in the wong pl aces
on

purpose, so | won't ask her to tidy up. | renmenber trying that with my nom
Only
she decided it just neant | needed nore practice tidying up." | took the

canisters. "Both of these, however, are caffeine-free, so for today | think
11

stick with coffee.”

"I just brewed a pot."

"Dam, you're good. Let's grab sonme, then, and start the spell swap."

Chapter 31



Spel | - Casti ng Monopol y

BEFOCRE WE STARTED, | POPPED A FROZEN LASAGNA | NTO the oven for dinner. Then |
brought out my Coven grinoire and spell-casting journals, and ushered Cortez
into the living room Wth his help, | noved the coffee table aside. Then
settled onto the carpet, cross-Iegged.

"Thi s okay?" | said.

He nodded and sat across from ne.

"This is all 1've got," | said, laying out nmy grinoire and journals. "Well
al |

t hat works, anyway. These are the Coven-approved spells, and in ny journals
I've

witten down a few others that | picked up. I may not have what you're

| ooki ng

for."

"No, you probably do. | believe they'd all be Coven-sanctioned, probably

| evel

three or four. I"'mstill struggling through third I evel, but there are
severa

fourth level spells I'd like to discuss, in the expectati on—er hope—that |
progress that far."

"You know your levels, then," | said. "Good. But how cone—no of fense, but you
are a Cabal CEO s son, so you nmust have access to the best spells avail able,
even witch spells.”

"Cbtaining witch spells is not as sinple a matter as you m ght expect,

| argel y

due to the ongoing aninosity between the races. Mst sorcerers won't avai

t hensel ves of witch magic, no matter how practical it mght be. For those,
such

as nyself, who wi sh the know edge, it can be very difficult to obtain.

Wt ches,

qui te understandably, are loath to give us access to their power. The

| ower-1evel spells are comonpl ace, but the higher ones are well guarded by
t he

few wi tches who can cast them"™

"Any decent witch can cast them Even fourth-level isn't tough, if you have
t he

experience." | hesitated, renenbering what Savannah had said. "Unless, of
course, you're a witch who prefers sorcerer magic, in which case, | suppose
you

m ght never gain that |evel of experience."

"Precisely. Even Cabal witches, who can cast the nore difficult witch spells,
don't like to part with the information. G ven ny Cabal standing, they don't
dare refuse ny requests, but | suspect they |leave out a critical word or two
of

the incantation, so it will appear that | sinply lack the skill to cast it
properly."

"Passi ve-aggressive witches. Got a few of them around here, too." | reached
out

and took a cookie fromthe plate Cortez had | aid between us. "Okay, so what
do

you want to know?"

"First, the cover spell."

| pretended to choke on ny cookie. "Let's just start at the top, shall we?
Next

to the binding spell, that's probably the best defensive weapon we've got. No
wonder the Cabal witches are giving you phony spells."

"I's that a no?"

"It's yes, but it's gonna cost ya, and | don't nean dollars, either, though
t hat



m ght be a good way to knock down ny bill."

Cortez picked up a cookie. "Speaking of my bill, | should point out that such
paynment was only part of my initial noney-hungry-Ilawer guise. My services
are

of fered 'pro bono,' so to speak. If you are inclined to pay ne, though, given

t he choi ce between nonetary and magi cal remuneration, | would far prefer the
latter."”

"You' d rather have new spells than cash?" | grinned. "My kinda guy. I'll warn
you, though, being of the same bent myself, 1'd rather pay your bill with a
check and trade on the spells.™

A crooked snmile. "Quite acceptable. For the cover spell, then..

"Well, here you have the advantage, because | don't know of many sorcerer
spells. There's the one you did the other day—+ think Savannah called it the
knock-back spell —but she knows that, so I'll get it fromher. There's that
anti confusion spell which, granted, didn't seemto work, but with Savannah
around, | may need to know it."

"And you had the calmng spell, which did work. 1'd certainly like that."

| sipped my coffee as | racked ny brain for nore sorcerer spells. "Barrier
spell. | definitely want that."

"Barrier spell?" H's brows arched. "That one is, as you say, gonna cost ya.
['m

still working on that one nyself."

"Cover spell for barrier spell?"

He nodded and t ook another cooki e.

"And calmng for anticonfusion.” | laughed. "I feel like I'mtradi ng basebal
cards here. O playing Monopoly. I'Il give you Broadway for Atlantic and one
railroad."

"I's that how you play Mnopoly? | always suspected my father was doing it

wr ong. "

"How did your father play it? O dare | ask?"

He bit into his cookie and chewed before answering. "He took the title rather
seriously. d obal donmination was the goal, at any cost. To win, one had to
control all the property and drive one's conpetitors to bankruptcy. Bribery,
usurious interest rates, housing devel opnent kickbacks—+t was a very
conplicated, cutthroat gane."

"Sounds I|ike...fun."

"I't was not without challenge, but it left one with the feeling of having
acconplished relatively little of consequence at an overwhel mi ng noral price.
And, as you might inmagine, ultimately, not nuch fun. | eventually started
arguing the case for a nore equitable division of assets, wi th needs-driven
interest rates and financial aid for those experiencing a tenporary downturn
in

fortunes. My father, of course, disagreed, but was ultimtely unable to sway
ny

beliefs and | soon stopped playing with him An early sign of things to cone,
I

fear."

| laughed and shook my head. "So, you don't play Mnopoly anynore, |'m
guessi ng. "

"I't wasn't ny gane."

"What is your ganme? \Wat do you like to do when you' re not saving the world?"
He finished off his cookie. "Ganmes have never been ny forte. Sports even |ess

so. | am however, reasonably proficient at poker. | bluff quite well, a
skill

that has made ne a few dollars when the need arose."

| grinned. "I can imagine that."

"How about you?"

"Not big on the sports, either. | do |ike ganes, though. Anything that's fun

Pool's a favorite."
H s brows went up. "Pool ?"



"What? | don't strike you as the pool shark type? Pool's great. Hel ps ne
bui I d

up concentration and precision for spell-casting. If you can sink a shot in a
noi sy pool hall, with friends trying to spoil your shot and with a few

bottl es

of beer swi mm ng through your system then you can cast a spell under the

wor st

ci rcumst ances. "

"That makes sense. |'Il adnmit, | could use nore practice spell-casting under
adverse conditions. Do you find—=

A shrill whistle cut himshort. He frowned, then | ooked in the direction of
t he

sound, through the kitchen doorway and toward the answering nachi ne on the
counter.

"It appears your overl oaded nmachine has finally surrendered,” he said.

| pushed myself to ny feet as the machine whistled again. "That's not it.
| wal ked into the kitchen and turned up the vol une.

"Paige! Pick up!" Adami s shout reverberated through the kitchen. "You don't

answer, |I'mgoing to assunme the worst and catch the next plane—=

| lifted the receiver.

"Good excuse," | said. "lI'msure you can very well guess why |'m not
answeri ng

t he phone."

"Because you're overwhel med and understaffed...or under-friended."

"Under -friended?"

"Lacki ng the support of friends. There should be a word for that. Point is,
you

coul d obviously use nmy help."

"To do what, answer the phone? Hold on."

| covered the nouthpiece and turned to Cortez, who was still in the living
room

"I"'msorry," | said. "I really should take this. I'll be back in a few

m nutes. "

I_took the phone to ny roomand told Adam what was going on. | didn't tel
QLth the grinoires. If | had, | can imagine his response. |'d tell himthat
Light have finally unl ocked the secrets of true witch nmagic and he'd have
2§L2thing like: "Whoa, that's great, way to go, Paige...oh, and that remn nds
Fﬁ%inally got ny Jeep to stop naking that knocking noise." Adamis a great

guy,

and a wonderful friend, but there are things in nmy life he just doesn't get.
W chatted until | heard the distant ding of the oven timer.

"Whoops," | said. "Lost track of time. Dinner's ready. | have to go."

"You sure you don't need ne?"

"Positive. And don't bother trying to call here. I'Il phone you with an
updat e

as soon as | can.”

| ended the conversati on and headed into the hall

Savannah's voice floated fromthe kitchen. "—ust friends. Good friends, but
that's it."

The oven door clanged shut. | walked in to see Cortez taking the | asagna from
t he oven as Savannah wat ched from her perch on the counter

"Supervising?" | said.

"Soneone has to," she said.

"While you're up there, grab the plates.” | |eaned over to turn off the oven.

"I"ll take it fromhere. Thanks."



Cortez nodded. "I1'll wash up."

Savannah wat ched hi m |l eave, then junped fromthe counter and scurried to ny
si de.

"He was asking about Adam" she said in a stage whisper

| took the foil off the |asagna. "Hwm®?"

"Lucas. He was asking about Adam You and Adam | cane in, you were gone, he
said you were on the phone, so | checked call display on ny phone and told
hi m

it was Adam Then | said you' d be a while because you guys, like, talk
forever,

and he said, 'Ch, so they're pretty good friends,' or sonmething like that."
"Uh-huh." | sliced into the mddle of the | asagna, making sure it was cooked
through. "I think the lettuce is wilted, but could you check it for ne?"
"Paige, I'mtalking to you."

"And | heard you. Lucas asked if Adamwas a friend."

"No, he didn't ask if he was a friend. Well, yes, he did, but he neant, you
know, is Adama friend. He wasn't just asking, he was asking. Get it?"

| frowned over ny shoulder at her. Cortez wal ked into the kitchen. Savannah
| ooked at ne, threw up her hands, and stonped off to the bat hroom

"Mbod swi ngs?" Cortez asked

"Comuni cati on breakdown. | swear, thirteen-year-old girls speak a | anguage
no

I i ngui st has ever deciphered. | renenber sone of it, but rarely enough to
decode

entire conversations." | turned around. "Is wine with dinner okay? O should
we

avoi d al cohol tonight too?"

"W ne woul d be wonderful."

"I'f you can get the gl asses from above the stove, I'll run downstairs and grab
a

bottle."

After dinner, while Cortez and Savannah cleared the table, | changed ny

clothing. Retrieving the juniper mght require some backwoods searching, so
exchanged ny skirt for ny sole pair of jeans. Wth a nother who was a
dressmaker, |I'd grown up loving fabrics, the [uxurious swish of silk, the
snug

warnth of wool, the crisp snap of linen, and |I'd never understood the allure
of

stiff jeans and linp cotton T-shirts—unless, of course, you plan to go

t r anpi ng

t hrough the forest for spell ingredients. | considered changing into a
sweatshirt, but opted instead to | eave on nmy short-sleeved silk bl ouse and
t hr ow

a jacket over it. Sonme sacrifices are just too great.

Once dressed, | went into the living roomand pulled back the curtain, to see
whet her the crowd was still small enough for us to nake an easy escape. But |
couldn't see anything. The wi ndow was bl acked out, covered w th paper

"Well, | don't want to see you people either,"” | mnuttered.

| was about to let the curtain fall back into place when | noticed witing on
the papers. No, not witing. Print. They were newspapers. Soneone had cut out
newspaper articles about me and pl astered them over my front w ndow.

There were dozens of articles, taken not just fromtabloids, but from

Webzi nes

and regul ar newspapers. The tabl oi ds screaned the | oudest: "Lawyer Murdered
in

G uesone Satanic Rite,"

"Mangl ed Corpses Return to Life.'
| ess

constrained by the threat of slander. "Ki dnapped Baby Brutally Mirdered in

The Webzi nes were quieter, but nastier



Bl ack

Mass. "

"Zonbie Cult Raises Hell in Funeral Homes Across Massachusetts."”

The nost di sturbing voice, though, was the quietest. The sonber, al nost

clini cal

headl i nes fromthe regul ar press: "Mirder Linked to Allegations of
Wtchecraft."

"Mourners Cl aim Corpses Reanimated." | scanned the headers atop the articles.
The Boston d obe, The New York Tines, even The Washi ngton Post. Not
front - page

news, but still there, tucked farther back. My story. My nane. Spl ashed

acr oss

t he nost proninent papers in the nation.

"They're still out there." Cortez tugged the curtain fromny hand and let it
fall, hiding the papers fromview "Not many, but | wouldn't advise we take
t he

car. The Nasts have undoubtedly assigned someone to watch the house, and we
don't want themfoll ow ng us."
"Definitely not."

"Since we have to stop at Margaret Levine's, | would suggest we wal k there,
goi ng through the woods, and borrow her car."

"If she'll let us. Wiat about your rental —eh, geez, your bike. W left it at
t he

funeral hone. | should call a tow truck—=

"lI've done that."

"Good. Did they tow it sonepl ace safe?"

He hesitated, then said, "It wasn't there when they arrived. Could you get
Savannah? | knocked at her door, but she has her nusic too |loud to hear and
didn't dare intrude."

"What do you nean, your bike wasn't there? Soneone stole it?"

"So it would appear. No matter. The police have been inforned and, failing
t hat ,

| had an excellent insurance policy."

"Ch, God, I'msorry. | should have thought—+ conpletely forgot about it
yesterday."

"G ven everything that happened, the bike was the |ast of ny concerns. You
suggested we return for it before we canme here, and | deci ded agai nst that,
so

it's entirely my own fault. Now, if you'll get Savannah—

"I"'mso sorry. You should have nentioned it. God, | feel awful."

"Which is precisely why | didn't nmention it. Conpared to what you' ve | ost

t hese

| ast few days and what you stand to lose, a notorcycle is quite

i nconsequenti al .

As | said, | had insurance and | can replace it."'
"W

really have to go. Collect Savannah and neet ne at the back door."

He gently noved ne out of the way and went into the kitchen to gather his
papers. | was about to follow when the clock struck six-thirty, rem nding ne
that we did indeed need to hurry. The Sal em shop that carried sonme of the
materi al for Savannah's cerenony cl osed at nine.

| banged on Savannah's door

"Just a sec," she call ed.

The nusic clicked off, followed by the slam of the closet and vari ous

dr awer s.

Finally she opened the door and handed nme a plastic grocery bag.

"Hold this," she said, then grabbed her hairbrush and ran it through her
hai r.

"I figured out how we can get around wi thout being seen. | should have

t hought

He gl anced at his watch.



about that earlier, but | forgot about it.
"Forgot about what ?"

She pointed at the bag. "That."

| opened it and screaned.

Chapter 32
Tool s of the Trade

OKAY, | DIDN' T SCREAM MORE OF A YELP, REALLY. MAYBE A SHRI EK
What was in the bag? The long-lost Hand of dory. Just what | wanted to see

At ny cry, Cortez came flying down the hall. Once we assured himthat no one
was

nortal |y wounded, | expl ai ned how Savannah cane to be in possession of the
hand.

"...and then |I forgot about it," | finished.

"So did I," she said. "Until now when | was putting away nmy homework and saw
ny

bag. "

"You put that thing in your school bag?" | said.

"W apped up, of course. The cops would never look in there. Now we can use it
to

sneak out of the house. W just light the fingers on fire and carry it
out si de.

It'Il make us invisible. Well, maybe not invisible, but it'll stop people
from

seeing us."

Cortez shook his head. "I'mafraid that's a nyth, Savannah. The Hand of dory

only prevents sl eeping people fromwaking and it does that very poorly."
"You've tried it?" she asked.

"Several times, until | learned a spell that worked better."” He lifted the
hand

fromthe bag. "And snelled better. This Hand is very crudely done. Quite
fresh,

too. That weakens its power. Wioever nmade this didn't even follow the proper
nmet hods of anointing and preserving. |1'd be surprised if it worked at all.
I'd

say its purpose is nore fright than sleight.”

"Di me-store magi c?" Savannah said.

"Definitely. See here? \Were the bone comes through? Now, if this was done
correctly—=

| shivered. "Am | the only one totally grossed out by that thing?"

They both | ooked at ne bl ankly.

"Apparently so," | muttered. "Can | skip this lesson? I'll start walking to
Margaret's and you two can catch up.”

"Paige is right," Cortez said, returning the hand to the bag. "W haven't
tine

for this. I would suggest, though, that we take the hand al ong, so we can

di spose of it away fromthe house."

| nodded and we headed for the back door. Cortez grabbed his |eather jacket,
then wapped the bag as snmall as it would go and shoved it into the pocket. |

couldn't suppress a shudder. Yes, | know |'d resolved to better accept the
dar ker side of Savannah's nature, but | couldn't inagine ever toting around
body

parts as if they were tools like chalices and grinoires.
When we stepped outside, the evening was already growi ng cool and Savannah
dressed in a mdriff-baring T-shirt, decided to run back in for a sweater.

Once she was gone, | pointed at the bag. "You really use stuff |ike that?"
"l use whatever works."
"Sorry. | didn't mean to sound..!

"A lot of magical objects aren't things | would otherw se choose to handl e.



It's

like magic. You can refuse to |learn the stronger, nore distasteful spells, or
you can acknow edge that they may, under sone circunstances, be necessary."
"I know that. Wth the spells, | nean. But I'm.” | hesitated, then pushed on
"I"mhaving trouble with it. Getting ny head around the idea that | m ght
have

to..

"Do bad to do good?"

I managed a small snile. "Good way of putting it. |'ve been thinking about

t hat

alot. Killing soneone to protect Savannah. | know it mght come to that, but
|'ve never...And what if | had to do nore than disable an eneny? What if
protecting her neant hurting an innocent bystander? |'mreally.” | took a
deep

breath. "I really have trouble with it."

"So do I."

| looked up at him but before | could say anything, Savannah burst through
t he

door.

"Al set?" | asked.

She nodded and of f we went.

| spent the ten-mnute walk to Margaret's thinking about the grinoires. What
bot hered me nost of all was the realization that if only Savannah had felt
confortable talking to ne about her nother, we could have cleared this up
nont hs

ago. Now that I'd finally been ready to listen, it might be too |late.

I was still working through Savannah's story. She said that the

Coven- sancti oned

spells were primary spells, which you had to nmaster before you coul d progress
to

secondary spells. Only once you knew the secondary spells could you hope to
successfully cast a tertiary spell, like the ones in nmy secret grinmoires. 1'd
never heard of such a thing before.

Al t hough Coven spells are divided into four levels, hypothetically, a wtch

could start at fourth level. It would be excruciatingly difficult, but not

i npossible. It's like programm ng | anguages. They start you out wth
sonet hi ng

easy, like C. You learn that, then nove on to the higher |anguages |ike C++.
That's not to say you can't junp straight into a higher-1evel |anguage.
Peopl e

do it all the time. But, if you ve mastered sonething like C, the |earning
curve

on ot her | anguages decreases significantly. You understand concepts |ike data
structures and functions, which can be ported into any | anguage.

What Savannah said inplied sonmething altogether different. If | understood
her

correctly, every Coven witch spell was a primary spell, the bottom buil ding
bl ock for witch magic. Yet that didn't explain why 1'd mastered four spells
from

the "tertiary" grinoires. Savannah said Eve hadn't been able to nmake any

wor K.

Now, |'d love to believe that |I'd mastered them due to ny superi or
spel | - casting

abilities, but even I'mnot that snug.

Eve had stolen the grinmbires fromMargaret. 1'd...well, 1'd pretty nmuch done

t he

same thing. The Coven maintains a library. The books are kept in a fortified
closet in Margaret Levine's house. Wth advance notice, witches may visit the
col l ection. Some books may not | eave the house. Others nmay be borrowed. To



borrow one, you have to fill out a card and return the book within a week.
think the only reason the Elders haven't instituted late fines is because |'m
the only one who ever borrows anyt hing.

Coven witches aren't even pernmitted to step into the closet and peruse the
collection. Margaret keeps a list posted inside the door, fromwhich they
nmust

choose their books.

Three years ago, as | was pestering Margaret for a better reference book on
her bs, someone knocked at the front door and she took off to answer it,

| eavi ng
the library. It was like leaving a kid with an open closet full of candy. The
nmonent she was gone, | was in that closet. | knew exactly what | wanted. The

prohi bi ted spell books. So why was | returning to Margaret's house now? Because
;anted answers. Mre than that, | had a hope, a slimhope, that Savannah was
both right and wong. That she was right about the existence of a grimoire
;gi}d unl ock the spells I now possessed, and that she was wong in thinking
EQSen had destroyed it.

W arrived at Margaret's place, a two-story house on Beech. | opted for the
rear

door, both as a courtesy and so she couldn't freak out about me show ng up on
her front doorstep for all of East Falls to see. Being the village pariah
does

make social calls nost trying.

| persuaded Savannah to wait outside with Cortez. Savannah understood her
great-aunt well enough to know that Margaret woul d speak nore freely to ne

al one.

| rang the doorbell. A minute |ater, Margaret peeped through the curtain. It
took another minute for her to decide to answer it. Even then, she only
opened

t he inside door, keeping one hand on the knob of the screen door

"You shouldn't be here," she whi spered.

"I know. "

I wenched the screen door open and stepped inside. Rude, | know, but I

didn't

have time for courtesy.

"Where's Savannah?" she asked.

"She's safe. | need to talk to you about some grinoires."

She peered over my shoul der, scanning the yard, as if |1'd brought an

ent our age

of reporters with me. When she didn't see anyone, she closed the door and
ushered ne farther into the living room which was filled with boxes of books.
"Pl ease ignore the ness," she said. "lI've been organi zing the donations for

t he

library book sale. A nerve-w acking task. Absolutely horrible."

| thought of offering to switch places, |let her handl e the Bl ack Masses and
wal ki ng dead for a while, but clamped ny nmouth shut and settled for a
guasi - synpat heti ¢ nod.

Margaret was the volunteer head librarian at the East Falls library (open two
eveni ngs per week plus Saturday afternoons). She'd taken the position after
retiring as librarian at the East Falls High School. If this gives the

i mpression that Margaret Levine was a tinmid little old lady with a steel -gray
bun and wire-rimed gl asses, let nme correct that. Margaret was five foot ten
and

had, in her youth, been pursued by every nodeling firmin Boston. At

si xty-ei ght

she was still beautiful, with the kind of |ong-Iinbed, graceful beauty that



her

gangly great-ni ece showed every sign of inheriting. Margaret's one physica
flaw

was a blind insistence on dying her hair jet black, a color that nust have
been

gorgeous on her at thirty, but |ooked al nost cl ownish now

The one librarian stereotype Margaret did fulfill was that she was timd. Not
the studious timdity of the intellectual, but the vacuous timdity of the,
well, the...intellectually challenged. |'ve always thought Margaret decided to

becorme a librarian not because she | oved books, but because it gave her a
chance

to look intelligent while hiding fromthe real world.

"Victoria is very angry with you, Paige," Margaret said as she cl eared books
froma chair. "You shouldn't upset her so. Her health isn't good."

"Look, | need to talk to you about a couple of grimoires |I borrowed fromthe
library." | tugged the knapsack from ny shoul der, opened it and renoved the
books. "These."

She frowned at them Then her eyes went w de. "Were did you get those?"
"Fromthe library upstairs.”

"You aren't supposed to have those, Paige."

"Why? | heard they don't work."

"They don't. And we shoul dn't have them but your nother insisted we keep

t hem

around. | forgot all about them Here, give themto me and 1'l|l see what
Victoria wants done with them™

| shoved the books back into nmy knapsack

"You can't take those," she said. "They're library property."

"Then fine me. I'"'min enough trouble with Victoria already. Keeping these
books

isn't going to matter."

"If she finds out—=

"W won't tell her. Now, what do you know about these grinoires?"

"They don't work."

"Where did they cone fronP"

She frowned. "Fromthe library, of course.”

Okay. This wasn't getting ne anywhere. One | ook at Margaret's face and | knew
she wasn't hol di ng anyt hi ng back. She woul dn't know how. So | expl ai ned what
Eve

had tol d Savannah about the books;

"Ch, that's nonsense," Margaret said, fluttering her long fingers. "Absolute

nonsense. That girl wasn't right, you know. Eve, | nean. Not right at all
Al ways | ooking for trouble, trying to | earn new spells, accusing us of
hol di ng

her back. Just |ike.."
She st opped.

"Like me," | said.

"I didn't nean it like that, dear. |1've always |liked you. A bit inpetuous,
but

certainly nothing |ike that niece of mne—=

"It's okay," | said. And, to my surprise, it was. | knew | wasn't "just |ike
Eve," and didn't want to be, but the comparison didn't rankle as it once
woul d

have. | continued, "You said these spells don't work, right? So how cone

can

cast four of thenP"

"That's not possible, Paige. Don't be telling stories—

"Shall | denonstrate?" | grabbed the first grinoire fromny bag, opened it to
a

mar ked page and thrust it at her. "Here. Follow along. It's a fireball spell."
Margaret cl anmped the book shut. "Don't you dare—



"Why? You said the spells don't work. | say they do. And | think you know

why. "
"Be sensible, Paige. If they worked, why would we keep thenP"
And that, | believe, was the smartest thing Margaret Levine ever said. No one

was covering up anything. The Coven really didn't think these spells worked;
otherw se, they wouldn't have kept them What a horrible thing to admt, that
the very group designed to support and aid witches would have destroyed their
st rongest source of magic.

"I want to see the grinoires," |I said. "All of them"

"We aren't trying to hide anything fromyou, Paige. You have to stop accusing
us—

"I"mnot accusing you of anything. | just want to see the library."

"l don't think—=

"Listen to me. Please just listen. Wiy do you think I'm here? Sonme sudden
whi m

to learn new spells? |I'm here because | need to know that |'ve done everything
I

can to protect Savannah. To protect your niece. That's all | want. Let ne see
the library and, | swear, when this is over, you can tell Victoria what |'ve

done. Tell her | stole the grinmoires. | don't care. Just let ne see what's up
there."”

Margaret threw up her hands and headed for the stairs. "Fine. If you don't
bel i eve ne, come up and see. But you're wasting your tine."

Chapter 33
St oppi ng By for a Spell

THE FIRST THING | DI D WAS | NSPECT THE LI BRARY CLOSET for hidden conpartnents
You know, sliding panels, |oose floorboards, nmassive books with incredibly
boring titles that really contained forbidden grinoires—that sort of thing.
While |I | ooked, Margaret paced behind ne naking noi ses of exasperation. |

i gnored her. Finally, though, | had to concede that there was no secret niche
or

hi dden books, so | scanned the rows of titles, |ooking for the cerenony tone.
When Margaret paced out of sight, | slid the thin volune into ny knapsack
She

probably would have let ne take it anyway, but | wasn't taking the chance.
Wth the cerenony book in my bag, | turned nmy attention to |ooking for
potenti al

secondary-spell grimoires. That didn't take long. OF the forty-three books in
the library, there were only four that | hadn't read before. A flip through
each

assured me they were just as dull and useless as their titles inplied.

"The grimoires are all right here," Margaret said, waving at a half-shelf
near

chest level. "All of them"

"Al'l of them' conprised exactly six books. One contained the current

col l ection

of Coven-sancti oned spells.

Anot her held spells that had been rempved in the past few decades, which ny
not her had let me copy fromher grimoire into nmy journals. The other four
wer e

books of spells Iong forbidden to Coven w tches. There were two reasons why
t hese hadn't been destroyed. First, ny nother would never have pernmitted it.
Second, the damm things were practically usel ess.

For years, 1'd known that these "forbidden" spell books existed. For years,
I'd

pestered nmy nother to let ne see them She finally capitul ated by sneaking

t hem

out for me as an eighteenth birthday gift. Inside | found usel ess spells,



like

ones to evaporate a puddl e of water or extinguish a candle. |I hadn't bothered
to

master nore than two dozen of the hundred-odd spells in these books. Mst of
them were so bad, | alnost didn't blame the Elders for renoving themfromthe
Coven grimoire, if only to conserve space.

As a last resort, | flipped through one of these grimoires. | paused at one
spell 1'd learned, an incantation for producing a small, flickering |ight,
like

a candl e. The Coven-sanctioned |ight-ball spell was far nmore useful. 1'd

| ear ned

this one only because it involved fire, and | was always trying to overcone
ny

fear of flanes.

When | gl anced at the spell, something in it snagged in ny brain, made ne
pause.

Under the title "Mnor Illumnation Spell"” the witer had added "el enent al
fire, class 3." |I'd seen that notation before...just a few m nutes ago, in
fact.

| yanked one of the two secret grinoires fromny bag and flipped to the
dog-eared page for the fireball spell. There it was, under the title:

el enent al

fire, class 3.

Ch, God, could that be it? My hands trenbled as | flipped to another spel
I'd

mastered in that grinmoire, a w nd-sumoning spell. Beneath the title:

el enent al

wi nd, class 1.1 racked ny brain for the names of the two dozen spells I'd

| earned in the forbidden manual s. What was that one...Yes, that was it! A
spel |

for extinguishing fire. Asilly little spell that sunmoned a mere puff of

wi nd,

barely enough to blow out a candle. I'd tried it a fewtinmes, got it to work,
t hen noved on. Grabbing another grimoire fromthe shelf, | flipped through
unti |

| found it. "M nor W nd- Sumoning Spell: elemental, wind, class 1."

These were the secondary grinoires. | knew now why |'d nastered four tertiary
spell's, because |'d | earned the secondary spells fromthese books. Eve had
been

unable to cast any tertiary spells because she'd probably taken one look in
t he

secondary spell books and deci ded they were too useless to risk stealing.
The doorbell rang. Margaret junped like a spooked cat.

"It's Savannah," | said.

| scooped all four grinbires fromthe shelf, shoved theminto ny bag with the
other two and headed for the stairs.

"You can't take those," Margaret called after ne.

| bounded down the stairs and opened the back door

"Lucas says we have to go," Savannah said. "It's getting late."

"I"mdone. Just let ne grab ny shoes." | remenbered our other purpose and

t ur ned

to Margaret. "Could | borrow your car? Just for tonight. Please?

"l don't think—=

"Il be careful. 1"l fill it up, wash it, whatever. Pl ease, Margaret."
"Savannah?" She noticed her niece for the first time and turned to ne. "Did
you

| eave her outside al one? What are you thinking, Paige?"

"I didn't |eave her alone. Now, | really need to borrow your car."

"Who— She stopped, peering outside, her eyes picking out Cortez's formin
t he



yard. She slamred the door. "That's—you—you left my niece with a sorcerer?"
"Qddly enough, I'm having trouble finding baby-sitters."
"Lucas is fine, Aunt Margaret," Savannah said. "Can we borrow your car?

need
the stuff for ny first nenses—
"Savannah just got her period," | cut in. "lI'"mout of supplies for nmenstrua

tea, and she's having very bad cranps.”
Savannah pulled a face of sheer agony. Margaret | ooked at her and blinked.

"Ch, yes. | see." Her voice softened. "This is your first time, isn't it,
dear ?"

Savannah nodded, |ifting wounded-puppy eyes to her great-aunt. "It really
hurts.”

"Yes, well ...l suppose, if you need to use ny car..!

"Pl ease," | said.

Margaret retrieved the keys and handed themto nme. "Be careful in parking

| ots.

I had soneone dent the door just |ast week."

| thanked Margaret and prodded Savannah toward the door before Margaret could
change her m nd

Next stop: Salem Massachusetts, world-renowned epicenter of the American

wi t ch- hunt craze.

One can argue about the causes of the witch craze that visited Salemin 1692.
Theories abound. | even read something recently that attributed the nmadness
to

some kind of blight on the rye crops, a nold or sonething that drives people
crazy. \What we do know, without question, is that I[ife wasn't a whole lotta
fun

for teenage girls in Puritan Anerica. In the harsh New England winters, it
was

even worse. At |east the boys could go out hunting and trapping. Grls were
confined to their hones and househol d tasks, forbidden by Puritan law to
dance,

sing, play cards, or engage in basically any form of entertainnment.

As we drove into Salem | inmagined Savannah pl unked into that world.

Regi nent ed

repressed, and restricted. Bored as hell. Is it any wonder they'd be eager
for

di version? Maybe a little mischief? In the winter of 1692 the girls of Salem
found exactly that, in the formof an old wonan, a slave naned Tituba.

Ti tuba bel onged to Reverend Sanuel Parris and was nursemaid to his daughter
Betty, whom by all accounts, she doted on. To anuse herself during those

| ong

wi nter nmonths, Tituba showed Betty and her friends some magic tricks,

pr obabl y

nere sl eight-of-hand | earned in Barbados. As the winter passed, word of this
new

entertai nment swept through the conmunity of teenage girls and, one by one,
t hey

found reasons to visit the parsonage.

In January, Betty, the youngest of the group, fell ill, her Puritan

consci ence

per haps made uneasy by all this talk of magic and sorcery. Soon other girls
caught the "fever." Reverend Parris and others insisted that the girls nane
their tornentors. Betty named Tituba, and at the end of February the old

sl ave

was arrested on a charge of witchcraft.

And so it started. The girls soon grew addicted to the attention. No | onger
rel egated to house and hearth, they becane celebrities. The only way to

pr ol ong



their fifteen mnutes of fame was to up the ante, to act wilder, nore
possessed.

To nanme nore witches. So they did. Soon any wonan that the girls m ght have
had

reason to dislike fell victim

Four Coven wi tches died. Wiy? The witch-hunts often targeted social or gender
deviants, particularly wormen who didn't conply with accepted fenmal e roles.
Thi s

descri bed many Coven wi tches. CQutspoken and i ndependent, they often |ived

wi t hout a husband—though the fact that they weren't necessarily celibate was
a

lifestyle choice that woul dn't have been too popular in Puritan New Engl and.
That lifestyle, in ny opinion, is what put those witches on the gallows.

| tried telling that to the Coven once. How did they react? They agreed with
ne

conpletely and declared that if those wonmen had had the sense to keep their
heads down and conform they wouldn't have died. | could have beaten ny head
agai nst the wall.

Today the Salemw tch-hunts are a tourist attraction. Makes ny skin craw ,

but

the upside is that there are plenty of practicing Wccans in the area, and
several New Age shops in Salemthat sold ingredients |I'd have had a hard tine
findi ng el sewhere.

Most of "tourist" Salem had shut down around di nner hour, but the shop we
want ed

was open until nine. The streets were quiet and we found parking easily, then
headed to the tourismcore, several tree-lined streets restricted to
pedestri an

traffic. It took less than twenty mnutes to gather what | needed, then we
wer e

back in Margaret's car and headi ng for the hi ghway.

"We have two hours to kill," | said as | turned back onto 1A. "Any ideas? W
can't collect the juniper until after mdnight."

"What do we need juni per for?" Savannah asked.

"I't'"ll protect us against interference by evil spirits."

"Ch, right. So when are we getting the grave dirt? That needs to be gat hered
right at mdnight."

"Perhaps we can find a juniper tree at the cenetery,” Cortez said.

"What cemetery?" | said. "There's nothing about grave dirt in the cerenony,
Savannah. W have everything we need except the juniper."

"Uh-uh. We need grave dirt."

"Savannah, | know the cerenpny. | went through it nyself and | doubl e-checked
ny

not her's notes last night."

"Yeah? Well, my nother told ne everything about the ceremony and | know

need

grave dirt."
"You need earth. Regular dirt collected anytine, anywhere."

"No, | need—=

"May | nake a suggestion?" Cortez cut in. "In the interest of avoiding |ater
trouble, | would advise that you clarify your respective understandi ngs of

t he

cerenony."

"Huh?" Savannah sai d.

"Conpare notes," he said. "There's a sign for a park ahead. Pull off, Paige.
As

you' ve said, we have tine."



"That's not part of the cerenobny,” | said, pacing between two trees as |
listened to Savannah. "Absolutely not. It couldn't be."

"Why? Because the Coven says so? This is what ny nother told me to do, Paige."
"But it's not the right cerenony."

Cortez cleared his throat. "Another suggestion? Perhaps we shoul d consi der

t he

possibility that this is a variation on the Coven cerenony."

"It's not," | said. "It can't be. Listen to the words. They say—-hRo, never

m nd. "

"My Latin is perfectly serviceable, Paige. | understand the additiona
passage. "

"You m ght understand the words, but you don't understand the neaning."

"Yes, | do. | have some know edge of w tch nythol ogy. The additional passage
is

an invocation to Hecate, the G eek goddess of witchcraft, a deity the Coven
and

nost nodern witches no | onger recognize. The invocation asks Hecate to grant
t he

wi tch the power to weak vengeance on her enemies and to free her from al
restrictions on her powers. Now, as to the ability of Hecate to grant such a
wish, | admit | place little credence in the existence of such deities."
"Same here. So, you're saying that the passage doesn't do anything, so
there's

no harmin including it?"

He paused, giving the question full consideration. "No. Wiile | doubt the
exi stence of Hecate per se, we nust both adnmit that there is sone force that
gi ves us our power. Hecate is sinply an archaic reference to that force." He
gl anced at Savannah, who was sitting on a picnic table. "Could you excuse us,
Savannah? 1'd like to speak to Paige."

Savannah nodded and, wi thout protest, headed off to the enpty swi ng across

t he

park. | really had to I earn how he did that.

"I told you about the Cabal's variation on your cerenony," Cortez said when
she

was gone. "lsn't it possible that other pernutations exist?"

"I guess so. But this...this is.” | shook nmy head. "Maybe the extra passage
doesn't mean anything, nmaybe it doesn't make any difference, but | can't take
that chance. |1'd be asking that Savannah be granted something | don't think
any

witch should have."
"You' d be asking to grant Savannah her full powers, without restriction. An
ability you don't think any witch shoul d have."

"Don't twist my words around. | went through ny nother's cerenony and |'m
fine."
"Yes, you are. |'mnot saying—

"And 1'm not asking for reassurances. Savannah's al ready a stronger
spel | - caster

than I am Can you inmagi ne how dangerous she could be with nore power?"

"I can't argue this for you. You're the witch. You' re the only one who can
performthe cerenony for her." He stepped closer, putting his fingertips on

ny
arm "CGo talk to her, Paige. W have to settle this before mdnight."

Chapter 34
A Gave D | emmn

"I won't!" savannah shouted, her voice echoing across the vacant park. "I
won' t

do your stupid Coven cerenony! |'d rather have no cerenony at all than be a
usel ess Coven witch."



"Li ke ne."

"I didn't nmean that, Paige. You aren't like them | don't know why you waste
your time with them You can do so nuch better."

"I don't want to do better. |I want to rmake things better. For all of us."
She shook her head. "I wont do your cerempony, Paige. | won't. It's mne or

not hi ng. Don't you understand? This is what nmy nmother told me to do. It's
what

she wanted for ne.
When | didn't respond fast enough, Savannah's face contorted with rage.
"That's it, isn't it? You won't do it because it comes from ny nother
Because

you don't trust her."

"It's not that | don't trust—

"No, you're right, it isn't. It's because you hate her. You think she was
sone

ki nd of nonster."”

| stepped toward Savannah, but she flung nme off with such force that |
tripped

and fell against the picnic table.

"My nother |ooked after me. She wouldn't have let Leah come near ne again.”

| flinched. "Savannah, |—

"No, shut up. I'msick of Iistening to you. You think my nother was evil
because

she practiced dark magi c? That didn't make her evil. It made her smart. At
| east

she had the guts to get out of the Coven, not hang around, |earning stupid
little baby spells and thinking she's queen of the witches."

| stepped back, bunping the table again and falling hard onto the bench
Cortez

hurried fromthe woods, where he'd been burying the Hand of G ory. | shook ny
head to warn himoff, but Savannah stepped into ny line of vision and towered
over ne.

"You know what ?" she said. "I know why you won't do that cerenony for ne.
Because you're jeal ous. Because your nother made you go through that usel ess
Coven cerenpny and now it's too late. You're stuck. You can't go back and do
it

over again. You can't get nore powerful. So you're going to hold me back
because

your nother didn't—=

"Enough," Cortez said, pushing Savannah away from ne. "That is enough
Savannah. "

"Back off, sorcerer,"” she said, turning on him

"You back of f, Savannah," he said. "Now "

Savannah's face fell, as if all that anger suddenly gave way.

"Go back to the swings and cool down, Savannah," he said.

She obeyed, giving only a tiny nod.

"Let her go," Cortez whispered when | nmade a notion to stand. "She'll be
fine.

You have a decision to nmake."

Wth that, he sat beside ne and didn't say another word while | nade that
deci si on.

Wuld | force Savannah to settle for |less than her full potential? Once the
choi ce was made, there was no reversing it. A witch had exactly one night to
turn the tide of her destiny. Melodramatic, but true.

Was | jeal ous of Savannah for still having the opportunity to becone a nore
powerful w tch? No. The thought hadn't occurred to ne until she nentioned it.
Now t hat she had, though, it did give ne sonething to think about. The chance
had passed for ne. If, as Eve clained, this other cerenmony woul d make a witch
stronger, then yes, it stung to think I'd m ssed out. Gven the choice, 1'd
have



pi cked the stronger cerenony w thout question. Even without know ng whet her
it

wor ked, even without knowi ng how much nore power it could give nme, | would
have

taken the chance.

Did | trust Savannah with this power? Gve ne the ability to kill and you'd
never need to worry about ne suffocating sone jerk who cut ne off on the
freeway. Knowi ng | possessed the power woul d be enough. But Savannah was
different. She already used her power at the slightest provocation
Yest er day,

when we found that investigator in our house, Savannah had thrown himinto
t he

wal | . Wuld she have settled for that if she could have killed hin? Yet |
couldn't wait around to see whether she'd outgrow her reckl essness. Either

performed that cerenmony tonorrow or | never did it at all. Wth that cane
anot her responsibility. If | gave Savannah those powers, | would need to
teach

her to control them Could | do that?

Savannah's not her may have passed al ong sone attitudes with which | strongly
di sagreed, but Eve had | oved her daughter and had wanted the best for her
She' d

believed that the "best" was this cerenony. Did | dare dispute that?

How could | make a decision like this so quickly? | needed days, nmaybe weeks.
I

had only mi nutes.

| wal ked up behi nd Savannah as she swung, her sneakers scuffing the dirt into
cl ouds.

"I'"ll do the cerermony,"” | said. "Your cerenony."
"Real | y?" She twisted to | ook up. Then, seeing ny expression, her grin
collapsed. "I didn't nmean it, Paige. Wat | said."

"What's said is said."
| turned and wal ked back to the car

| drove in silence, answering only questions directed at ne.

"Can | see the grinoires, Paige?" Savannah asked, bobbing fromthe back seat.
| nodded.

"Maybe | can help you learn these. O we can learn themtogether."

| had to say sonmething. |I'mno good at hol ding grudges. It feels too much
like

sul ki ng.

"Sure," | said. "That...sounds good."

Cortez glanced back at the grinoire in Savannah's hands, then | ooked at ne.

He

didn't say anything, but his | ook oozed curiosity.

"Later," | nouthed

He nodded, and silence prevailed until we reached the outskirts of East Falls.

"Ckay," | said as we drove into town. "W've got a decision to nake. W need
this grave dirt, but I'mnot going near the East Falls cenetery. The | ast
t hi ng

I need is for soneone to | ook down fromthe hospital and see nme darting anong
t ombst ones. So, we have two choices. One, we can go to the county cenetery.
Two,

we can go to the one here in town and you can get the dirt, Cortez."

He si ghed.

"Ckay, | guess that answers ny question. W head to the county cenetery."

"I't wasn't the proposition to which | was registering nmy objection,"” he said.
"So what's wrong?"

" Not hi ng. "



Savannah | eaned over the seat. "He's pissed because you're still calling—=

Cortez cut her off. "I'mnot 'pissed about anything. The town cenetery is
closer. 1'll get the dirt."

"You don't mind?"

"Not at all. | should be able to retrieve dirt through the fence w thout
havi ng

to enter the cenmetery proper and therefore without risk of being seen.”

"I's that where they buried Cary?" Savannah asked. "By the fence?"

"I think he was cremated."

Cortez nodded. "A course of action which, had it not been determ ned prior to

the visitation, I'mquite certain would have been consi dered afterward."
"No kidding," | said with a shudder. "After that, I'"'ma cremation convert."
"Wait a sec," Savannah said. "If they cremated Cary, how are we going to take

dirt fromhis grave?"

"W aren't."

"Lucas can't take it fromjust anyone,’
grave of someone who was murdered."

Savannah said. "It has to be fromthe

"What ?"
"Uh, didn't | nention that?"
"No. "

"Umm sorry, guys."

"W have"—+ checked the clock—forty-five nminutes to find the grave of
soneone

who was nurdered. Great. Just great."

"Pull over again," Cortez said. "W're going to need to give this sone
t hought . "

W' d been sitting at the side of the road for nearly ten mnutes. Finally |
si ghed and shook ny head.

"I can't even think of the |last person who was nurdered in East Falls. The
Wllard girl was killed by a drunk driver before Christmas, but |I'mnot sure
that counts."

"W ought not to take the chance.™

| thudded back against the headrest. "Ckay, let ne think." | bolted upright.
"I"ve got it! The wonman in the norgue. The one behind the curtain. Soneone
shot

her. 1 don't know the story, probably because |'ve been avoi ding the papers,
but

that's murder, isn't it? O could it be mansl aughter?"

"Preneditated or not, it appears a clear case of homicide, and that will be

sufficient. Is she buried in town?"

"Ch, God. | don't know. | didn't recognize her. She probably wasn't from East
Falls, but | can't be sure. Shit! Ch, wait. It would say in the |ocal paper
right? If we could get |ast week's paper—

"How are we going to do that?" Savannah asked.

"Hold on. Let me think." | paused, then smiled. "CGot it. Elena. She's a
journalist. She should have resources, right?"
"She'll have access to online news wire services." Cortez passed ne his cel

phone. "Tell her to search for anything on Katrina Mtt."

"Where' d you get the nane?" Savannah asked.

"Fromthe notice board outside the funeral hone on Monday. There were only
t wo

services listed."

"Good menory," | said. He nodded and turned on the phone for ne.

As 1'd hoped, Elena hadn't gone to bed yet, though it was past eleven on a
weekni ght. Not that her social cal endar was any busier than m ne—she stuck
pretty close to hone, which was several hours fromany late-night city

cl ubs—but

she had the advantage of having housemates over the age of thirteen, neither



of

whom had to get up early for work or school. Plus there was the whol e

wer ewol f

thing, which often necessitated |late nights. Wen | called, she was outside
pl ayi ng touch football with visiting Pack mates. Rough life, huh?

She took the information and called back within five mnutes.

"Katrina Mtt," she said. "Died Friday, June fifteenth. Shot to death by her
common- | aw husband during an argunment because he—and | quote—wanted to shut
her

(obscenity del eted) nmouth for good.' Sounds like murder to ne. Hope the
bastard

gets life."

"Life in prison and a lifetine of haunting, if there's any justice in the
wor | d.

Does it say where she was being buried?"

"Uh...oh, here. Menorial at East Falls Funeral Parlor followed by interment
Tuesday norning at Pl easant View Cenetery.”

"The county cenetery. Perfect. Thanks."

"No problem You sure you don't need hel p? Nick's here for the weekend. The

three of us could cone. Clay, Nick, and I. O is that exactly what you don't
need?"

"Something |like that. No of fense, but—=

"None taken. If you need nmore subtle nuscle, | can sneak down w t hout C ay.
For

a while, at least. Until he finds ne. Sounds |ike you have everything under
control, though."

I made a nonconmittal noise.

"Call me if you need nme, okay?" she continued. "Even if you just want a
bodyguard for Savannah. She's still com ng up here next nonth, right?"
"Absolutely."

She | aughed. "Do | hear relief in your voice? W' re |ooking forward to having
her."

"Uh- huh. Let nme guess, 'we' as in you and Jereny."

Anot her |augh. "Cay's fine with it. Not counting down the days, but not
conplaining either. Wth Cay, that's a sign of near-approval."

"Approval of Savannah, not ne."

"Gve it time. You're still staying for the weekend, right? And we're driving
down to New York? The two of us?"

"Absolutely."

Savannah was wavi ng for the phone.

"I have to go," | said. "Savannah wants to talk."

"Pass her over and I'll talk to you soon."

As | passed Savannah the phone and started the car, | couldn't help smling.
For

two minutes there, |'d forgotten everything else. Two minutes in which

coul d

again see the future progressing exactly as I'd planned it before all this
started. 1'd get through this. Then I'd go on to enjoy ny sunmer. |'d have a

Savannah-free week to squeeze in some social tine with ny Boston-area
friends,

plus a New York weekend to develop ny friendship with El ena.

For the first time since Leah arrived in East Falls, | could envision a tine
when all this would be a nenory, sonething to talk about with El ena over
drinks

at an overpriced New York nightclub. Wth that came a renewed burst of

optimsm

| would get past this.

Now, | just had to gather dirt froma nurdered wonan's grave before the
stroke

of twelve. | could handl e that.



Chapter 35
A Good Wl k Spoil ed

PLEASANT VI EW CEMETERY DI D, SURPRI SI NGLY, HAVE A pl easant view, though I
doubt ed

any of the residents appreciated it. Pleasant View was |ess than a hundred
years

ol d, but already quadruple the size of its East Falls counterpart, owing to a
century-ol d nunicipal bylaw prohibiting any "newconers" from buying a pl ot
within town.

The argurment was that the East Falls cenmetery couldn't expand, so to ensure
t hat

peopl e coul d be buried beside their ancestors, you had to al ready have a
famly

plot there. This is East Falls's version of a country club. Seriously. At ny
first town picnic, three people found a way to work into conversation his or
her

eventual inclusion in this elite society. "Have you seen our |ocal cenetery?

Quite beautiful, isn't it? My famly has a plot there, you know. "
"See that oak tree by the swing set? There's one just like it on our famly
pl ot

in the cemetery.”

"I'"'m Ema Wl cott. My fanmily owns the mausoleumin the town cenetery. Pass

t he

di p, please."

Though it already holds nore graves than East Falls, the Pleasant View site
is

so large that the burials are spaced out, sone tucked in valleys, sone
nest| ed

i n wooded groves, some anidst meadows of wldflowers. Legend has it that an
unnamed phil ant hropi st donated the | and and decreed that nature be left as
unspoi |l ed as possible. Menbers of the East Falls elite say the old guy gave
away

the property to save on taxes and the county was too cheap to clear it.
They're

just jeal ous because they're gonna spend eternity surrounded by a hospital, a
funeral hone, and a 7-El even.

The parking ot for Pleasant View was enpty, as one m ght expect at

el even-thirty on a Tuesday night. Eschewing the lot, | pulled over along the
si de road.

"How are we going to find her?" Savannah said, squinting into the darkness
beyond the car.

"At the front gates, there's a map show ng where everyone's buried."

"That's handy."

"Handy and necessary," | said. "Sone of these graves are al nost hidden in the
trees. The only problemis that they may not have added Ms. Mdtt yet, in

whi ch

case we'll have to do sone searching.”

As we neared the map, a horrible thought struck ne. What if Mtt hadn't been
buri ed today? The newspaper article listed the funeral for this norning, but
that was before her corpse got up and started sluggi ng people. To ny relief,
Katrina Mott's grave had been penciled in on the nap.

"Wuld you like me to collect the dirt?" Cortez asked.

| shook ny head. "There's no risk of being seen here, so I'll do it. You two
can

wait back at the car."”

"Uh-uh," Savannah said. "It's nmy dirt. I'mhel ping you get it.
"I"ll stand watch within the cenetery,"” Cortez said.



"You don't have to," | said. "lIt's dark, secluded. No one can see us."
"Hurmor ne."

Katrina Mott's grave was near the mddle, nestled in a U shaped cluster of
cedars. Sounded easy enough to find, and it probably was...during the day. At
ni ght, though, all trees |look alike, and ny ability to judge di stances was
severely conprom sed by the fact | could only see five feet in either
direction.

If there was a noon overhead, it went into hiding the nonent we entered the
cenmetery.

After stumbling over two graves, | cast a minor illumnation spell. Atiny
gl owi ng ball appeared in ny palm | tossed it and it hovered before ne,
[ighting

ny way.

"Now that is definitely handy," Cortez said.

"You don't know this one?" | said.

He shook his head. "You'll have to teach ne."

"She's teaching it to me first," Savannah said. "After all, I"'mthe witch."
Cortez was about to answer, then stopped and | ooked around. "There," he said.
"Ms. Mott is buried over that hill."

"How do you know t hat?" Savannah asked.

Hs lips twitched in a tiny smle. "Magic."

"He nenorized the map," | said. "It went gully, hill, three oaks, then
anot her
hill. There's the oaks. Now let's get nmoving. We've only got ten mnutes."

"I't doesn't need to be precisely on the stroke of twelve," Cortez said. "That,
I

fear, is a romantic, yet illogical enbellishnent. 11l ogical because—~
"Because the 'stroke of twelve,' according to someone's watch, probably won't
be

dead-on." | glanced at the graves near ny feet. "Sorry, folks. No pun

i nt ended. "

"So what does it mean, then?" Savannah asked.

"Sinply that you nust gather the dirt in the dead of night— He | ooked

ar ound.

"That is to say, roughly at m dnight, give or take an hour or so."

"Well, 1"mnot hanging around," | said. "If |I can grab it now, |'m doing that
and getting out of here.”

"Go ahead," Cortez said. "I see sone juniper over there. |I'll gather that,

t hen

stand watch partway up the hill."

"Don't you think it's spooky out here?" Savannah asked as we tranped up the
hill, having left Cortez behind.

"Peaceful, actually. Very peaceful.”

"Do you think that's what it's |like when you di e? Peaceful ?"

"Maybe. "

"Ki nda boring, don't you think?"

| smiled over at her. "Yes, | suppose so. Maybe just a little peace, then. A
break. "

"Bef ore what ?'

| shrugged.

"Come on, Paige. What do you think happens? After all this."

"Il tell you what I'd like to happen. 1'd like to come back."

"Rei ncar nati on?"

"Sure. Cone back and do it all over again. Al the good and all the bad.
That's

what |'d want for my eternity."

"Do you believe what they say? That you keep com ng back with the sane
peopl e?



Al'l the people you cared about ?"
"It would be nice, don't you think?"
She nodded. "Yeah, that would be nice."

W clinbed in silence to the top of the hill. Wen we got there, Savannah
paused.

"Do you hear that?"

| stopped. "What?"

"Voi ces. Like whispers."

"l hear the wind."

| started forward again, but she grabbed ny arm

"No, really, Paige. Listen. | hear whispering."

The wind rustled through the trees. | shivered.

"Ckay," | said. "Now you're scaring me. So much for a peaceful walk."

She grinned. "Sorry. | guess it is just the wind. Hey, what if Leah's
necr omancer buddy foll owed us here? This place would be even worse than the
funeral parlor, wouldn't it?"

"Thanks for bringing that up."

"Ch, I'mKkidding. There's no one here. Look." She turned and gestured at the
vi sta beyond the hill. "You can see all the way to the entrance. Nobody's
t here.

Anyway, Lucas is guarding the path. He's an okay sorcerer. Not great, but at
| east he could shout and warn us."

"Sure, but Leah woul d probably knock hi munconsci ous before he finished

what ever

he was trying to shout."

Cortez's voice floated up on the still night air. "I can hear you perfectly
well. This is a cenmetery. There isn't nuch in the way of noise interference."
"Sorry," | called down.

"Did you hear nme, too?" Savannah asked.

"The part about me being an 'okay sorcerer'? 'Not great'? No, | believe |

m ssed

that."

"Sorry."

A sound fl oated up, sonething suspiciously |like a chuckle. "Quiet down and
get

nmovi ng before we learn whether it really is possible to make enough noise to
wake the dead."

"What are we putting the dirt in?" Savannah asked as we approached the trees
surroundi ng Mott's grave.

| took a sandwi ch bag from ny pocket.

"A Baggi e?" she said.

"A Ziploc Baggie."

"You're putting grave dirt in a Ziploc? Shouldn't we have a fancy bottle or
sormet hi ng?"

"I thought of bringing a jamjar, but it could break."

"Ajamjar? What kind of witch are you?"

"A very practical one."

"What if the Baggi e breaks?"

| reached into ny pocket and pull ed out another one. "Backup Baggie."
Savannah shook her head.

| pushed through the cedars. Three graves lay in the cup formed by the U.
didn't need to check the headstones to find Mtt's. The fresh dirt had not
yet

been covered with sod. Perfect.

| took a small trowel from ny coat pocket, bent over, and was blinded by a
sudden glare of light. As | stunmbl ed backward into Savannah, | dowsed ny
l'i ght

ball. Yet the light was still there. Someone was shining a flashlight into



our
faces.

Savannah started an incantation, but | clapped ny hand over her nmouth before
she

coul d finish.

"See?" a woman's voice said. "It is her. | told you so."
The flashlight dropped and |I found nyself standing before four people,
rangi ng

in age fromcoll ege-bound to md-retirement.

"Ww, " whi spered the youngest, a woman with rings through her |ower lip.
"It's

the witch fromthe newspapers.™

"I"'mnot—= | cut off the denial. "Wat are you doing here?"

"Seens we should ask you the sane thing," a twenty-sonething nman in a bal
cap

sai d.

An ol der wonman, the one who'd spoken first, shushed him "She's here for the
same reason we are."

"To find the treasure?" the man said.

She glared at him "To comunicate with the spirit world."

"Is it true you saw her rise fromthe dead?" the younger woman asked,

poi nti ng

at Mbtt's grave "That is so cool. What was it like? Did she say anything?"
"Yeah," Savannah said. "She said, 'Bother ne again and I'IIl rip your—"

| prodded her to silence. "Do you people know what you're doing? It's called
di sturbing a grave site. Adh— | slipped ny trowel behind my back. "A very
serious offense."

"Nice try," the young man said. "My brother's a cop. We can't get in trouble

unl ess we dig her up. W aren't stupid.”

"No," Savannah said. "You're just hanging around a cenetery |ooking for

buri ed

treasure. Hey, wait, | think I found sonmething. Nope, just another rotting
cor pse. "

"M nd your tongue, child," the ol der wonman said. "Wile | disagree with the
concept of using the spirits for material gain, necromancers in the ancient
worl d often did exactly that. They believed that the dead could see all—the
past, the present, and the future—thus allowing themto | ocate hidden
treasures."

The el derly man besi de her made a noi se.

"Quite right," she said. "Bob wishes me to clarify that the dead are believed
to

be able to find any treasure, not just that which they thensel ves may have
buried."”

"He said all that with a grunt?" Savannah asked.

"Mental telepathy, dear. Bob has noved beyond the real mof verba

communi cation. "

"Maybe so, but he hasn't nmoved beyond the real mof human justice," | said,
bending to pick up a saucer of dried nushroonms, which | doubted were
shiitake.

"Bet these help with the nental telepathy. Maybe you can explain this to the
police."

"There's no need to threaten us, dear. W're no danger to you or anyone el se.
Ve

sinmply want to conmuni cate with poor Mss Mitt. A spirit who has been raised
once remains very close to the surface, as |'msure you're aware. If we can
contact her, perhaps she can relay a nessage fromthe other side."

"Or tell us where to find treasure,” the young nman said.

The younger wonan rolled her eyes. "You and Joe, always on about your
treasure."

She | ooked at nme. "Joe's another menmber of our group. Joe and Sylvia. Only



Joe
had bow i ng tonight and Sylvia doesn't like to drive after dark."
" Uh- huh. "

"W don't need to worry about these guys raising the dead, Paige," Savannah
said. "They're so dunb they couldn't raise—=

| el bowed her to silence. "I'mgoing to ask you, once nore, to | eave."

The young man stepped forward, towering over me. "O what?"

"Better be careful, or she'll show you," Savannah said.

"I's that a threat?"

"That's enough,"” | said. "Now, we're all |eaving—=

"Who' s | eavi ng?" the young man said. "I'mnot |eaving."

The ol der woman's mouth set. "W aren't leaving until we've comunicated with
the spirit world."

"Fine," Savannah said. "Here, let ne help you."

Her voice rose, words echoing through the silence as she recited an

i ncantation

in Hebrew. | whirled to stop her. Before | could, she finished. Al went
silent.

"Dam, " she nuttered, leaning in so only I could hear her. "It's supposed to—
Her body went rigid, head jerking back, arms flying out. A deafening crack

ri pped through the silence, like the thunder of a hundred guns fired at once.
A

flare of light Iit up the sky. Savannah stood on tiptoe, barely touching the
ground, body shaking. | dove for her. As ny fingers grazed her arm sonething
hit me in the gut, throwi ng nme agai nst a tonbstone.

Chapter 36
Ki nda Cool ...in a Bad \Vay

VHEN | RECOVERED FROM MY FALL, | SAW THAT SAVANNAH had col | apsed. The four

woul d- be necromancers stood ringed around her prone body. | pushed nyself up
and

ran to Savannah. She was unconsci ous, her face white.

"Call an anbul ance,” | said.

Nobody noved. | checked Savannah's pul se. Weak but steady.

"Ww, " the young woman said. "That was, |ike, so cool."

"Call a goddammed ambul ance!" | snarl ed.

Still no one moved. Around us, the air had gone still, but | could still fee
the crackl e of energy. At a sound near the trees, | |ooked up and saw a shape

nmovi ng toward us. Someone was com ng

Cortez. Perfect. He had a cell phone.

| raised my head to tell himto hurry, then saw the figure emerge fromthe
trees. It wasn't a figure at all, but a withing nass of reddish |ight that
twisted on itself, turning blue, then green, then yellow. To ny left w sps of
light wafted fromthe ground, congealing into a nass that hovered over the
earth, then shot into the air. W all stared, transfixed, as one after

anot her

these airy phantasnms of colored light rose fromthe soil around us.

"Qooh," the young wonman said. "They're so pretty."

Li ght shot up around us, gaining in speed, hurling into the air. One soared
up

ri ght beside ne, then swerved and dove at ny head. The breath flew from ne,
literally was sucked fromny lungs. | gasped. The light darted off into the
trees.

Suddenl y, the ground began to shake. Light streamed fromthe earth. Something
knocked ne hard, pushing nme away from Savannah. A deafening how rent the air.
I

dove toward Savannah, but a geyser of |ight erupted between us, pushing ne
back.

The ground quaked, knocking ne to my knees. Howl after how tore through the



ni ght .

"Savannah!" | shout ed.
The nmonent ny nouth opened, the air was ripped fromny throat. A gl obe of
l'i ght

surrounded ny head, sucking the air fromne. Pain cleaved through nmy chest. |
couldn't breathe. As | fought, the light seened to take form | clawed at ny
attacker, but ny fingers passed through it.

"Stop fighting!" a voice said at ny ear

| struggled harder, legs and arns flailing against the thing.

"Goddam it, Paige. Don't fight! You' re making it worse!"

Cortez? As ny brain registered his voice, ny body went still for a brief
second.

The Iight evaporated and | fell back, hitting the ground and gul ping air.
Cortez

bent over ne.
"They' re koyut,"'
pr oduce

nore."

| pushed himaway and sat up, wildly |ooking about for Savannah

"She's right here," Cortez said, pointing at a prone form behind him "She's
fine. I'lIl carry her. W need to nove past the trees."

He grabbed her up and we ran. Wen we reached t he meadow beyond the trees,
Cortez stopped ne.

"We need to wake her,'
"I -+ don't know. "

| turned back toward the grove. Light trunpeted up fromtree tops. The how s
were muted, as if soundproofed within the grove. A man screaned.

"I need to help the others,"” | said, turning to run

Cortez lunged and grabbed ne. "Koyut don't kill. As soon as people |ose
consci ousness, the koyut |eave them alone. W need to concentrate on
Savannah.

What did she say?"

he said. "They feed off energy. If you fight, you only

' he said. "What did she cast?"

"It was Hebrew. |I'mnot good at Hebrew. | think—= | closed ny eyes and wlled
ny

t hunpi ng heart to slow so | could concentrate. "She said something about
sumoni ng forces. Forces or energies, |'mnot sure which."

"Sumoni ng the energies of the earth. It's a sorcerer spell."
"You know it?"

"I know of it. | haven't learned it because it's not sonething | can ever

i magi ne needing to use. It calls on the spirits of the earth, not to perform
any

particul ar task, but sinply to respond and do as they wish. It's considered a
chaos spell."

"No kidding," | said. "What was Savannah t hi nki ng?"

"lt—+t's never worked before,"” Savannah's thin voice said beside us. "Al it
ever does is make sone noise and flashing lights. Like a prank. Dine-store
magic. Only this tinme—=

"Only this time, it behaved precisely as intended," Cortez said. "Om ng, no
doubt, to your increasing strength. Plus the fact that you chose to cast it in
a

cenetery, a place rich in energy."

| knelt beside Savannah. "Are you okay?"

She pushed herself up onto her el bows. "Yeah. Sorry about that, guys." She
gave

atiny smle. "Only it was kinda cool, wasn't it?"

W both glared at her.

"I mean, kinda cool in a bad way."

"I woul d suggest that is one spell you can safely renmove from your
repertoire,”

Cortez said. "I would also suggest that we return to the car before the



lights

attract—=
"I still need the dirt," | said.
"I"'mfast," Savannah said. "I can get it."

"No!" we said in unison

Cortez insisted on following me to the edge of the trees, so he could junmp in
if

anything went wong. It didn't. By now the lights had dimred to a soft gl ow,
illuminating the glade and the four figures lying blissfully unconscious

wi t hi n.

| scooped dirt into both bags, shoved theminto ny pocket, and headed back to
Cortez and Savannah.

"So that's what spirits | ook Iike?" Savannah asked, watching the swrling,

mul ti col ored gl ow.

"Not human spirits," | said. "Nature spirits and their energy. Let's go."
Savannah stepped away fromthe trees, then stopped and stared, transfixed.
"Yes, very pretty," | said, reaching for her arm "Now nove!"

Her body went rigid. A wave of physical energy shot from her, knocking both
Cortez and me off our feet. The ground shivered. A low, nearly inaudible noan
seened to emanate fromthe earth itself. Geysers of dirt erupted, borne up on
rocketing streans of light. Then the wi nd began to screamnot wail, but scream
a

hi gh- pi tched endl ess shriek that made nme doubl e over, hands cl anped to ny

ears.

Cortez grabbed ny shoul der and shook me, mouthing "To the car,’
ny

attention. He hoisted Savannah's linp formover his shoul der and began to run
I

once he had

fol | oned.

As we crested the hill, |I sawlights in the distance. Not the gl ow of
spirits,

but the very human illum nation of flashlights and headlights. | |ooked at

Cortez, but he had his head down, struggling to get Savannah to the top of
t he

steep hill. | shouted for him but the wail of the wi nd sucked the words from
ny

nout h.

Lungi ng forward, | snagged the back of his shirt. He twi sted, nearly tunbling
onto me. | steadied himand gestured toward the road.

The flashing lights of police cars now cut through the night, joining a nob
of

flashlight beans spilling through the cenmetery gates. Cortez's |lips noved in
a

soundl ess curse and he wheel ed around. | pointed at the woods to our left and
he

nodded.

As we raced for the woods, the shrieks and lights pursued us. No, that's a
poor

choice of words, inplying the spirits were trying to attack us. They weren't.
They sinmply followed, arising fromthe ground in our tracks. El sewhere, the
commotion seemed to be dying down. O maybe it just seened that way, in
conparison to the chaos erupting around us. | wasn't about to stop for a
scientific survey of the situation

Once we reached the woods, Cortez | owered Savannah's body to the ground. Then
he

turned, raised his hands, and said a few words. As he swept his right hand
across the air, the spirits vani shed.

"I thought you couldn't do that kind of magic," | said, wheezing as |
struggl ed

for breath.



"I said | saw no need to learn how to conjure such spirits. | did, however,
see

a distinct need to learn how to un-conjure them Unfortunately, it's a
geographically limted spell."

"Meaning if we | eave the woods, they'll return. Fine by me. | haven't run
t hat
fast since grade school. No, strike that, |'ve never run that fast."

| lowered nyself to the ground besi de Savannah and checked her vital signs.
She
was unconsci ous, but breathing fine.

"How cone they keep follow ng her?" | asked.
"To be honest, | have no idea. Perhaps they're feeding off her energy. |
woul d

assune, frommy know edge of witch folklore, that the sudden surge in a
witch's

powers during first menses renders those powers unpredictable.™

"That's an understatenent."”

| leaned against a tree and exhaled. At ny feet, a wisp of light floated from
the earth. | junped up so fast | banged ny head agai nst an overhanging |inb.
"I thought you—=

Cortez waved nme to silence. As | watched, the light drifted upward. Unlike

t he

earlier spirits, this light was pure white. It floated up as lazily as snoke
froma dying fire. Wen it reached a height of about five feet, it stopped
and

shi mered, grow ng denser

At a notion to ny left, |I |ooked and saw four other towers of |light, each a
different height. | |ooked at Cortez, but he lifted a hand, as if telling ne
to

wat ch and wait. The cones of light took on form Particles of light flowed
;[?n;ides, adding to the shapes and giving themdefinition.

Before me stood five people dressed in Colonial-era clothing. A man and a boy
hgublets and breeches, a wonan and a teenage girl in fitted jackets, skirts,
:E?te caps, and a toddler, its gender indeterminate inits |ong white gown.

Though the light remained white, the fornms were so solid, | could see the
wrinkl es around the man's eyes. Those eyes stared directly into mne. The man
turned to the worman and spoke, |ips noving soundl essly. She nodded and
replied.

"Chosts," | said.

The girl tilted her head and frowned at ne, saying something to her nother
Then

the boy reached out toward Cortez. His father |eaped forward and caught his
arm

lips noving in a silent scolding. Even the toddler stared up at us,

wi de- eyed.

When | stepped toward the child, the nother swept up the little one in her
ar ns,

glaring at me. The father stepped toward his wife, notioning the other two
children closer. The boy's hands noved in the sign of the evil eye.

"Only they don't know who the ghosts are,” | said.

Cortez gave a tiny snmile. "Do you?"

The fam ly, now clustered together, turned and began wal ki ng away. The

t oddl er

grinned and waved at us over his nmother's shoul der. | waved back. Cortez
extended his left hand. | thought he was going to wave, but he said a few
wor ds

in Latin. As he balled his hand into a fist, the fam |y began to fade. Just



bef ore they vani shed, the daughter gl anced over her shoul der and shot us an
accusi ng gl are.

"Rest in peace," | whispered. | turned to Cortez. "I thought you said
Savannah

cast a spell for summoning nature spirits, not ghosts."

"It is. But Savannah's spell seenms to be doing a lot it was never intended to
do."

"How do we stop it?"

"By getting her out of this graveyard."

"That'll end it?"

"I hope so. Now, when we | eave these woods, the spirits will return but, as
you

saw, they intend no harm You sinply have to nove through them as you noved
t hrough that sorcerer illusion in the funeral hone."

"Cot it. If we head south, we'll hit the road. There's no fence, so we can—

A howing cut me off. Not the hows of the spirits, but the distinct how of
a

dog on a scent.

"The hounds of hell, | presunme,” Cortez said.

"I wouldn't bet against it. But | think those are tracking dogs, probably
with

the police."

"Ah, | forgot about the police. Problem nunber sixty-three, | believe."
"Sixty-four. The unconsci ous bodi es scattered around Katrina Mtt's grave are
sixty-three. O they will be, when they wake up." | took a deep breath.

"Ckay.

Let's think. There's a streamto the west. Dogs can't follow a trail through
water. Plus, it's in the opposite direction, so we'll get a head start."

"West it is, then." He hauled Savannah's linp formover his shoulder. "Lead
t he

way. "

So we ran...away fromthe gun-toting state troopers, through a swirling nass
of

spirits, pursued by bayi ng hounds, surrounded by the screans of the damed.
You

know, | think the m nd has a saturation point, beyond which it just doesn't
gi ve

a damm. Spirits? Hounds? Cops? Who cares? Just keep running and it'll all go
away.

Thi s whol e runni ng-away business is getting tedious, so here's the condensed
version: Run to water. Tranmp through water. Fail to evade hounds. Throw
fireballs at hounds. Make nental note to send sizable donation to SPCA. Reach
road. Jog to car. Coll apse, wheezing, beside car. Get dragged into car by
Cortez. Mutter excuse about chil dhood asthna. Make nmental note to join a gym
"Do you have the dirt?" Cortez asked. "Dirt?"

| cannot describe the ook on his face. The shock. The disbelief. The horror

"Ch, that dirt." | pulled both bags frommy pocket. "Got it."

I relinquished the driving to Cortez so | could stay in the backseat with
Savannah, who was still unconscious. Good thing, too, because, while
consi der

nmysel f an excellent driver, | have little experience at it, having always

preferred to walk or ride ny bike. The upshot being that, had | been behind
t he

wheel , | would have been ill-prepared to handl e what happened next.

Cortez pulled onto the road, not turning us back toward the highway, but
headi ng

farther down the dirt road, away fromthe cenetery front gates. Before we
reached the first crossroad, sirens sounded behind us. | twi sted to | ook out
t he

rearview mrror and saw a state police car bearing down on us, lights



f 1 ashi ng.

"Shit!" | said. "Don't pull over!"

"I wasn't about to. Are you both buckled in?"

"Yes."

"Hold on, then."

Wth that, he turned off the headlights and hit the gas.

Chapter 37
The Consci entious Car Thi ef

MARGARET' S CAR WAS AN OLDSMOBI LE. AN OLD OLDS, probably fromthe

m d- ei ghti es.

This nmeant that it went |like a bat out of hell, but didn't corner so well, as
Cortez discovered the first time he sailed around a bend and nearly went into
the ditch. On the plus side, the A ds, being a w de-bodied car, was al so good
at

of f - r oadi ng.

Yes, | said "off-roading," as in leaving the road and cutting through a
farnmer's

field. Imagine it, please. It's past mdnight, with no discernible nmoon or
stars, the headlights are off, and you're rocketing across a rutted field at
forty mles an hour. Let ne assure you, for sheer terror, it ranks right up
there with getting your breath sucked out by a koyut.

How we managed to get to the other side without flipping over is beyond ne.
The

car never even slid. Before we'd gone fifty feet into the field, the police
crui ser backed off.

W shot out the other side onto enpty country roads.

"Are you okay?" Cortez asked as he slowed the car

"Jostl ed, but fine. That was sone driving."

"Where are we?" Savannah asked, sitting up

"Headi ng home," | said.
Cortez glanced in the rearview mrror. "Unfortunately, we have sonething of a
predi canent. | would presune those officers made a note of our license plate.”

"You're right. | didn't think of that."

"Not to worry. It sinply means we have to abandon the car outside town and
wal k

in through the woods. Wien we get to your house, you'll need to call Mss
Levi ne

and apprise her of the situation. If the police arrive before norning, she
can

claimthe car was stolen while she slept. If they don't contact her by nine,
I

woul d advi se that she call and report the car m ssing herself."

"Police?" Savannah said, blinking sleepily. "Wat police?"

"Don't ask," | said. "And don't ever cast that spell again. Please."
"I conjured cops?"
"I'n a manner of speaking," Cortez said. "I'mgoing to pull over up here. |

believe that | eaves us with about a twenty-ninute walk."

He parked the car with the nose pulled into a stretch of forest, l|eaving the
tail end out, so it could be found, but not easily.

"Should we | eave the keys in the ignition?" | said as | hoisted ny knapsack
onto

ny shoul der.

"No. That woul d raise too nany questions as to how the thieves obtained the
keys. Better to nmake this look like a typical car-theft."

He opened his jacket and pulled out a tiny tool case.

"You're going to hot-wire the car?" Savannah said, |eaning over the seat.

" Cool

D d you boost cars when you were a ki d?"



"Certainly not."

"Let me guess," | said. "Another of those questionable, but necessary skills.
Li ke knowi ng how to un-conjure ghosts and drive a getaway car."
"Precisely."

"How many cars have you boosted?" Savannah asked as we got out of the car and
headed down the road on foot.

"Two. Both times, | assure you, it was an absolute last resort. | found
nysel f

wi t hout transportation and in urgent need of it. Fortunately, neither vehicle
was damaged and | was able to leave it in a safe place, after washing it and
filling the tank."

| grinned. "Bet that had the cops scratching their heads. A conscientious car
thief."”

Savannah roll ed her eyes. "Don't you guys ever do anything bad?"

"I lifted a tube of lipstick when I was twelve."

"Yeah. You told nme about that one." She |ooked at Cortez. "Know what she did?
Stole it, then felt so bad she nailed the noney to the store. Tax included.
You

guys are really setting a bad exanple, you know "

"A bad exanpl e?"

"Sure. How do you expect me to live up to it? I'mgoing to need serious

t her apy

soneday. "

"Don't worry," | said. "lI've budgeted for that."

"She probably has," Savannah nuttered. "Wat about—=

"Car coming," | said. "Of the road."

W tranped into a field.

"Do you do this a lot, Lucas?" Savannah asked. "Car chases and evadi ng the
cops

and stuff?"

"On occasion, though I would hesitate to say it qualified as 'often.’
"The real question is: How often do you have to do it this often?" | said.
He smiled. "Not often.”

"So, we're special?" Savannah sai d.

"Very special."

"I don't think that's good," | said.

| transferred the knapsack to ny other shoulder. Cortez reached to take it
from

me, but | waved hi m back

Savannah tripped in a groundhog hole, then jogged up beside Cortez. "So what
ki nd of case is this? Conpared to your other ones?"

"Frenetic."

She glanced at nme for clarification

"He neans we're keeping himbusy,” | said. "Mainly because we're causing half
the troubl e ourselves.”

Cortez smled. "I nmust admit, you two do have a unique predilection for
creating

new chal | enges. "

"Uni que," Savannah said. "He neans we're special."

“Uh- huh."

W reentered the house the same way we'd |l eft, com ng through the woods, then
darting across the yard and in the back door. A quick peek out the front
confirmed that such caution was still warranted. There were still three or

f our

peopl e canped out on ny [awn. One of them had even erected a pup tent. Maybe
I

shoul d have started charging site rental fees.

After sending Savannah off to bed, | called Margaret.



The conversation went sonmething like this:

Me: Umm we had a problemwi th your car...

Her: An accident! Ch, dear, no. My insurance rates—

Me: Not an accident. W're all fine, including the car

W just had to ditch it.

Her: You drove it into the ditch?

Me: Sorry, | nmeant "abandon." The police saw the |icense nunber and—

Her: Police?

Me: Everything' s fine, but when the police find it, say it was stolen

Her: Stol en?

Me: Right. Say it was in the driveway when you went to bed and you never saw
it

again. Don't nention the keys.

And if the police say anything about the cemetery—

Her: Cenetery?

Me: Tell themyou don't know anything about it.

Her: But | don't!

Me: CGood. Whatever they say, you know nothing. You haven't seen ne in days.
I f

they find my prints in your car, it's because | borrowed it |ast nonth, okay?
Her: Prints? Do you mean fingerprints? What on earth have you—

Me: Cotta go. Thanks for letting us borrowthe car. 1'll make it up to you
Bye.

When | wal ked into the living room Cortez was standing in front of the

tel evision, flipping through channels.

"TV," | said as | collapsed onto the sofa. "Geat invention. The perfect

m ndl ess antidote for a hellish day. So what's on?"

"Ni ght of the Living Dead."

"Ha- ha."

"I"'mquite serious."

He turned back a few channel s and stopped on a bl ack-and-white i mage of the
nmoani ng undead | urchi ng around a farmhouse.

"Kinda | ooks famliar," | said. "Haven't | seen this before?"

"Yesterday," he said. "In the funeral hone."

"No, that's not it. Those undead were rmuch scarier. And they didn't |urch
Vel |,

Cary did, but only 'cause he was kind of squashed. Hmm where have | seen
t hi s?

Ghoul s surrounding a house, trapping the inhabitants within, refusing to

| eave.

Wait! That's ny front |awn. Look, there's a naked wonan! Bet she's a Wccan."
Cortez chuckled. "I'"mglad you can | augh about it."

| hesitated, then glanced over at him "You know, if this gets to be too nuch...
I

mean, this isn't quite the nice, easy court case you probably imgined. 1'd
understand if you wanted to back out."

"And mss all the fun?" He shot a crooked grin nmy way. "Never."

W | ooked at each other a monent, then he quickly turned to the TV and
started

channel - sur fi ng.

"No, wait," | said. "Go back to the novie. | could use sone light

entertai nnent.

Fl esh-eating zonbi es m ght be just the ticket."

He returned to the old novie, then glanced fromthe recliner to the couch, as
if

trying to decide where to sit. | gestured at the other end of the sofa. He
nodded and sat beside ne.

"What're we wat chi ng?" Savannah said, bouncing into the room wearing her

ni ght gown.



"Paige and | are watching Night of the Living Dead. You are going to bed."

"I just conjured a cenmetery full of spirits. | think I'mold enough to watch
a

horror novie." She plopped into the recliner. "Do we have chi ps or anything?"
"You think |I've been shopping lately?" |I said. "Pretty soon we'll be down to
pi ckl es and preserves."

"Are those the zonbi es?" she said. "Tal k about |ane."

"It's an old film™" | said. "The special effects aren't very advanced."

"What special effects? That's a guy with mascara sneared under his eyes. |'ve
seen scarier people at the mall."

"Did Paige tell you to go to bed, Savannah?" Cortez said.

"Ch, fine," she said. "It's a dunb novie anyway."

She flounced fromthe room A few nminutes later, | sighed.

"It is a pretty dunb nmovie," | said. "But I'"'mtoo wired to sleep."

"I, uh, believe you nentioned sonethi ng about new grinoires?"

| sat up. "CGeez, that's right. | alnost forgot. | wanted to try them out
toni ght."

"You were, | believe, going to tell ne.” He let the sentence fade out.

| grinned. "I was going to tell you about them wasn't |?"

So | did.

Chapter 38

Pressure Val ve

"I TS PCSSI BLE," HE SAID WHEN | FI NI SHED TELLI NG HI M about the gri noires.
"Possi bl e? Are you saying ny logic is flawed?"

"I wouldn't dare. I'msinply saying that it nakes sense and, therefore, it's
possi bl e. Non-Coven witches have been using sorcerer nagic for generations.
I't

woul d be good to see themget their own back."

| smled. "Wuld it? You know what it would nmean, don't you? These spells
coul d

| evel the playing field."

"As it should be."

| leaned back into the sofa cushions. "Is this the same guy who made a crack
about the '"hereditary limtations' of wtch powers?"
"I affected the persona with which | thought you'd be nost confortable. |'ve

dealt with enough witches not to underestinmate their abilities. Not every
sorcerer hates or even dislikes witches. Many do, though, even those who'd be
consi dered decent, noral nen."

"Decent noral sorcerers?"

"No, that's not an oxynmoron. Not every sorcerer is evil. To say that woul d be
akin to saying that every witch is weak and fearful, which I'm sure you

woul dn' t

appreci ate. A stereotype beconmes a stereotype when a significant percentage of
a

popul ati on appears to conformto it. Unlike sone stereotypes, that of the
nmoral ly corrupt sorcerer is, unfortunately, valid."

"Absol ute power corrupts absolutely."

"Exactly. Those who chase the dream of absol ute power, as nmany sorcerers do
find thensel ves obsessed by it."

"So you don't crave stronger powers?"

He net ny gaze. "Wiat | crave, as | believe you do, is stronger know edge.
The

best possible repertoire of spells and the power to do nmy best with them When
I

say |'m pleased that you found these grinoires, | mnmust admt, | can't help
but

see it as an opportunity to acquire new spells.”

"Can't blame you for that." | shifted and turned toward him "Don't you think



maybe we're being naive? Believing that we'll never be corrupted by our own
quest for power?"

"Per haps. "

"There's a definitive answer."

"Wwuldn't it be naive of me to think I couldn't possibly be naive?"
"Enough," | said. "You' re naking nmy head spin. Time to try out a new spell."
He shifted forward. "Wuld you...object to an audi ence?"

| grinned. "Not at all."

| gathered ny books and we went down to the basenent. Wien | said | hoped to
learn a new spell, | neant exactly that: one new spell. As much as | |onged
to

test-drive the whol e book, even hoping to | earn one spell mght be pushing
it.

To cast a spell fromthe tertiary level grinoires, | first had to master a
new

one fromthe secondary spellbook, which would take tine.

| further dampened ny own enthusiasm by insisting on proceeding in a |ogica
fashi on. Tonight | wanted not only to | earn sonething new, but to test ny
theory. WAs it necessary to learn the correspondi ng secondary spell before
one

could cast the tertiary?

To test this, | selected the suffocation spell. Since |I'd practiced it

al r eady

for hours w thout success, it was the perfect choice. If I could cast it
after

| earning the secondary spell, it would support ny hypothesis. The suffocation
spell was classified as an air elenental, class five.

The corresponding air spell was one that caused hiccups. Maybe in grade
school

t hat woul d have been fun, but for anyone over the age of ten, it was a pretty

silly spell. Logically, though, it made sense. Both hi ccups and suffocation
are

interruptions to breathing.

When |1'd run through these grinoires the first tine, 1'd tried this spell

j ust

for fun, but stopped before mastering it. If nmy theory was right, that m ght
expl ain why the suffocation spell had shown some signs that it m ght
eventual |y

wor k—because |'d partially | earned the secondary spell.

Struck by a thought, I dug out ny Coven-sanctioned grinoire and flipped to a
page near the end. A spell to cure hiccups, which I'd | earned years ago. That
one was an air elenental spell, class five. The primary spell. First you

| earn

to cure hiccups, then you learn to cause them then you learn to cut off
br eat hi ng al t oget her.
"Mnd if | give you hiccups?" | asked Cortez.

"What ?"

"Hi ccups. | need to give you a case of hiccups. Is that okay?"

"I can't say |'ve ever had a girl offer to give nme that."

"It's a spell,"” | said. "Don't worry. | know one to cure them too."

"You'll have to teach me that one. The curing, not the giving. |I've never had
much luck with holding my breath.”

"No? Then just wait until you see the spell I'"'mgoing to try next."

Before | could hope for a successful cast on the hiccup spell, | needed to

practice it. Having Cortez there wasn't a distraction, probably because he
was

consi derate enough to sit behind nme, so | wouldn't feel like |I was performng
After twenty mnutes of tinkering with the spell, the rhythmfelt right, so
asked Cortez to nove in front of me. When he did, he faced the wall, rather



t han

| ooking straight at me. That nade it easier. So easy, in fact, that the spel
wor ked on the second try. Then, of course, | had to do another half-dozen
trial

runs, to be sure | had it right. Wien | debated another try, Cortez
procl ai med

me fully proficient in the spell, and begged | eave to regain his breath.
Next | noved on to the suffocation spell. |I'd start by casting it on nyself.
Lucas had been through enough that night and I wasn't in danger of

suf focating

nmyself. As with a binding spell, the noment | stopped concentrating, the
spel |

woul d br eak.

It took twenty minutes before | could recite the suffocation spell. It wasn't
a

d?fficult incantation. It being Latin, it was in the spell-casting |anguage
&%?2h | was nost familiar. The delay resulted fromone sinple factor. Nerves.
igny of my hopes rode on this spell that |I stunbled over the words. | tried
:ZII nyself that it didn't matter that much, that if |I failed, 1'd find

anot her

way, but to no avail. | knew how inportant this was and coul dn't persuade
nysel f
otherwise. | scarcely dared utter the words for fear 1'd fail. As if, in

fumbling just this once, the magi c woul d somehow vani sh, never to be
recover ed.

After tripping over the incantation a few tinmes, | changed tack and began
with

the second line. By leaving off the opening, | was guaranteed that the spel
woul d fail, so | could concentrate on the recitation. Having tried this spel

many times before, | quickly picked up the rhythm

The words flowed, the inflections and tones rolling off my tongue. A
wel | - cast

spell is true nusic. Not a chant or a song, but the nusic of pure |anguage,

t he

nmusi ¢ of Shakespeare or Byron. Put enotion and conviction behind those words
and

it has the power of opera—wi thout even understanding the words, you can fee
t hei r meani ng.

| closed nmy eyes and poured my heart into it, poured in every ounce of

| ongi ng

and frustration and anmbition. My voice rose until | couldn't feel the words
coming fromny throat, could only hear them echoing around nme. Again and again
I

repeated the incantation. | heard the first line flow frommny |ips, unbidden
The words rose to a crescendo and, with the final line, the breath flew from
ny

lips. | gasped, al nost choked.

The nonent ny breath returned, the words started again, as if of their own
accord. The wi ndow above ny head rattled as | recited the incantation.
Rosebush

branches | ashed and scratched agai nst the pane. Wen the words finished, |
sputtered, breathless.

Again | started anew. The hatch doors buckl ed and groaned. As the spel

near ed

the end, the doors suddenly bl ew open. A gust of w nd whooshed in, knocking
over

t he baskets of clean laundry. Wth the Iast word, nmy breath was sucked out



with

such force that | fell forward and bl acked out.

The next thing | knew, Cortez was grabbing my shoul ders.

"Are you all right?" he asked as my eyes opened.

| turned, lips curving in a slowgrin. "I think it worked."

"I should say so," he said, surveying the wi ndswept piles of |aundry
surroundi ng

us. "Now, having proven that the spell works and you can cast it successfully,
I

don't suppose you'd mind if | had a try."

| yanked the grinmoire away. "No. Mne."

Wth a | augh, | waved the spell book, just out of reach. He grinned and

gr abbed

for the book, but | whisked it away, nearly falling backward. He |unged for
it.

As his face cane to mine, he paused and blinked. | knew what he was t hinking.
And | knew he wouldn't do it. So | did. I lifted my mouth to his and ki ssed
hi m

Cortez's eyes widened. | |aughed, nearly breaking the lip-lock, but before

could fall back, he pulled me to him H s |ips went to mne, surprising ne
with

the force of his kiss. Whatever Cortez |acked in technique, he nore than made
up

for in zeal, and in that kiss | tasted sonething that made ny head spin and
set

nmy insides afire and brought to life every other romantic cliche 1'd ever

| aughed at. The intoxication of the spell-casting still |ingered, now infused
with a fresh passion and the sheer elation of feeling that passion returned.
I

felt giddy, electrified, invincible. For the first time in days | felt | was
everything |1'd once believed nyself to be.

W tunbled into the pile of clean laundry, still kissing. Cortez rolled over,
pulling me on top of him H's hands noved to the back of nmy head and funbl ed
with ny hair clip. | reached back and released it. As ny hair fell free,
Cortez

entwined his fingers in it and ki ssed nme harder. Then he slipped one hand
from

nmy hair and snapped his fingers over our heads. The light went out. He

mur mur ed

a few words against ny nouth and the unlit candles frommy spell-casting
practice ignited.

My chuckl e vi brated between our lips. "Show off."

He pul |l ed back and arched his brows. "It's called being romantic." His |ips
curved in a grin. "And nmaybe showing off. Alittle."

"Well, don't. This is my seduction.”

"ls it?"
"l started it, didn't 1?"
"Quite right. 1'll leave you to it, then."

| cast the witch spell to extinguish the candles, then the one to relight
t hem

Cortez chuckl ed and pulled me onto himagain. W kissed for a few m nutes.
Waen

he tugged ny bl ouse fromny jeans, | shook ny head and backed up, breaking
t he

ki ss.

"My lead, renmenber?" | said

| wapped ny fingers in his shirt front and pulled himuntil he was sitting.
Then | straddled his hips, kneeling, and wiggled until | felt his erection
exactly where | wanted it. His breath caught. | smiled and tugged off his

gl asses.



"Do you need these?" | asked.

He shook his head.

| laid them aside, then began unbuttoning his shirt. After three buttons,
pressed ny lips to his throat, tickling ny tongue along it, feeling him
swal | ow.

I moved ny fingers down to the next button and undid it, then slid ny tongue

down, tracing circles down his chest. Between each unfastening, | ran ny
fingers

across the bared skin.

When | got to the final button, | shinmmed back, so | was sitting by his
knees.

Then | bent forward and teased his bellybutton with ny lips, nmy tongue

di ppi ng

lower until | undid the button on his pants, then, slowy, tugged down the
zipper. | could hear his breathing above nme, raspy and uneven, and my own
hunger

i gnited.

I ran ny tongue along the top of his underwear, letting it slide just
underneath. Then | slid ny body forward, |ips nmoving back up his chest unti

I

was straddling himagain. Wen | was back at eye |l evel, he wapped his hands
in

my hair and pulled nmy mouth to his. H s hands slid under my shirt, but I
backed

of f again and grinned.

"Not yet," | said.

He opened his nmouth, but | put nmy finger to his |lips and scuttled backward,
pushi ng nysel f up. Then | stepped back, grinned down at himand pulled off ny
shirt. My socks followed, then nmy jeans, falling in a puddle at ny feet. |

st epped out and kicked them aside. | unbuttoned nmy shirt and let it slide

away.
Then | took ny tine with the rest, the bra and panti es.
When | let the panties fall, for a few seconds, Cortez only stared. Then he

grinned, scrambled to his feet, and covered the ground between us in one

stri de.

| arched onto ny tiptoes to kiss himand we nearly tunbled down. As ny

bal ance

faltered, he caught nme and redirected our fall onto the pile of clean clothes.
I

tugged his shirt off his shoulders, running ny fingers across and down his
back.

Hs pants were still undone. | wiggled ny hands under the waistband and
pushed

t hem down, |eaving his briefs in place.

He ki cked off his pants and noved his hands under ny rear, pulling ne against
him Then his right hand shifted and, fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw him
reach

out. He murrured sonething against my |lips and Savannah's stereo turned on
"Ah-hem " | said, pulling back. "My seduction."

"Consi der nme seduced."

As he lowered his mouth to mne, the crooning of a boy band filled the room
Cortez's eyes widened and his hand flicked again, noving the tuner. |

| aughed.

He flipped past a jazz station, then returned and, with another flick
adj usted

the volume to a whisper

"Not bad," | said.

| cast the wind incantation, softening the enphasis in the right places, so a
cool breeze tickled across our skin. Cortez kissed me, then noved his lips
over



nmy chin and down ny neck. As he kissed ny throat, he nurnured sonething and
flicked his fingers. The candle flanme refracted into a hundred shards of

l'ight.

I chuckl ed and arched ny back as his lips went to nmy breast. | let nyself
enj oy

that for a mnute, then tugged away and pulled myself up until | was sitting,

straddling his chest.

| whispered a spell and a snall fireball appeared in nmy hand. Cortez | ooked
from

it tome, and tilted his head, eyes questioning. | grinned and cast a
danpeni ng

spell, putting out the ball and |l eaving only nmy fingers gl ow ng.
"Interesting,"” he said. "But | don't see—=

| pressed ny hot fingers against his chest. He gasped. | traced the heat down
his chest, then slid ny hand under his briefs and stroked him He noaned,
closing his eyes and | eani ng back.

"See now?" | asked.

"Teach ne that," he said hoarsely.

| grinned. "Mybe."

| peeled off his briefs and slid one hot hand under his balls, caressing them
as

| stroked his shaft with the other. He arched back, mpaning. | continued,
measuring his breathing until | heard just the right tenpo, then stopped,
still

hol ding himtight.

"Do I win?' | asked.

"Yes. CGod, yes." He paused, then pulled free of my grasp, eyes flying open
"No. "

"Changed your mind?" | said with a grin. "That's okay. You're right. Maybe it
isn't such a good idea." | started backing off him "W should keep this
professional. After all—=

He lunged for me, knocking ne onto ny back and stretching over ne.

"I meant 'no' as in | don't concede defeat. Not yet."

He kicked off his briefs, then grabbed nme by the hips. We rolled, entangling
ourselves in the linen. The soft sheets and cl ean scent of |enmon engul fed us.
As

we kissed, | felt Cortez's |lips nove and opened ny eyes to see his hand arc
above us. A low thrumm ng drowned out the radio, then a fog of purple and

bl ue

light rose fromthe floor

"Tell me that isn't the koyut," | nurnured agai nst his nouth.

He chuckl ed and slid his fingers between nmy thighs, teasing. | arched back
and

cl osed ny eyes. Wien | opened them the fog was wafting toward us. It touched
ny

armfirst, sending a tingle of energy through it. | gasped. Cortez chuckled
agai n and pushed his fingers into nme. The fog wapped around us. Every hair
on

nmy body rose and | pressed ny head into the sheets, luxuriating in the
sensati on.

"That is— | gasped after a few m nutes. "You have to teach ne that."

He smiled, pulled out his fingers and slid on top of me. "I'll teach you
anyt hi ng you want."

Chapter 39
CGood Mor ni ng

AFTERWARD, | DI SENTANGLED MYSELF FROM THE SHEETS and his arns, and got to ny
feet. He lifted his head and frowned.
"Wait," | said.



I went to the cold cellar and grabbed a bottle of wi ne. Wen | returned,
Cortez

was still wapped in the clean sheets, watching ne.

"Good?" | said, holding out the bottle.

"Hrm?" He blinked, then | ooked at the bottle. "Ch, yes. Wne. Good. Geat."

| laughed. "I suppose I'd be insulted if it was the wine you were staring at."
He grinned then, a slowlazy grin that did something to ny insides.
"Cuess I'mstill in shock," he said.

"Don't tell nme I"'mthe first dansel in distress who's ever seduced you."

"I can say, with absolute certainty, that you are the first worman who has
ever

even tried to seduce nme, on or off a case." He reached for the bottle. "Do

you
need a corkscrew for that?"

"Of course not. I'ma witch."

| said a few words and the cork flew out.

"I don't suppose you know how to conjure glasses,"” | said.
"Sorry."

"The kitchen's so far away. Do we need gl asses?"

"Absolutely not."

He hooked his arm around nmy wai st and pulled me down onto his lap. W each
t ook

a drink fromthe bottle.

"I"msorry about your bike," | said.

"My...? Oh, right. As | said, it's nothing. | had insurance."

"Still, I amsorry. |I know replacing it won't be the sane thing, if you
restored

it and all."

"If | restored it?"

"I didn't nmean—

He chuckl ed. "You don't need to explain. I'mwell aware that | hardly seem
t he

type to be tinkering with transm ssions and carburetors. To be honest, short
of

that particul ar hobby, my mechanical skills approach nil."

"You can hot-wire cars."

Anot her chuckle. "Yes, | suppose there's that. As for the notorcycles, one of
ny

not her's boyfriends got ne started restoring themwhen | was Savannah's age.
At

first, I nust admit, | took it up in hopes it would add a certain cachet to

social life."

"You hoped it would help you pick up chicks. Did it?"

"Hardly. | quickly outgrew that notion. O so | thought, though | nust admt
that part of nmy notivation in choosing to take the notorcycle to the funera
hone was a seniconscious desire to present nyself in a nore attractive light."
"I was very inpressed.”

He fell back onto the sheets and | aughed, startling me. "Ch, | could tell

You

were very inpressed. About as inpressed as you were when you discovered | was
the son of an infanous Cabal CEQO "

"The heir to an infanous Cabal CEQO "

| said it teasingly, but the hunmor drained fromhis eyes. He nodded and
reached

for the wine bottle.

"I"'msorry," | said. "New topic. So, where do you live?"
"Back to the heir question first. It's true and it's not a subject I want to
avoid. | want to be honest with you, Paige. | want— He hesitated. "M father

has very good reasons for naming me heir, reasons that have nothing to do



with

me and everything to do with the politics of succession and keeping ny ol der
brothers in line."

"A purely strategic decision? | can't believe that."

"My father harbors sonme del usions regarding the nature of ny rebellion. He's
wong. | will never be the enpl oyee—er | eader—ef any Cabal. Nor am| naive
enough to take the reins of |eadership in hopes of refornmng it into a

| egi ti mate business."

"I's it true—= | shook ny head. "Sorry, | don't nean to pry—

"It's not prying, Paige. |I'd be far nore concerned if you didn't care. Ask
away.

Pl ease. "

"About the bounty. Is it true? | nmean, if you're in danger—

"I'mnot. O, if | am it's a permanent situation and nothing that inpacts
t he

present circunstances. No one in Nast's organization wuld dare collect such
a

reward. Let me say, first, that Leah has a tendency to get her facts

conf used.

My fathers wife and nmy three half-brothers do not all have contracts out on
ne.

Last | heard, only Delores and my el dest brother were offering bounties.
Car | os,

t he youngest, did at one tinme, but recent debts have forced himto wthdraw
t he

offer. As for Wlliam he's never tried to hire anyone to kill ne, probably
because he hasn't the wits to think of it."

"Are you serious?"

"About WIlIlian? Unfortunately. He's intelligent enough, but |lacks initiative."
| bunped his shoulder. "Ha-ha. You know what | mean. The bounty. You're
serious?"

"Quite, though | wouldn't suggest you nmention it to ny father. He's quite
convinced he cleared this matter up years ago. Killing the bastard heir is
absol utely forbidden. Any fam |y nenber caught attenpting it will be severely
puni shed. He tried threatening themw th death, but that didn't work, so he
revised it to the worst possible fate: disinheritance.”

"You guys raise the dysfunctional famly to a whole new | evel, don't you?"
"The Cortezes have al ways been overachi evers."

W passed the bottle again.

"You asked where | lived," he said.

"Ri ght."

"I believe the standard expression for ny situation is 'no fixed address.'
Si nce

graduating, | haven't been in one place |ong enough to even sublet an

apart ment.

My wor k—+egal and ot herwi se—keeps nme on the nmove. Wth my extracurricul ar
activities, I"'mobviously ill suited for a steady job at a law firm |nstead,

I

do piecemeal |egal work for supernaturals.”

"Lawyer to the paranormal ."

"Al nost as bad as 'superhero,’ isn't it? It provides ne enough to live on, no
nmore and no less. Mire inportantly, it gives ne the opportunity to do what |
really want."

"Save the worl d?"

"Somet hi ng which I'm sure you know not hi ng about."

"Hey, | don't want to save the whole world. Just nmy corner of it."

He | aughed and tightened his arnms around ne. W kissed for a few nminutes, then
I

reluctantly pulled back.

"I want to know nmore," | said. "About you, about what you do. But | suppose



we

shoul d get sone sleep.”

"Probably. If these |ast two days have been any indication, we'll need our
rest." He reached over and retrieved his gl asses, then | ooked at nme. "Any
chance

we can avoid separate sleeping quarters tonight? | know Savannah's presence is
a

concer n—

"One easily handled by a | ocking spell or two."

The next norning | awoke to find nyself alone. At first | thought Cortez

sl i pped

out in the night and returned to the sofa. Wich would be a bad sign. But, as
I

stretched, | noticed his side of the bed was still warm

| glanced at the clock. Eleven AM? | hadn't slept this late since college.
No

wonder Cortez was up.

| tunmbled frombed, still groggy, pulled on nmy kinmono, and headed for the
bat hroom The door was ajar, so | gave it a shove and whacked it agai nst
Cortez,

who was bent over the sink, shaving.

"Sorry," he said

"For what ? Standi ng near a door?"

A small smle. "For |eaving the door open, thereby causing you to believe the
roomwas vacant." He waved to the mrror, which was fogged from his shower.
"

opened it for some air. | couldn't find the—=

| flicked a switch outside the door and a whoosh filled the room

"Ah, the fan," he said.

"Lousy setup,” | said. "I'Il be in ny room Just knock when you're done."
Before | could | eave, he grabbed my arm tugged ne inside, and closed the
door.

Then he pulled me against himand | owered his nouth to nmine. Well, that
certainly alleviated any "norning after” awkwardness.

| kissed himback, wrapping my hands around his neck. Tendrils of danp hair
tickled my fingers. The clean tang of soap filled my nose. When ny tongue

slipped into his nouth, | tasted mnt. Toot hpaste.

| jerked back and sl apped nmy hand over ny nouth. "I have to brush ny teeth.”
As

| spun to face the mirror, | caught sight of ny hair, which frizzed out in a
way

that could only be called "witchy."

"Shit! My hair!"

Cortez wrapped a handful around his fist and bent to kiss ny neck. "I |ove
your

hair."

"Which is nore than you can say for ny breath."”

As | reached for the toothpaste, he turned ne around.

"Your breath is fine."

Then, as if to prove it, he kissed me again, deeper this time, lifting me up
onto the counter and pressing against me. | slid nmy fingers under his open
shirt, to push it off his shoul ders, but he caught ny hands.

"This, | believe, is nmy seduction,” he said. "Not, of course, that | wish to
di scourage you fromtaking the initiative in future. Nor to discourage you
from

di srobing nme or fromdisrobing yourself, particularly in the...enchanting
fashi on

you enpl oyed | ast night. But—

"Are you seducing ne or tal king about it?"



He grinned. "I could talk about it, if you like. In terms perhaps nore
amenabl e

to the situation.”
"Tenpting," | said. "Very tenpting. If | wasn't worried about Savannah waki ng
up—

"Quite right," he said. "There will be plenty of time for talk later."

Hi s nouth came down to mine as he undid ny sash. He slipped his hands inside
ny

ki nono, and traced his fingers up ny sides, slowy, then moved to cup ny
breasts. As his thunbs found ny nipples, | arched ny back and npaned.

Sonet hing hit the door, hard enough that we both junped, me falling into his
ar ns.

"I's someone in there?" Savannah said between pounds.

Cortez |ooked at nme. | notioned for himto answer.

"I am" he said.

"Are you al nost done?"

"Um no, |I'mafraid not, Savannah. |'mjust starting."

"Ch, geez," she groaned.

The door creaked, followed by a rasp and a thunp as she dropped to the floor
Cortez exhal ed and shook his head. W waited another minute. Not only didn't
Savannah | eave, but her noises of inpatience escalated in frequency and

vol une.

Cortez | eaned down to nmy ear. "Are you sure you want to keep her?"

| smiled, shook ny head, and waved himtoward the door

"What about you?" he nout hed.

| slid off the counter, then backed into the corner by the toilet and cast a
cover spell. Cortez nodded, then opened the door

"Finally!" Savannah said. "There's only one bathroom here, you know. "

He brushed past her w thout a word, footsteps echoing down the hall.
"Grouchy this nmorning, aren't we," she called after him

Savannah cl osed the door and proceeded to her urgent business. That business,
contrary to what one mght expect, had nothing to do with the toilet. First
she

brushed her hair—with my brush. Then she sanpl ed sone new | i pstick—Ay
lipstick.

Then she rooted around under the cupboard and pull ed out ny hidden stash of
hi gh- pri ced shanpoo and conditioner. Hair products which, may | point out,
wer e

i ntended for curly hair. Finally, she grabbed my French perfune and sprayed
it

around as if it was air freshener. | had to bite ny lip to keep from yel pi ng.
Next, a shower. As Savannah began to undress, | averted ny eyes, shifting ny
gaze all the way to the right. After several nminutes in that position, ny
eyes

began to water. When | finally had to gl ance back, she was standing in front
of

the mrror, just standing there, |ooking at herself and frowning. | |ooked
away

agai n.

"Well, I"'ma wonman now," she muttered to her reflection. "Hurry up and do
somet hing. " She snorted. "Wat a rip-off."

Wth that she stanped to the shower and got in. Wen the water began, | eased

fromnmy hiding spot and darted to the door, then stopped, stepped back, did a
qui ck swi sh with nmout hwash, and left.

After dressing, | walked into the kitchen to find Cortez surveying the
fridge.

He | ooked up when | entered, glanced behind nme for Savannah, then pulled ne
in

for a Kkiss.

"Last one for today, | presune," he said, then sniffed. "You snell nice."



"Not intentionally," | nuttered. "My nom al ways said never to use the cover
spell to spy on sonmeone or you mght see sonething you don't want to. Well, |
just | earned why ny shanpoo and perfune di sappear so fast. And now | know why

ny

friends al ways conpl ai ned about their siblings using their stuff.” | grabbed
t he

fridge door. "Did you get that grow ng up?"

"No," he said, as | peered into the nearly enpty fridge. "I was an only
chil d,

like you."

| paused, confused. | knew he had three ol der brothers—eh, wait. | recalled
what

Leah said about his parentage, that he was...Wrds failed ne. Ch, | knew a
few.

Illegitimte, conceived out of wedl ock, plus the "B" word, which | wouldn't
mention, even if Cortez had used it himself. Everything sounded so negative,
SO0

archai c. Maybe the terms were archai c because there was no need for such a
designation at all. If a child is conceived during an extramarital affair,

t he

burden for any questionable judgnent rests with the parents, not the child.
In

the twenty-first century, we should be enlightened enough to realize that.
Yet,

by the way Leah had brought it up, such a casually tossed barb, | knew it
wasn' t

somet hing the rest of the Cabal world let Cortez forget.

"Not much in there," he said, |ooking over ny shoulder. "If the eggs are
still

good, | could make an onelet. Yes, | know | nmade that yesterday, but ny

repertoire is exceedingly limted. It's that or, possibly, a hard-boil ed egg,
t hough I have been known to boil theminto golf balls."

"You' ve done enough. |'ve got breakfast. Eggs, pancakes, or French toast?"
gl anced at the bread, the edges bloonm ng a | ovely shade of periw nkle.
" For get

the French toast."
"What ever is easiest."

"Pancakes," Savannah said as she swung into the kitchen
"You set the table, then, and I'll cook."

Chapter 40

The Vot e

BY THE TI ME BREAKFAST-OR SHOULD | SAY BRUNCH-ended, it was past noon. Cortez
i nsisted on cleaning up and also insisted on Savannah's help. | took ny nug
of

coffee and was heading into the Iiving roomwhen the phone rang. Cortez
checked

the call display.

"Victoria Alden," he said. "Shall we let the nachine pick up?"

"No, I'll get it. After the last few days, Victoria is one problem!| can
handl e. "

"Hello, Victoria," | said as | picked up the phone.

Si |l ence

"Call display, remenber?" | said. "Great invention."

"You sound very cheerful this norning, Paige."

"I am The crowd's gone. The medi a has stopped calling. Things are definitely
| ooki ng up."

"So stealing Margaret's car and | eading the police through a cenetery | ast

ni ght



are things you woul d consider to be an inmprovenment in your current situation?"
"Ch, that was nothing. W were very careful, Victoria. The police won't know
it

was me. They haven't even called.”

"I" m phoni ng concerning the future of one of our Coven nenbers.”

| paused, then w nced, my euphoria fading. "Ch, geez.

It's Kylie, isn't it? She's decided not to stay with the Coven. Look, 1've
been

talking to her and I'Il speak to her again when all this is over."
"This isn't about Kylie. It's about you."
" NB?"

"After hearing of your |atest escapade, we called an emergency Coven neeting
this nmorning. You' ve been banished fromthe Coven, Paige."

"What -you— Words dried up in my throat.
"The vote was eight to three with two abstai ning. The Coven has deci ded."

"N—no," | said. "Eight to three? That can't be. You rigged it. You nust have—=
"Call Abigail, if you wish. I"'msure she is one of the three who voted to
al | ow

you to stay. She'll tell you it was a fair and open count. You know the rules
of

bani shment, Pai ge. You have thirty days to | eave East Falls and you are
prohi bited fromtaking any of your nother's—=

“No!" | shouted. "No!"

| slamed down the phone. Wthout turning, | sensed Cortez behind ne.

"They bani shed ne," | whispered. "They voted to kick ne out of the Coven."
If he replied, | didn't hear it. Blood crashed in ny ears. Sonehow | managed
to

cross the three steps to the recliner and drop into it. Cortez sat on the
arnrest, but | turned away fromhim No one could understand what this neant
to

me and | didn't want anyone to try. As he bent over me, his |lips noved, and
braced nyself against the inevitable "I'msorry."

Instead he said, "They're wong."

| looked up at him He |eaned down and brushed the hair fromny face, using
t he

nmoverent to stroke ny cheek with his thunb.

"They're wong, Paige."

| buried nmy face against his side and began to sob

| knew the El ders were beyond help. Al the older witches were. They were set
in

their ways and their beliefs, and | could do little to change that. |

woul dn' t

waste nmy tine trying. Instead, | wanted to focus on the younger generation

t he

ones like Kylie, who was heading off to college this fall and seriously
contenpl ati ng breaking with the Coven.

Save the younger generation and |l et the ol der one wither away. Fromthere,
could reformthe Coven, make it a place witches cane to, not escaped from
Once

the Coven had regained its strength and vitality, we could reach out to other
wi tches, offer training and fellowship and a powerful alternative to those,
i ke

Eve, who saw power only in dark magic. |1'd nake the Coven nore flexible, nore
adaptabl e, nore attractive, better suited to fulfilling the needs of al

wi tches. A grand plan, to be sure. Maybe not one | could even realize in ny
lifetime. But | could start it. | could try.

This was nore than a vision; it was the enbodi nent of every hope I'd had
si nce
I'd been old enough to formhopes. | couldn't imagine | eaving the Coven.



Literally could not envision it. Never at any tine in ny life had | wondered

what |life would be |ike outside the Coven. |I'd never dreaned of living
out si de

Massachusetts. |1'd never dreaned of falling in love and marrying. |'d never
even

dreaned of children. The Coven was ny dream and |d never considered anythi ng
that would interfere with that m ssion.

So what was | to do now? Roll over and cry? Let the Elders drive nme away?
Never .

When the initial pain of being bani shed subsided, | stepped back for a

| ogi ca

assessment of the situation. So the Coven had kicked nme out. They were

scar ed.

Reacting to an age-old fear instilled in themby Victoria and her cronies.
Terrified of exposure, they took the easiest route—+id thenmselves of the
cause

of that threat. The people of East Falls had done the same thing with their

petition. Once the danger passed, both would wel come ne back. Well, maybe

"wel come"” is optimstic, but they'd allow nme to stay, in the town and in the
Coven. Wth the right anpbunt of will and determnation, anything can be fixed.
"Wh—where's Savannah," | said, drying my eyes.

"I'n the kitchen. Making tea, | believe."
| pulled myself upright. "Seenms everyone's been doing a lot of that |ately.
Taki ng care of Paige."

"Hardly. You—=

"I appreciate it, but I'mokay," | said, squeezing his hand as | got to ny
feet.

"We've got things to do today. For starters, | should go through Savannah's
cerenony with her. | knowit's still a week away, but | want to make sure she
renenbers everything Eve told her and that we have all the ingredients."

He nodded. "Good idea. Wiile you do that, if you don't mnd, I'Il toss ny

ot her

set of clothing in the laundry."

"Ch, that's right. You' ve only got the two sets. Here, give nme your dirty
cl ot hes—=

"I"ve got it, Paige. You go on with Savannah."

"Later, we should get your bags fromthe notel and bring them back here."
paused. "That is, if we're staying here. W should discuss that, too."

He nodded and | wal ked to the kitchen doorway. Savannah | ooked up from
nmeasuri ng

tea.

"Leave that, hon," | said. "Thanks for thinking of me, but I'mfine. How
about

we run through that cerenony of your nmomis, make sure | get it right?"
"Sure."

"Let me get ny stuff, then, and we'll head downstairs."

Savannah followed nme into ny room As | pulled ny knapsack fromits hiding
pl ace, the w ndow smashed behind nme. Savannah screamed and | wheel ed around
j ust

as a football-sized rock crashed into the far wall. It hit the throw rug,
rolling once and leaving a trail of red. Thinking it was blood, | spun to
face

Savannah, but she was running to the w ndow, unharnmed.

"Cet away fromthere!" | yelled

"I want to see who threw"

"“No!

| grabbed her arm and wrenched her back. As | turned, | saw a word sneared in

red paint on the large rock: BURN
| dragged Savannah fromthe roomas Cortez canme sprinting fromthe kitchen



"I was in the basenent," he said. "Wat happened?"

| grabbed the phone and dial ed 911 as Savannah expl ai ned about the rock
Cortez's face went grimand he nmarched to the kitchen wi ndow to | ook out

back.

As | was telling the 911 di spatcher what had happened, he took the phone from
ne.

"Cet the fire departnent here now," he said to the 911 operator. "Police and
fire. Inrediately."

Wil e he gave details, | ran to the window M shed was engulfed in flanes,
fuel ed by the gasoline for the I awn nower and God knew what other flammable
[iquids.

Suddenly the shed expl oded. The boom resounded through the house. \Wen the
next

crash came, | thought it was still the shed—until shards of glass hit ny face
and sonet hing struck ny shoul der

Cortez yelled and dove at ne, grabbing the back of my shirt and yanki ng ne

backward so hard | flew off nmy feet. As he pulled me fromthe kitchen, | saw
what had hit nme. A bottle stuffed with a flamng rag. | was barely out of the
room when whatever filled the bottle ignited. A ball of fire flared, filling
ny

kitchen with flanme and snoke.

"Savannah, get down!" Cortez shouted. "Crawl to the door!"

From t he back of the house, | heard another w ndow break. My office!l Ch, God,
all ny work was in there. As | wenched free of Cortez's grasp, | renenbered
what ot her roomwas at the back of the house and what even nore precious
contents it held.

"My rooml The cerenpny nmaterial and the grimires.”

Cortez tried to grab me, but | lunged out of his reach. Sirens and shouts
sounded, nearly drowned out by the crackle of fire. Two steps fromny room a
cloud of snmoke hit nme. | reel ed back, gagging. Instinctively | breathed
deeper,

gasping for air and filling ny lungs with snoke. After a split second of

ani ma

pani c, sense returned and | dropped onto all fours and crawled into nmy room
My bed | ooked Iike a denmonic fire-beast, a four-|legged mass of flaneg,

devouri ng

everything within reach. A gust of wind billowed through the broken w ndow,
bl owi ng snoke into my face and blinding ne. | continued forward, noving from
menory, fingers outstretched. | found the knapsack first and w apped the
straps

around one hand as the other continued to search. Wen | touched the edge of
t he

trapdoor, | stopped and began feeling around it. My fingers connected with

t he

white-hot nmetal of the clasp and | jerked away, backing into the flan ng

t hr ow

rug.

For one noment, it was too nuch. The ancient fear of fire gnawed away reason
filling my brain with the snmell, sound, taste, and feel of the flanes.

froze,

unable to nove, certain | would die here, condertned to a witch's death. The
horror of that thought—the very idea of curling up and surrendering to
fear—+estored ny senses.

Ignoring the pain, |I flipped the clasp and opened the trapdoor. A nonent

| ater,

| had the second backpack. | seized the straps, yanked it fromthe cubbyhol e,
and started to creep backward, crablike, toward the door. I'd barely gone two

feet when Cortez grabbed ny ankle and dragged nme out.
"That way," he said, pushing nme forward. "To the door. Don't stand up. Oh,
shit!"



He tackled ne, knocking ne to the floor just as |I felt flames |lick ny cal ves.
As

he beat at flames on ny back, | twisted to see that the hemof ny skirt had
al so

ignited. | kicked against the wall, but the sharp nmovenent only nade the

fl anes

burn brighter. Cortez slapped out the fire with his hands. Then he grabbed
t he

knapsacks from my hand.

"I have them" he said. "Don't |ook back. Just keep noving."

| started forward. The rear of the house was abl aze. Tongues of fire |icked
across the house toward the front and, when |I passed the living room |

t ur ned

to see the drapes ignite. Breathing through ny mouth, | pushed forward,

willing

nmyself to crawl over small pockets of fire in my path. At the front hall,
paused to gl ance over ny shoul der for Cortez. He waved nme forward. | craw ed
to

t he open back door and toppl ed outside.

A man in a uni formcaught me and shoved a cloth over ny nose and nouth. |

i nhal ed a deep breath of something cold and netallic. | grabbed the man's
arm

gesturing that | could breathe w thout nedical help. Above nme, his face
wobbl ed

out of focus. | wenched around, |ooking behind me for Cortez. | saw the open
doorway and enpty hall. Then nmy |inbs gave way and everything went bl ack

Chapter 41
Package Dea

| AWKE WTH A HEADACHE THAT FELT LIKE A CH SEL striking behind ny eyes. Wen
I

lifted ny head, bile rushed to ny nouth and |I hunched over, gaggi ng and
spitting. Every time | tried to rise, nausea forced ne down. Finally | gave

up

and col | apsed.

VWhere was | ? Wien | opened ny eyes, | saw only darkness. The last thing
renmenmbered was drifting off to sleep with Cortez beside ne. Flashes of

ni ght mar e

illum nated the darkness. The taste of snoke nade ne retch again. As | did,
ny

fingers clenched the sheets and | hesitated, running nmy thunb over the cloth.
These weren't ny sheets.

"Cortez?" | shifted onto ny side. "Lucas?"

As | squinted into the darkness, nmy eyes adjusted enough to make out shapes.
Anot her twin bed to my left. A nightstand above nme. | reached for the |ight
and

flicked the switch, but nothing happened. My fingers crept to the bulb and

f ound

an enpty socket. | junped up, stomach lurching with the sudden novenent.
Across the room Savannah nuttered in her sleep

" Savannah?"

She made a noise, half-stirring.

The door swung open. A wonan stood in the entrance, illum nated by the hal
l[ight. | blinked twice but ny eyes wouldn't focus.

"Finally. W thought you girls were going to sleep all day."

Wth that voice, ny heart stopped. Leah. |I flung nyself fromthe bed and
tried

to | ocate Savannah but my | egs buckled under nme and | fell to the carpet.
"Stay in bed," a man's voice said. "You won't be ready to wal k yet."



| tried to push nyself up fromthe floor, but couldn't. Leah and her partner
stood outside the door, neither making any nove to help nme. A staccato series
of

beeps filled the silence, then the man nmurmured sonet hing.

"A cell phone?" Leah said when he finished the call. "Jesus, Friesen. He's in
the next room"

"Standard conmuni cation procedure. M. Nast wants to see themimmediately."
The man—ri esen—+noved into the light and | recognized him as the "paranedic"
who' d hel ped ne out of the burning house. Early thirties, dirty blond brush
cut,

with the oversized build of a quarterback and the mi sshapen face of a boxer.
But who was Nast? | should have known, but ny brain wouldn't focus any better
than nmy eyes. | repeated the nanme in nmy head, ny stonmach clenching with each
iteration. Nast was..wong. Someone | didn't want to neet. My gut told ne

t hat .

But ...

"My throat hurts," Savannah sai d.

"We'|l get you a cold drink in a sec, kiddo," Leah said. "You just lie there
and

rel ax."

Savannah. Nast. The connection fired. Savannah's father. Kristof Nast. Oh,
Cod.

"Sa—Savannah?" | managed, struggling to nmy feet. "I have to ta—talk to you,
hon. "

"No talking," Friesen said. "M. Nast will want her to save her energy."

| made it to Savannah's bed and sat down on the edge. | had to swall ow
severa

times before ny throat would open. "Nast is— | stopped, realizing | couldn't

just blurt it out. She needed to know more. "Kristof Nast. He's a sorcerer
He's

the head...no, the son of the head of the Nast Cabal."

She blinked. "Like Lucas?"

"No, not |ike Lucas." At the mention of Cortez's nanme, | renenbered the |ast
time 1'd seen him crawling behind ne in the burning house. | hadn't seen him
get out. Had they—=2 Ch, CGod. | swallowed hard and tried not to think of that.
"The Nast Cabal =

"Enough, " Leah said. "If you haven't told her by now, we should leave it for
a

surprise. Do you like surprises, Savannah?"

Savannah glared at her. "Don't talk to ne."

"Savannah, there's sonething el se—= | began

"Nope," Leah said, grabbing ny shoulders and propelling me off the bed. "It's
gonna be a surprise. Trust me, kiddo, you're gonna |love this one. You've hit
t he

genetic jackpot."

Before | could argue, Friesen lifted Savannah up, ignoring her protests, and
took her fromthe room Leah followed. | stood there, staring at the partly
open

door, waiting for it to close. A nonent |ater, Leah popped her head back in.
"Those drugs make you stupid, girl?" she said. "Cone on."

I only | ooked at her.

"I told themthey OO d on the stuff,"” she said. "What are you waiting for?
Shackl es and chains? You aren't a prisoner here. Nast wanted to talk to
Savannah

and this was the only way he figured he could do it."

"So...s0 | can leave here? I'mfree to go?"

"Ch, sure." She grinned. "If you don't mnd | eaving Savannah behind."

She di sappeared. | foll owed.

Nast may have been "in the next roonf as Leah said, but he nust have deci ded
to



hol d the neeting el sewhere because we headed downstairs, taking a circuitous
route to the living room

During the walk, my mind cleared. My head and throat still felt |ike they
wer e

stuffed with cotton, but at least | could think and take in ny surroundings.
Ve

were in a house. A farnhouse, judging by the vista outside the wi ndows. The
wi ndows were unbarred, some even propped open. W passed a front and side
door

and neither Leah nor her partner so nuch as glanced back to see if 1'd nake a
break for it. They didn't need to. As long as they had Savannah, | wasn't
goi ng

anywher e.

Any hope that | could still tell Savannah about Nast vani shed when we wal ked
into the living room Sandford stood by the fireplace. Seated next to hi mwas
a

tall man with thinning blond hair and broad shoul ders. As we entered, he

t ur ned

and smled, and I found nyself |ooking into an exact replica of Savannah's
bi g

bl ue eyes. My heart dropped and | knew then that Kristof Nast was indeed
Savannah's fat her.

"Savannah," he said. "You have no idea howlong |'ve waited for this."

"Tell this guy to let me go!" She wiggled, trying to get free. "Put nme down.
Now! "

Nast waved for Friesen to rel ease Savannah. "My apol ogies, princess." He
chuckl ed and gl anced at Sandford. "Still any doubt she's m ne?"

"I"mnot yours," Savannah said, pulling her shirt into place. "Not yours. Not

hers." She jabbed a finger at Leah. "Not anyone's. Now take nme home or
there's

going to be trouble.™

"Savannah, hon," | said. "I need to tell you sonething. Renenber | was
telling

you about Kristof Nast—=

"This is hin?" Her gaze raked over Nast, dismissing himwth a snort. "He's
t he

CEO s son? He's what, fifty? By the tinme he takes over, he'll be ready to
retire.”

"I"'mforty-seven, actually,” Nast said with an indul gent smle. "But | take

your
point. Al the better for you, then, isn't it?"
"Isn"t what?"

"I'f I"'mso old. Al the quicker to get your inheritance.'
"Why? What are you, sorcerer? My nom s | awer?"

Nast | ooked at me. "You haven't told her?"

"Savannah," | said. "This is—=

"I"myour father," Nast said.

He smiled and reached for Savannah. She junped back, arms flying up to ward
hi m

of f. She | ooked fromme to Nast, then back to ne.

"That's not funny," she said.

"Savannah, |1—= | began
"No one's joking, Savannah," Nast said. "I know this nust come as a shock
but

you are ny daughter. Your nother—=

"No," she said, voice quiet. She turned to nme. "You would have told ne,

ri ght?"

"I+ 1 shook my head. "I'mso sorry, hon. W don't know for sure. M. Nast
clains he's your father. | couldn't believe that. | wanted proof before
told



you. "

Nast laid a hand on Savannah's arm Wen she flung himoff, he bent to her

hei ght .

"I know you're angry, princess. This wasn't how | planned this. | thought you
knew. "

"I ...1 don't believe it."

"You don't have to. Now that we've noved beyond human courts, we can clear
this

up with a sinple blood test. I've arranged for our doctors to conduct the
t est

as soon as we get back to California."

"California?" Savannah said. "I can't—+'mnot—+ won't go. | won't."

"My apologies, |I'"'mgetting ahead of nyself. I'mnot taking you anywhere
agai nst

your will, Savannah. This isn't a kidnapping. I'"'msorry | had to resort to
such

drastic measures to get you here, but | feared it was the only way Paige
woul d

allow me to present mnmy case.”

"Case?" she said.

"For custody."

She | ooked fromme to him "W're going to court?"

He [ aughed. "No, thank God. |'ve decided to circumvent the horrors of the

| egal

system No human judge can deci de where you bel ong, Savannah. No person can
decide that. It's your life and it should be your decision."

"Good. Then I'm staying with Paige."

"Don't | get to argue ny side? Paige has had nearly a year to make her case.
Surely you can grant nme thirty mnutes to nmake mne. That's all | ask,
princess.

Thirty mnutes to explain why you should stay with nme."

"And if | don't want to?"

"Then you're free to go back to East Falls with Paige."

"Bul I'shit,"” | said.

Nast | ooked up, startled, as if the walls had spoken. Wen he turned to ne,
hi s

gaze focused sonewhere above ny head, as if | was literally beneath his
noti ce.

"You doubt ny word, Paige?" Al indulgent hunor drained fromhis voice. "I'm
a

Nast. My word is inviolable."

| felt the weight of Savannah's gaze on ne. In that nmonent, | realized what |

had to do. | had to shut nmy nmouth. Nast was right. This was her choice. Coven
or

Cabal . Wiite magic or dark. If | swayed her decision, |I'd always feel the
pul |

of the other side working against ne.

Let her hear what Nast was offering and she'd see that Eve had rmade the right
decision in sending her to the Coven. Though | doubted Nast would | et her

| eave

that easily, 1'd junp that hurdle when it cane. |If | dragged her out kicking
and

screaming, |'d | ose her forever

Before stating his case, Nast insisted on feeding us. He'd ordered pizza. He
even had a delivery guy bring it, further underscoring the point that we
weren't

bei ng hel d captive at sone top-secret |ocation

Though Leah and Friesen shared in our neal, Nast |ooked at the pizza as if
expecting the mushroons to start crawling. He assured us, as if we cared,



t hat
he'd be eating lunch later, at a business meeting in Boston.

So we were still in Massachusetts? As | thought this, | realized he'd said
[ unch, not dinner or supper. Wth that canme the shock that we'd slept through
Wednesday and had been gone now nearly twenty-four hours. Again, | thought of

Cortez, but I knew there was no sense asking. They'd only tell us what we
want ed

to hear.

"Can we get started?" Savannah said. "The pizza's great and all that, but I
want

to get this over with."

Nast nodded. "First, let nme say that your nother was a remarkabl e woman and
| oved her very nuch. It just..it didn't work out for us. After you were born
she asked me to stay away, so | did, but | always planned to be part of your
life sonmeday. Wth your nother's death, that's happened earlier than

expect ed. "

"How cone she never nentioned you to ne?"

"l have no idea, Savannah."

"CGet on with your case, then, so | can go hone."

Nast reclined without putting a single runple in his suit. "Well, | hardly
know

where to start. Do you understand how a Cabal is organized?"

"Sort of."

Nast gave her a quick rundown, concentrating on the inportance of the head
sorcerer famly. "As ny daughter, you would be an inmportant part of that

famly

with all the rights and privileges that entails."

"May | ask a question?" | said.

"l don't think—=

"It's a reasonable question,” | said. "I'mnot challenging or disagreeing
with

anything. | just want to clarify a point. As | understand it, sorcerers

typically have only sons, mneani ng Savannah woul d be the only girl—er wonan—n
the famly. How would that inpact her position?"

"I't wouldn't." Nast paused, then said, "Let nme expand on that. | want to be
conpletely forthcom ng with you, Savannah. Wthin our Cabal, the Nast
famly's

power is absolute. If we say you are to be accepted, you will be. Now, as

regards matters of succession, there would likely be some dispute over
whet her

you could inherit |eadership. However, that point is moot. | have two very
capabl e sons, and the ol dest has al ready been named as ny heir."

"So what do | get?" she asked.

"Everything else.” He shifted forward, leaning toward her. "I'ma very
weal t hy,

very powerful man, Savannah. One who can give you everything you' ve ever
want ed.

' msure Paige has done her best, but she can't offer you the advantages |
can.

More than noney, Savannah. |'mtal king about opportunity. Access to the best
tutors, the best spellbooks, the best materials.”
"Sure. In return for my immortal soul. I"'mnot a dunb little kid, sorcerer. |

know why you grabbed ne. Because of the cerenony."

My heart shot into ny throat and | notioned her to silence.

"It's quite all right, Paige. W've been aware of Savannah's nenses since
yest erday norning."

"Before you grabbed us?" | said. "Wo told you?"

"W can discuss that later. The point is—

"The point is," Savannah said. "That you grabbed me so you can change the
cerenony and nake ne a Cabal slave."



"Cabal slave?" Nast |aughed. "lIs that what Paige told you?"
"It wasn't Paige."

"Ah, Lucas, | presunme. Well, as much as | respect the Cortezes, | nust say

t hat

Lucas Cortez is a very confused young nman. He's had sone...unfortunate
experiences with Cabal life and has forned sone rather wild opinions. As for
t he

ceremony—

"Wait," Savannah said. "I want to know about Lucas first. |Is he okay?"

"He's fine, Savannah. Now—

"\What happened to hi n?"

"We del ayed his escape, but not unduly. Last tine we saw Lucas, he was in the
hands of the paranedi cs. Unconscious from snoke inhal ation, but otherw se

uni nj ured. "

As he spoke, Savannah kept darting concerned gl ances at me, taking in ny
reaction. Gabriel Sandford foll owed those glances with interest.

"So you didn't hurt hin?" she said.

"Harm ng Lucas Cortez woul d cause a diplomatic incident of epic proportions.
Killing himwould start a blood feud the Iikes of which the Cabal s haven't
seen

in over a century. A Cabal son has absolute inmmunity. That's what |'m

of fering

you, Savannah. You'll never need to hide again."

He paused, checking to see if he had her full attention now He did.

"About the cerenony,"” he continued. "Yes, there is a version that enhances a
witch's employability in a Cabal, though it's a far cry fromenslavenent. You
won't undergo that, though. There are several other cerenonies you can choose
from=

"I want the one Paige was going to do. The one ny nother wanted."

"Done. "

She blinked, then recovered and sat straighter. "And | want Paige to do it.
No

one else."

"Done." Nast stood and crossed the roomto sit beside her. "I'myour father
Savannah. | want what's best for you and, in matters of witchcraft, | trust
your

not her's judgnent. If you wish to have a nore experienced witch performthe
cerenony, |'ll provide that. But if you want Paige, that's fine. She can stay
with you until next Wednesday and she'll performthe cerenmony your nother
chose

for you."

"Then what will happen to Paige? After the cerenony?"

"She'll be free to go."

Savannah slanted me a |l ook. "Wat if | don't want her to go?"

Nast hesitated. "I'm sure Paige has her own responsibilities with the Coven—
"They kicked her out. They're all stupid and usel ess. She's too good for them
anyway. |If | stay, Paige stays. She can be my tutor."

"No offense to Paige, but we have far superior teachers of witchcraft."

"Then she'll be my conpani on or my nanny or sonething. That's what rich kids
have, isn't it? Servants? | want Paige. She stays with me and she gets to

| earn

everything | learn.”

"l don't think—=

"Package deal ," Savannah said. "Take it or leave it."
He took it.

Chapter 42

M. Nast's Wtch

"I DIDN' T MEAN IT," SAVANNAH SAI D AFTER WE' D RETURNED TO OUR bedroom which



had

now been equi pped with a working light. "About the servant part. | was just
saying that."

| barely heard her. | couldn't renmenber the wal k back to the room couldn't
renmenber who'd brought us or what they'd said. Al | could hear was

Savannah' s
voi ce, accepting Nast's proposition
"You're mad at ne, aren't you?"

"No, I'mnot mad. Just..confused. It's alot to take in. I"'msorry | didn't
tell

you earlier, about himclaimng to be your father."

"Things got pretty crazy. You wanted proof first. | guess | understand that."
The truth was, 1'd held back out of fear that something like this would
happen,

that Nast would breeze in and offer Savannah the world. In failing to tel

her,

I'd lost my chance to warn her. Anything | said now woul d seem churli sh,
disgruntled lies woven to sway her to ny side. Even as she bounced around the
room chattering, | could feel her slipping away. As Nast said, |I'd had nearly
a

year to nake ny case. Why hadn't | done a better job? She'd called the Coven
stupid and useless. That's the alternative I'd shown her—a world where

wi t ches

were stupid and usel ess.

| knew | should stay silent, let her see things for herself, but it took

every
bit of restraint to keep from shaking her and shouting "Wat are you doi ng?"
Instead, | settled onto the bed before saying, "I'mglad you want ne around,
Savannah, but you know | can't do this. |I'm Coven Leader. | can't just |eave—=

"They ki cked you out!"

"Yes, they're angry, but—=

"You said you'd stay with ne. You pronised."

"I know and I wll, but—=

"Well, this is ny decision. | want to be here and if you want to help nme, you
have to stay."

She pl opped onto the opposite bed, turned her back to me, and crossed her
arms.

W sat like that for a few mnutes. A few tinmes she half-turned, as if

wai ting

for me to argue. Wien | didn't, she twisted to face ne.

"Don't be mad, Paige," she said. "Did you hear what he said? The best tutors,
t he best books, the best materials. I'lIl get all that and 1'll share it with
you. Isn't that what you wanted?"

| didn't answer.

"You're worried because it's a Cabal, right?" she continued. "I know what
Lucas

said, but, well, maybe he—ny—Nast is right. Not that Lucas is lying. | don't
mean that. But he could be confused. Maybe he saw some really bad stuff.

St uf f

that doesn't normally happen.”

Again, | said nothing.

"Fine. Be that way. Go back to stupid little East Falls, to your burned-down

house. | won't go. They don't want us there. Every tine you wal k down the
street, people are going to be pointing and saying stuff. Well, they won't
say

stuff about me. 1'lIl be in California. | bet Adamw Il come visit nme. He
won' t

be like this."

"I"ll stay with you, Savannah. You know I will."
She hesitated, then smled and | eaned across the beds to hug nme. "It's going



to

be okay, Paige. You just watch. This will be the best thing that's ever
happened

to us."

Still drowsy fromthe drugs, we dozed for an hour or so. Then a knock at the
door woke us both. A woman peeked t hrough

"May we cone in?" she asked

Wthout waiting for a response, she pushed open the door and wal ked in. She
was

in her early forties, nore handsonme than pretty, with an angular jaw and a
sal t - and- pepper brush cut. Behind her was another woman, about twenty years
older, with the sane jawline and silver hair cut in a stylish bob.
"I"'mGeta Enwight,"” the younger wonman said. "This is ny nother, divia."
"Livy, please," the older wonan said. "We're so pleased to neet you. Both of
you." She bustled in behind her daughter and laid a silver tray on the

ni ghtstand. "I know your nother |iked her tea, Paige. | took a chance on
guessi ng you' d devel oped the sane tastes."

| blinked. "You knew my not her?"

"Fromyears back. More years than | care to count." A tinkling, girlish

| augh.

"I grewup in the Coven. My nother left when | was a teenager."
"You're—you're a witch?"

"Ch, I'mso sorry. An inconplete introduction, Geta. |I've always thought

t hat

strange, that we should be able to recogni ze sorcerers but not our own
sisters.

Getais M. Nast's witch." Another |augh. "That sounds perfectly horrible,
doesn't it? And much too famliar. Cabals, as you may know, have only one
wi t ch.

A very prestigious and exclusive position, which | was fortunate enough to be
able to pass on to Geta when | retired. And now— She turned a broad smle
on

Savannah. "W neet our official successor. | can't tell you how pl eased we
are."

Savannah hesitated, and | ooked from nother to daughter. "You' re not nad?
nmean,

"Il be replacing you, won't 1|7?"

Greta |l aughed, a throaty chuckle that was the very opposite of her nother's.

"I't'"ll be sone years before you' re ready for that, Savannah. By then, |'Il be
ready to retire nyself. An early retirement, nost likely, but M. Nast has
prom sed me a full pension. If anything, | should be thanking you."

Aivia nodded. "And M. Nast has brought me out of retirement to help you get
adjusted, for which he is nore than adequately conpensating me, so | should
be

t hanki ng you as well."

"You guys'l| be teaching us?"

"Us?" Greta repeated.

"Her," | said. "So you'll be her tutors?"

"In witch magic only," AQivia said. "For the rest, you'll have proper tutors.
Sorcerers, | nmean. They have the true magic."

"Maybe not for long," Savannah said, junping fromthe bed. "Paige has these
gri nmoi res—

| tried to stop her, but only halfheartedly. As nuch as | wanted to keep the
grinoires secret, | was curious to hear the opinion of these wonen. |I'd never
met a Cabal witch. 1'd expected—+tet's be honest, | expected themto be a |ot
different, nore intimdating, nore dangerous, nore, well, evil.

Savannah told them about the grinoires and our theory.

"OfF course, Paige still has to test it," she said. "W could be wong."

| refrained fromtelling the other witches that | had tested them



successful | y.

For now, better to keep that to nyself.

"It sounds promising," Geta said. "But | wouldn't get ny hopes up, |adies.
Sorcerer magic is the magic of power. Wth all respect to wonmen and equa
rights, witch magi c just doesn't neasure up."

"I wouldn't waste ny tine on it," divia said. "Your tutors will teach you
everything you need to know. As for those grinmoires, | doubt they survived
t he

fire. "

"No, Paige went back for them" Savannah stopped and turned to ne. "\Were are
t hey?"

"Cor—+tucas had them | gave themto him"

"Lucas Cortez?" divia said. "Ch, ny, that's right. | heard young Lucas was

i nvol ved. He has quite the reputation, but we've never had the chance to neet
him have we, Greta? That nust have been quite an experience. You' |l have to
tell us all about him Let me pour the tea first."

Once the tea was poured, we sat on the edge of the bed. Aivia asked about

Cortez. | let Savannah reply, discreetly cutting her short after a few

sent ences.

"Ch, he is an odd one," divia said, clucking. "I feel so sorry for his

f at her.

M. Cortez is handling the situation remarkably well, though |I nust say, he
lets

the boy get away with far too nuch. Al parents do, don't they? A Caba

| eader

is no different fromany father. You'll see that, Savannah. M. Nast dotes on
his boys and |'msure he'll treat you just the sane."

"As for Lucas Cortez," Greta said, "young nen are always | ooking for dragons
to

slay. And pretty dansels to rescue.” She slid a snile ny way. "It's only a
stage. Soon he'll cone to see that Cabals aren't the nonsters he thinks they
are."

"What are they?" Savannah asked. "I nmean, what are they really |ike?"

"Excel l ent enployers,"” Greta said. "Everything an enpl oyee could ask for.
They

of fer conprehensive benefits, stock options, a solid pension plan, and
excel | ent

remuneration.”

Aivia laughed. "None of which interests you in the |east, does it, Savannah?
And with good reason. You won't ever need to worry about those things. Your

bi ggest concerns now wi |l be whether you want to spend your summer vacation
in

France or Italy."

"And what kind of sports car you want for your sixteenth birthday," Geta
added.

"l want a Porsche,’

Savannah said, turning to me with a grin. "A Porsche

convertible, like Cay's. Only red. | want it in red.”

"You'll get it," Geta said. "This will be a whole newlife for you, Savannah
A

life any girl, and any witch, would envy."

Chapter 43

Good and Evil

BEFORE DI NNER, GRETA AND OLI VI A DECI DED TO SQUEEZE in Savannah's first

| esson.

They took us outdoors to a grove of forest beyond an unused barn. Leah and
Friesen came al ong, presumably to guard Savannah from any external threat,
but

nmore likely to guard agai nst any joint escape plan | mght hatch. They



needn' t

have bothered. As |ong as Savannah wanted to stay, | was staying right beside
her .

Greta started with witch magic, but it was clear her heart wasn't in it and,
as

soon as she'd ascertained that Savannah al ready knew the basics, she noved on
"Now, we're going to show you some sorcery," Geta said. "OF course, you'l
have

a better tutor for this later, but | thought you mght like to see a sanpling
of

what you'll learn. When we get back to Los Angeles, we can work nore on your
witch skills."
Aivia grinned. "For now we'll have some fun."

Over the next hour, Geta and Aivia denonstrated a hal f-dozen spells. One was
a

variation on Cortez's fog spell. Another shot a bolt of electrical energy
from

the caster's hand. A third conjured colored Iights. Obviously they were

show ng

of f, selecting spells that were little nore than the nagi cal equival ent of
Fourth of July fireworks. Dime-store magic, as Cortez would say. | wanted to
turn up nmy nose at it, but the truth was, | was inpressed.

As they cast, | couldn't help thinking of all the possible uses for their
spells. The fog spell would be handy for escapes, particularly in conjunction
with the cover spell. The electrical bolt seemed an excellent variation on

t he

fireball spell, something else to add to ny repertoire of nonlethal defense
I

wanted to find fault, to find evil, but I couldn't. There was nothi ng w ong
with

this magic. Although it wasn't any better than the magic in the tertiary
witch

grinmoires, it wasn't any worse, either—at |east, not in the sense of being
any

| ess noral

"Coul d you cast that fog spell again?" | asked.

Geta smled. "You |like that one?"

"It's interesting. It contains conmponents of wind and fire elenmental wtch
spell's, but the construction is much different. The invocation to Boreas is

particularly unique. | suppose that's a | eftover vestige of its origin."
Geta and Aivia stared at me as if | was speaking Greek, which, in a way,
was, since the spell itself was in Geek. After a nonent of silence, Qivia
| aughed.

"To tell the truth, Paige, we have no idea what it says. W' ve never
transl at ed
it."

"You don't know Greek?" Savannah said. "I thought all wtches had to know

G eek.

And Latin and Hebrew. Enough to understand the spells, at least."

"We don't bother with that," Aivia said. "I know sone Latin fromny schoo
days, but it's not inportant. The grimoires tell you what the spells do, and
your tutors will explain the pronunciation."

"Wuld you like to try a casting?' Geta asked Savannah

"Sure."

"Wi ch one?"
Savannah grinned at ne. "All of them Teach us all of them™

That evening Nast hosted a formal dinner party for Savannah. Savannah
recei ved
her first little black dress, which was about two sizes too snmall in length



and

two sizes too big in width, but she was too excited to notice. She al so
received

her first pair of heels and her first makeover, as Greta and divia fussed
and

prinmped her into a "little princess." Only Nast and Sandford joined us for

di nner, both in tuxes. |I didn't recognize half of what |ate.

Afterward, Nast presented Savannah with a famly crest ring. Then he gave ne
an

anul et, a gesture that clearly pleased Savannah, which was, |'m sure, the
intent. It was a pretty piece, but nonmagi cal, probably sonething he'd
gr abbed

at an antique jewelry store this afternoon in Boston
Next everyone else in the house, from Sandford to the witches to the
hal f - denon

guards to the shaman cook, filed through with gifts. Once, in a nuseum | saw
a

mur al depicting an anci ent pharaoh sitting in his throne as a parade of
foreign

dignitaries presented himw th exotic offerings. That's what this | ooked
like.
And, like any normal thirteen-year-old girl, Savannah | apped it up

After dinner, we retired to our room It was only eight-thirty, but we

coul dn't

keep our eyes open

"Did you see what Greta gave nme?" She pulled an amet hyst-encrusted silver
ritual

dagger fromthe pile by her bed. "A new athane. Isn't it great? | bet it was
expensi ve."

"Very."

"Can | see the amul et Kristof gave you?"

Nast had asked Savannah to call himby his given nane, until she felt ready
for

somet hing nore indicative of their relationship. A w se nove, | had to adnit.
| passed Savannah the neckl ace.

"Cool. Bet it's an antique."

"I"'msure it is."

"It was nice of him don't you think? To get you sonet hi ng?"

| nodded.

Savannah yawned and stretched back on the bed. "I'mso tired." She lifted her
head to ook at ne. "Do you think they put sonething in our cocoa?"

| wanted to shout, "Yes! Don't you see? Don't you see everything? The gifts,
t he

party, it's all a sham" Yet the truth was that | wasn't so sure of that
nysel f.

Yes, it was over the top. And patently unfair, since | could never conpete.
But

was it a shan? | didn't know, so | settled for answering Savannah's question
as

honestly as | coul d.

"I think they probably gave us something to help us sleep,” | said. "It
doesn' t

feel any stronger than a sl eeping potion. Probably valerian root, judging by
t he

aftertaste.”

"Well, | don't know about you, but I'mgoing to bed. Geta said she has a
surprise for me tomorrow. A really good surprise.”
"I'msure she does," | said.

Soneone knocked at the door. Wen | called a welcone, divia popped her head



in.
"Paige? M. Nast would like to speak to you."
Savannah nmopaned. "Can't it wait until nmorning? |'"'mso tired."

"He only wants to speak to Paige, dear. |I'll stay and keep you conpany while
she's gone. ™
Savannah sat up. "I want to go with Paige."

Aivia shook her head. "Your father was very clear. Paige only."

" But —

“I'I'l be fine," | said.

"OfF course she will,” divia said. "Nothing' s going to happen to her
Savannah.

Your father understands how nmuch you' ve cone to rely on her." She turned to
ne.

"M. Nast is in the living room"

| nodded and left.

No one escorted ne downstairs. | passed Friesen and another hal f-denon guard,
whom |'d only heard called Anton. Both cast subtle glances ny way, but gave
no

sign that they were watching me. | knew they were, though
Despite ny intent to stay with Savannah, 1'll admit to an inkling of
tenptation

as | passed the front door. Earlier |I hadn't thought of running. Now, though
as

| neared the living room | had to ask mysel f what Nast wanted.

I knew Nast had no intention of taking me back to Los Angeles. So long as |
was

alive, 1'd be a threat. A minor one, but a threat nonetheless. Once I'd
served

nmy purpose, he'd have nme killed. The only question was: Wen?

As | passed the door, | wondered whether 1'd already outlived ny useful ness.

I

hesitated, but only for a second. Nast's hold on Savannah wasn't strong
enough

to risk incurring her wath. | had a few nore days at |east. Enough tinme to
cone

up with a plan.

When | pushed open the living roomdoor, Nast was inside, |aughing as

Sandf ord

rel ayed an anecdote about a shaman.

"Paige, cone in," Nast said. "Have a seat."

| did.

"Wuld you like a drink? Port? O aret? Brandy?"

"Claret would be fine. Thank you."

Sandford's brows arched, as if surprised |'d accept a drink. | had to trust
in

my conviction that they wouldn't kill me yet, and behave as if | trusted them
Once Sandford passed around gl asses of claret, Nast settled back in his chair.
"You asked earlier how we knew about Savannah's nmenses. | thought you shoul d
know the truth, though dinner hardly seened an appropriate tine to discuss
it."

He sipped his drink, taking his time before continuing. "I'll be blunt,

Pai ge.

Victoria Alden told us."

The glass alnost fell frommy hand

"I realize you won't believe me," he continued. "Let nme offer proof that |'ve
been speaking to Mss Alden. As for the cerenony, the Coven di sapproved of

it,

but your nother did it for you. Mss Alden believes you borrowed Margaret

Levi ne's car Tuesday night, not to get the tea ingredients, as you told



Margaret, but to get the required cerenonial materials."

| leaped to nmy feet. "What did you do to Victoria?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"You said Victoria told you. You forced her to talk, didn't you? What—=
Sandford's |augh cut ne short.

Nast smiled. "Touching, isn't it? How she junps to the defense of her Coven
sister, even after that very person has exiled her fromthe Coven? W didn't
hurt Victoria, Paige. W never even contacted her. She called us."

"No. She wouldn't do that."

"Ch, but she did. She got Gabe's number from M. Cary's office, then called
and

of fered us a deal. Information for protection. She'd tell us crucial details
about Savannah if we'd pronise to take ny daughter and | eave town."

"No! She'd never—"

"You don't believe nme?" Nast lifted a cell phone fromthe table by his arm
"Call her yourself."

| made no nove to take the phone.

"No? Allow nme, then."

He dialed the nunber, lifted the phone to his ear and said a few words, then
passed it to ne. | snatched the phone from his hand.

"Tell me he's lying," | said.

"He isn't," Victoria said. "I have the Coven's interests to consider, Paige
I

will not—=

"You—bPo you have any idea what you' ve done?"

"I'"ve given Savannah to her father."

"No, you've given her to a—

"A Cabal. Yes, | realize that. | know all about them despite what | said the
ot her day. Savannah is the daughter of a sorcerer and a black w tch. She
deserves to be where she's going. Evil begets evil."

"No!" | shouted, flinging the phone into the fireplace.

"Hear that crash, Gabe?" Nast said. "It's the sound of illusions shattering.”
He

| ooked at ne. "I thought you should know, so you're fully aware of the

situation. You nay | eave now "

W thout even waiting for ne to go, he turned back to Sandford and resuned
their

conversation. | storned fromthe room

Chapter 44
Conpr ehensi ve | nsurance Policy

SAVANNAH WAS ASLEEP WHEN | RETURNED TO OUR BEDROOM divia left with only a
mur mur ed good-bye, perhaps realizing | was too stunned to hear her, much | ess
r espond.

How coul d the El ders have betrayed us? Bani shing nme fromthe Coven |I could
under st and—barel y—but this, this was beyond fathom ng. They'd sold Savannah
for

their own peace of mind. How could their own security be worth so great a
price?

No matter how much | railed against the Elders, | believed themto be good
worren. They'd spent their lives fighting the tenptation of evil and rooting
it

out of their Coven. Yes, they went too far, placed too many restrictions on
us,

robbed us of our potential. Yet | never doubted that their intentions were
good.

Here, though, | was faced with sonmething | could not deny—that they had acted
in

a way that made themno better than the Cabals, perhaps even worse. In



chasi ng

so relentlessly after norality, the El ders had become the very thing they'd
fought so hard against: evil. | blanched at the word, instinctively feeling
t he

need to justify, to noderate. Yet there it was. \Wat else could you cal

their

betrayal but an act of unforgivable evil?

Per haps now nore than ever | wanted to save the Coven. If | did, though, 1'd
never forget this |esson

W had a | ate breakfast with Nast, who was headi ng back into Boston for

busi ness

that day, but promised to return before dinner. After breakfast, we spent an
hour in our room-Nast having not yet given us free run of the house. At

el even,

Greta and her nother cane to give Savannah her surprise.

"What is it?" Savannah asked as we trooped downstairs.

"I'f I told you, it wouldn't be a surprise, would it?" Geta said

"We'll tell you this much," Odivia said. "It's for your ceremony. Only five
nor e

days."

"But | thought—= Savannah gl anced at nme. "Kristof said Paige could do the
cerenony."

"Ch, yes, Paige will be conducting it. W'll have to use our own materi al

t hough. Al Paige's things were lost in the fire. A shane, really. |

war ned—entioned to M. Nast that he might want to rescue the nagical itens
first, but he didn't see the need."

"You'll get all new tools anyway, Savannah," Greta said. "Better, too. Al so
better materials for your ceremony. Do you know whose grave we got the dirt
fron? Abby Borden, Lizzie Borden's stepnother. She was killed near here, you
know. "

"Real | y?"

"Real ly. Now there's soneone who was definitely murdered."

"When did you gather it?" | asked. "It has to be on the first night of her
nmenses. "

"Ch, that's an old wives'—er old w tches'—tale,’
t hi ng

you'll learn, Savannah. A |lot of what you've heard is nonsense. Gathering
itens

on certain days, performng rituals at specific tinmes—=

"You mean | don't need to wait until the eighth day?"

"No, that one's true. Or so we believe, though no witch I know has ever been
willing to test the theory and risk hanpering her daughter's powers."

When we arrived at the back door Roberta Shaw and Anton were waiting to
escort

us outside. | hadn't seen the necromancer since Mnday, at the funeral hone.
Shaw hadn't been anong the staff who'd presented Savannah with gifts, so I'd
assuned she'd been sent packing for her role in that horror show Seeing her
still here made nme wonder whether Nast's condemnation of the funeral hone
debacl e had been nore show than substance.

"What's she doi ng here?" Savannah said, shooting a glare at Shaw

"I asked M. Nast if Roberta could acconpany us instead of Leah," Geta

AQivia said. "That's one

expl ai ned. She | owered her voice. "I don't know about you, but | don't trust
that Volo."
"Well, | don't trust that necro, either," Savannah sai d.

Aivia hushed her. "She was only doing her job, Savannah. Now conme al ong."
W passed the barn and entered the forest.

"So are we practicing the cerenony?" Savannah asked.

"No, we're performng a rite. A special protection rite."

" Cool . "



"Very cool ," Geta said. "Not many young witches get this. It requires very
uni que ingredients. When we nmentioned it to M. Nast, though, he gave us
carte

bl anche. Anything to help his little girl on her special day."

| resisted the urge to nmake retching noises. "Wat kind of protection does it
gi ve?"

"The best. Think of it as a conprehensive insurance policy. It'll prevent
everything fromdenonic interference to having Savannah wake up with the flu
next \Wednesday. "

"Huh," | said. "Sounds good."
"It's sorcerer magic."
"Of course.”

They led us into the woods. W passed the spot where we'd practiced the

aft ernoon before and kept going. As we wal ked, Savannah gl anced back at Shaw
and

Ant on.

"Who's carrying the material ?" she asked.

"What material is that, dear?" divia said.

"For the ritual."

"Everything we need is at the site.”

"I should have brought ny new at hane."

Both Greta and AQivia frowned, then divia |aughed

"Ch, that's right. Coven witches still use their tools. You'll find we've
noved

beyond that. W all still have an athame as a keepsake—a reni nder of our
past .

As |I'msure you know, the tools aren't actually required for casting."

"My nomused them" Savannah said

"That's because she was raised Coven. It takes a while to shake the old ways.
I

clung to ny tools for years, like a security blanket. You'll find we only use
tools that are inperative for casting."

"The sane goes for materials," Geta said. "W've done away with all the
nonessentials. Genstones with synbolic meanings. |Incense for nood. Candl es
for

at nospheric lighting. All they do is conplicate and prolong a cerenony."
"Maybe, " Savannah said. "But don't you think they make it kinda...fun?"

Greta | aughed. "Cabal s don't have a budget for fun."

"Modern witches have nmade witchcraft nmodern,” Qivia said. "You'll cone to
appreci ate that, Savannah. It makes things nmuch easier if we discard the
baggage, both literal and figurative."

"And here we are," Greta said.

She stepped off the path, then pulled back a bush and waved us through
Savannah

stepped into the clearing first. Through the bushes, | saw her wal k forward,
eyes on the towering trees. Then she stopped short and yel ped. | dove through
t he bushes to find her standing over a prone figure. It was a boy, maybe
fifteen

or sixteen. | hurried forward, then saw the steady rise and fall of his chest.
"He's sl eeping," Savannah said. "Wird. He nmust |ive around here, huh? Cuess
we

shoul d find sonepl ace el se—=

"He's supposed to be here," Greta said.

Savannah stared at the young man. He wore a faded denimjacket and jeans. He
had

light brown hair tied at the nape of his neck and the kind of soft, pretty
face

that markets so well to teenage girls.

"Who is he?" Savannah asked.

"Prince Charmng," Greta said. "You ve heard of Sleeping Beauty? Well, this



is

the girl-power version."

Savannah gave a hal f-1augh, turning away as her cheeks went scarlet. "No,
really, who is he? A sorcerer?"
"He's nobody. Just a hunan boy.'
t he

clearing. "Now, as |'ve said, we skip all the ritual prelimnaries, so you
can

just go right ahead and kneel beside him™

"What ? Way?"

My gut went cold. "What's going on here?"

"The protection ritual, as we said. Savannah, kneel beside the young man and
put

your hand on his chest."

Savannah hesitated, then started to kneel

"No," | said. "Get up, Savannah." | turned to Greta and Aivia. "W aren't
doi ng

anything until you tell us exactly what this ritual entails."

G eta turned her back on ne.

"Hey—" | said.

I was cut off after the first word, frozen in a binding spell. Savannah
started

scranbling to her feet, but Anton put his hands on her shoul ders and pressed
her

down.

"Hey! Don't— Paige!" Savannah swung her gaze up to Aivia, who stood behind
nme

and was undoubtedly casting the binding spell. "Let her go! Now "

"Paige is a Coven witch," Greta said. "She doesn't understand."

She pulled a thin-bladed knife fromher bag and knelt on the other side of

t he

boy.

"Wh—what are you doi ng?" Savannah asked.

"A top-level protection spell requires an exchange. A life protected for a
life

[ ost. You should know this, Savannah. Your nother did."

"No! My not her never—she woul dn't— Savannah | ooked at the boy, then w enched
her gaze away and struggled against Anton's grip. "You can't do this!

forbid

it."

"You forbid it?" Geta's lips twisted. "Did you hear that, Mther? She's

gi vi ng

orders already. Well, 'princess,' it's your father who gives orders around
her e,

and he told us to do whatever was necessary to keep his little girl safe.

Ant on,

put her highness's hand on the boy's chest. Over the heart, please.”

Anton forced Savannah's hand to the boy's left breast. Greta noved the bl ade
to

t he boy's throat.

"No!" Savannah said. "You can't do this! You can't! He didn' t—he didn't do
anyt hi ng. "

"He's a nobody, Savannah," divia said frombehind me. "A runaway. The only
nmeaning his life has is in protecting yours."

"Don't bother, Mdther," Geta said. "It's obvious Eve coddled the girl. Wat
do

you think dark magic is, Savannah?"

"It's not this. | knowit isn't. My nother never did this."

"OfF course she did. She just never let you see it." Greta pressed the bl ade
agai nst the boy's throat. "No!" Savannah struggl ed harder, forcing Anton to

Greta grabbed a small bag fromthe side of



put

all of his weight into holding her down.

"He's a pretty boy, isn't he?" Geta said. She put her |left hand behind the
boy's head and lifted it. "Wuld you like to give hima kiss, Savannah? A

| ast

ki ss? No? All right then."

She sl ashed the knife over the boy's neck so fast that it seemed not to have
left a mark. Then his throat split open. Anton shoved Savannah's head
forward.

Bl ood jetted into her face and she started to scream

Chapter 45
Brotherly Love

| WON T DETAIL THE NEXT FEWM NUTES, | CAN T, it broke ny heart the first
tine,

and even thinking about it is enough to bring nme to tears. Savannahs terror
and

rage were indescribable. Al | could do was stand there and watch, trapped in
a

bi ndi ng spel I .

Twenty minutes later | was in the bedroom tucking Savannah into bed. Ringed
around us were Nast, Sandford, and Leah

On hearing the screans, Leah had come running. In the chaos that ensued, no
one

had escaped Savannah's blind fury. Leah had a bl oodi ed nose and even | had a
scratch across my upper arm Eventually Shaw managed to sedate Savannah, and
she'd col | apsed where she stood. Then Sandford had carried her back to the
house.

Once 1'd finished getting Savannah into bed, Nast waved for everyone to |eave
the room Wwen | tried to stay, he notioned for Leah to renmove ne. | brushed
her

of f and foll owed Nast and Sandford into the hall

"I can't believe they did that," Nast said.

"They say you gave them carte bl anche,” Sandford said.

"Not for this."
"It's a common spell, Kris. Not too common, given the risk that cones wth
ki dnappi ng and killing humans, but it's comon enough."

"But to take her, unprepared, w thout a word of warning, of explanation..

"I did warn you, Kris," Sandford said, |owering his voice so Leah coul dn't
hear .

"They expected Geta's daughter to succeed her."

"You think they did this intentionally?"

"Duh, no, really?" | said, stepping forward. "Of course it was intentional! |
can't believe you placed Savannah in the hands of wonen who had every reason
to

want her gone. |'msurprised they didn't kill her instead of the boy."

| ooked

from Sandford to Nast. "Ch, | see. You figured they'd toe the party |ine
because

they're witches. Too stupid, or too cowed, to plot against you."

"Are we done with her yet?" Sandford asked, jerking his chin at ne.

Nast | ooked at nme, but his gaze was unfocused, distracted. "Just get her out
of

here. 1'll decide what to do with her later. |I haven't time for this right
now. "

The nmonent Sandford asked his question, |'d started whispering the fog spell.
I

flicked my hand and a cl oud of snoke burst frommy fingertips, swirling up
i ke



a snoke screen. | raced into the bedroom slanmed the door, and cast a |ock
spell. Then | ran to the wi ndow and tugged on the frame. It was painted shut.
I

grabbed a chair and threw it through

"Savannah!" | said, shaking her shoul der

She gave only a |l ow groan. | grasped her around the waist and pulled her off
t he

bed. Then | | ooked out the wi ndow. W were on the second story. Maybe | could

junp, but | could hardly throw Savannah out.

Leah pounded at the door. Sandford shouted orders, calling the others.

t hought

fast. Did I know any spells for getting Savannah down? No. Either | could find
a

way to lower her to the ground or |I'd have to carry her. The first would take
too long. | tried lifting her, but could barely get her off the floor

The door flew open. Friesen burst through and grabbed Savannah from ne. Leah
foll owed at his heels.

"See, guys?" she said. "No rush, like | said. She wasn't goi ng anywhere."
"Take her to the secured room" Nast said.

Leah | eaned over nme and said in a nock-whisper, "Just a tip. Next time, run
for

the front door."

Fri esen and Sandford | aughed.

They put ne in a secured basement room but bound and gagged me, |eaving ne
i ncapabl e of spell-casting. Then Shaw shot a dose of sedative into ny arm |
was

unconsci ous before they left the room

| don't know how much tine passed, but when | awoke, | found nyself staring
into

Cortez's eyes. | struggled to sit upright, smling behind ny gag. The eyes
blinked and | saw within them sonething so cold | shuddered and skittered
backward. Somewhere in the room Gabriel Sandford | aughed.

"Scared of her own shadow," Sandford said. "Just like a witch."

The man bendi ng over nme blinked and the illusion shattered. They were
Cortez's

eyes, but older. Oder and soulless. He noved back and | saw that the
resenbl ance ended at the eyes. This man was in his early forties, shorter

t han

Cortez, with a severe, patrician |look that m ght have been handsone if he
smled, but with frown |ines that suggested he never did.

"You're certain?" he said. "About the relationship?"

"Certain?" Sandford said. "Wat do you want? A vi deotape of your brother
bangi ng

her ?"

The man turned a cold stare on Sandford, who straightened and cleared his

t hr oat .

"I can't be absolutely certain, as she's not likely to admt to it," Sandford
said, his tone formal. "Yet all evidence points to that concl usion. Your

br ot her

is searching frantically."

"Frantical ly?"

"Very."

The other man's brows lifted. "I don't think |I've ever seen Lucas frantic
about

anything. That seals the matter, then. Kill her."

"And put her head in his bed?"

The man's lip curled ever so slightly. He only shook his head, as if
Sandford's

qui p wasn't worthy of an answer. Sandford stiffened, then dropped his gaze.



"Wl d you prefer | sent a videotape, then?" Sandford said. "O her death?"
"That shoul d do."

"Degree of suffering?" Sandford asked.

"Average. Enough to hurt him not enough to convince himit was overtly

personal . "

"Il send ny best."

"No, you'll send your nost expendable. An independent contractor. That will
be

nore cost-effective and will nmake it nore difficult for Lucas to trace it
back

to you. You'll involve no one else fromthe Nast organization in this matter
and you'll elimnate the contractor once he's finished the job. As soon as
| eave, you'll move her to a second location. Fromthere you'll arrange for
t he

contractor to kidnap and kill her. You'll then include this note with the
vi deot ape. "

The man handed an envel ope to Sandford. Wen Sandford | ooked down at it, the
man

went on, "The note sinply makes it clear that her death is his fault, that
had

she not becone involved with him and his 'crusade,' she'd still be alive."”
Sandford snmiled. "Alittle guilt's always good for the conscience."

"Now make sure this cannot be linked to you or the Nast Cabal. As for me, |
was

never here."

"That goes w thout saying. We have a deal, then?"

The man nodded.

"Just to, uh, be clear." Sandford continued. "If | do this, |I'mguaranteed a
position in the Cortez Cabal, at a twenty-percent salary increase."

"That's what | said, isn't it?"

"I just wanted to be sure. I'mtaking a big risk here. It would have been
easi er
if I could have persuaded Kristof to get rid of her, but he's still stalling,

worried about that witch-brat of his. Wen he finds out this one di sappeared
on

my watch, I'Il probably be out of a job, friend or not. So, of course, | want
to

be sure—=

The man's gaze hardened. "Did | give you nmy word?"

"Y-yes, sir. Forgive ne."

"I appreciate your having brought this...unique opportunity to nmy attention

Gabriel. You will be very well conpensated for it." The man turned toward ne,
lips curving in a hunorless smle. "I must say, it's alnost a shame she has
to

die. My father's been worrying that Lucas will never provide himwth

gr andsons.

It's hard to perpetuate a dynasty when the current heir shows no inclination
to

father future heirs. He'd be so pleased to hear that Lucas has finally found
someone. Then he'd neet her...and probably drop dead of shock." The man shook
hi s

head. "A witch? Unbelievable, even for Lucas."

"Not just a witch," Sandford said. "The head of the Anerican Coven."

"Ch, there's a dynastic alliance guaranteed to nake the Cortez Cabal the

| aughi ngst ock of the supernatural world. |I'mdoing nmy father such a favor,
it's

a shame | can't tell himabout it."

The man turned to | eave. As he wal ked out, a fireball flew fromthe ceiling
and

struck the side of his head. He whirled to Sandford.



"Don't |ook at ne," Sandford said, stepping back. "That wasn't one of our
spells.”

The man turned to me. | glared at him pouring every bit of hate and fury
into

that glare. The man opened his nmouth, as if to say something, then shut it
and

settled for returning ny glare before stal king out the door

"I want her dead by sundown tonorrow. FedEx the tape to Lucas's notel room
Over ni ght express.”

Chapter 46

Send- O f

DESPI TE CORTEZ' S BROTHER S WARNI NG ABOUT | NVOLVI NG ot hers, Sandford had at

| east

one ally: the half-denmon Friesen. Less than thirty mnutes after Sandford

| eft

me al one again, Friesen walked in. Wthout a word, he tossed ne over his
shoul der. He carried me fromthe roomand across the basement to a hatch
nmuch

like the one in ny house. Then he opened the hatch and pushed me through it.
| tunmbled out the hatch door into a weed-choked garden. After being in the
near-dark so long, the blast of sunlight nmade nmy eyes water. | struggled to
wi ggle free of ny bonds, but they were tied tight. Friesen hefted hinself out
t he hatch, then picked nme up, oblivious to ny struggles, and slipped across
t he

backyard to the barn. Inside the barn, a panel van was waiting. So was
Gabri el

Sandford. As Friesen carried me toward the van, Sandford snapped shut his
cel |

phone.

"Done," Sandford said. "He'll be at the cabin in tw hours."

Friesen nodded. Wth me still over his shoul der, he flipped open the van's
rear

gate. He laid me inside, faceup, then stepped back. H's gaze traveled slowy
over me, pausing at ny chest and bared | egs.

"Shut the door and get noving," Sandford said. "Before someone notices she's
gone. "

Fri esen gave ne anot her sl ow once-over, then slid his gaze toward Sandford.
"

was just thinking...you' re sending Lucas Cortez a video, right? O her death?
Wy

not ...you know...bunp it up a little." H's gaze shot back to ne, a gl eam of
hunger

alighting in his eyes. "I'll do it for you."

"You'll do what?" Sandford caught the | ook Friesen was giving me and his lip
curled. "Rape wasn't part of the deal, and it's not going to be. Just take
her

to the cabin, and let the professional do his work."

"Seens |ike a waste, don't you think?"

"No, 1'd prefer not to think about it at all, thank you very much." Sandford
started to turn away, then frowned at Friesen, who was still staring as if |
was

a free buffet dinner. He shook his head and threw up his hands. "Ch, hell, do
what you like, but do it away fromthe house and before you get to the cabin,
okay? You've got two hours. Now nove."

Friesen sniled and slanmed the door

As we pulled away fromthe house, | started to count. | had to get out of
here
before Friesen got far enough to pull over, and by the | ooks he'd been giving



me, he wasn't going to wait |onger than necessary.

When | reached a hundred, | decided we were out of sight of the house, so

cl osed ny eyes and concentrated on nmentally casting the suffocation spell
aimng it at Friesen. Nothing happened, not surprising, since | couldn't
speak.

Yet, back at the house, soneone had | obbed a fireball. The spell canme from ny
secret grinmoires, so it had to have been ne, though | wasn't sure how I'd
done

it. Had ny fury sonehow manifested itself in an unintentional spell? | hoped
S0,

as | hoped | could do it again, this tinme choosing ny spell.

The van slowed, then pulled to the side of the road. Already? W couldn't be
nore than a half mle fromthe house. Friesen put the van in park. Then he
swi vel ed, undid his seat belt, and squeezed through the front seats. | fought
the urge to struggle and instead put everything | had into a nmental cast.
Not hi ng happened.

Friesen | ooned over nme. | started to fight against ny bonds, inching backward
across the floor.
"Not yet, honey,’

he said, crouching over nme. "Nothing to worry about vyet.

['m
just going to take a better |ook."
As he unbuttoned my blouse, | rocked and tw sted, but couldn't nove enough to

even hanper him He spread ny shirt apart, then grinned.

"Red," he said, gaze glued to ny bra. "Black's okay, and white's kinda nice,
but

there's nothing like a girl who wears red." He stroked a finger across the
bra

cup. "Silk, I bet. Agirl who really knows how to dress."

While he fiddled with the front clasp, | squeezed nmy eyes shut and
concentrated

on casting something, anything. My bra popped open. Friesen inhal ed sharply.
| opened my eyes and tried to wiggle anay. He reached down for ny breast,

t hen

stopped before his fingers touched me. He held his hand there a nonent, then
squeezed it into a fist and pul |l ed back

"Not yet," he murrmured. "Prolong the fun."

He grabbed ny hips. | kicked at him but he only tugged ne sideways, so | was
facing the front of the van. Then he reached down and hi ked ny skirt up
around

my waist. | withed and bucked, trying to get away, but he only grinned

br oader.

"Red silk," he said, chucking as he touched ny panties. "A matching set, of
course. Very nice. Poor Lucas. That boy probably didn't know what hit him
You

sure knew what you were doing, honey. | gotta give you credit for that. A
first-class ticket to the good life...even if it did nean screw ng that geek

sorcerer." He smled and ran a finger up the inside of ny thigh. "If you
gotta
go, | figure the least | can do is give you a better send-off."

He took another | ook at ne, then straightened and went back to the driver's
seat. As the van pulled onto the road, he readjusted the rearview nmrror so
he

coul d see ne.

"There now, that's better," he said. "Couldn't ask for a better view"

My fear crystallized to rage, blind rage. The van swerved onto the shoul der
Friesen swore. My head bounced up, then slamed down on the nmetal floor
Sonet hi ng jabbed into nmy scal p as Friesen yanked the van back onto the road.
"Dam, " he said glancing in the mirror and chuckling. "Mire of a distraction
than | thought."

The cut in ny scalp throbbed. | twisted to see the corner of a metal strip of



edging protruding fromthe van's side. | wiggled upward until I'd aligned
t he

jutting nmetal with my gag. Then | lifted ny head, trying to snag the top edge
of

the cloth. The van hit a washboard of ruts and the metal sliced ny cheek
Friesen's gaze went back to the mirror. | stopped and waited until he'd

| ooked

his fill and returned his attention to driving. | brushed ny cheek agai nst

t he

nmetal strip. This time the gag caught.
| wiggled the cloth down over ny top lip. Then the van hit a bunp and the

snag
cane | oose. | worked my jaw until enough of ny nouth was free that | could
munbl e. Then | cast the suffocation spell. Friesen coughed and | froze.

He glanced in the mrror again and smled. "Seemto be getting a bit short of
breath. Must be those red panties. Let's see if | can't find a place to pul
over."

When he | ooked away, | cast again. Nothing. Quickly | recast. He coughed,

t hen

wheezed. The van swerved. Friesen fought to keep it on the road, gasping for
what seened like an eternity. Then the van went off the road, thudding over

grass.
The right side dipped. For a nmonent, the van continued thunping al ong,

sl owi ng,

sliding into the ditch. Then the world spun. | flew fromthe floor, hit the
side, then struck the roof, knocking around in the van until | didn't know
whi ch

end was up. Then everythi ng stopped.

Wen | lifted ny head, the seats were over ny head. The van had come to rest
on

its roof. |I shifted, trying to flip onto ny back. The van groaned and

trenbl ed,

then settled and went still.

| |1 ooked around, searching for sonething that had broken off sharp. The

wi ndow

nearest to me had broken, but it was safety glass. Useless. | |ooked

over head.

One of the seats had broken, exposing a nmetal rod that |ooked suitably sharp
I't

t ook about twenty minutes and plenty of cursing, but | finally cut through
t he

bi ndi ngs on ny hands. | undid my | egs, then crawl ed out through the broken
wi ndow.

Friesen was still in his seat belt, hanging upside down. He had a gash on his
head. Hi s eyes were closed. | crept forward and saw that he was unconsci ous
but

alive. Though | was tenpted to do sonething nore painful to the bastard,

| eft

hi m be. Unconsci ous was good enough

| spent the next few mnutes searching Friesen and the van for a cell phone.
o

course | couldn't find one. That would be too easy. Finally | gave up and
seal ed

the doors with the strongest |ock spells | had. As | fastened ny bra and

buttoned ny bl ouse, | |ooked around. The van had |landed in a field. Wen

got

to the road, | paused to get my bearings. | had a decision to make. To return
to

the house or to go for help? It seens an obvious choice, doesn't it? |I'm not
stupid. Surely | should have realized that the w sest course of action would



be

to get to safety, bring in some nmuscle, then go back for Savannah. But |
couldn't do that. Right now, | knew where to find her. If I went for help,
she

m ght not be there when | returned. Yes, it was insane, but | had to go back
| headed deeper into the fields, out of sight of the road, then began the

| ong

wal k back to the house. What would | do when | got there? | didn't know If I
could rescue Savannah, | would. It seermed unlikely | could do it alone. |
admi t

that. If it wasn't possible, maybe | could get a nessage to her, telling her
I'd

return. At the very least, | could assess the situation, go for help, then
hurry

back to keep watch over her from a distance.

W nust have driven at least three mles. Fortunately, Friesen had only

t ur ned

once and the roads were spaced far enough apart that | could easily guess
wher e

to turn. After about a mle of tramping through the fields, | heard a distant
notor and froze.

Though | was too far fromthe road to be spotted, | crouched and waited for

t he

vehicle to pass. A farmpickup finally drove by, noving well bel ow the speed
[imt. Once it was out of sight, | straightened and resuned wal ki ng.

I'd gone about another mile when the faintest notes of a scream bl asted

t hr ough

the silence. | dropped to the ground like a shot. The fields were silent.
wai t ed another mnute, but when all remained quiet, | rose and began novi ng

forward, slower now

I'd gone about another hundred yards when | saw a stretch of trees
surroundi ng

what | ooked like a two-story white house. Yes, there had been huge evergreens
al ong each side, as a wi ndbreak. Before | could break into a run, | picked up
t he sound of voices. | dove for the ground again and lay flat on ny stonmach
in

the | ong grass.

"I"mnot going back in there!" Sandford, his voice shrill.

"I'f I tell you to, you will." Nast, cool and cal m

"No, | will not. As of now, I'mno |onger a menber of your fucking

organi zati on

| quit, you got that? Quit!"

"You have a contract."

"You want nme to tell you where you can shove that contract? | amnot going in
t hat house. She's your daughter. You get her out."

A yelp and a thud in quick succession. Then silence. | inched forward until |
could see the two nen through the trees. They stood in the side yard.

Sandf ord

crouched on the ground, nose and mouth stream ng blood. Nast stood a few feet
away, arms crossed, waiting.

"Pl ease, Kris, be reasonable,"” Sandford said, pulling hinmself to a sitting
position, but making no effort to stand. "You're asking ne to risk ny life for
a

witch."

"I"m asking you to help ny daughter."

"How | ong have we known each other? You asked ne to take this assignment as a

special favor and I did. Nowit's all gone to hell, but I'mstill with you,
aren't [|?"
"You'll be well rewarded for that loyalty, Gabriel. Bring Savannah out of

t hat



house and you can expect a six-figure bonus."

Sandf ord wi ped a bl oodi ed hand across his shirt. Then he | ooked up at Nast.
"A

bonus plus a vice presidency. Wth a twelfth-floor office."

"Atenth-floor office..and I'Il forget who was supposed to be | ooking after
t he

wi tch when she vani shed. "

Sandford haul ed hinself to his feet and nodded. "Done."

"I want her unharnmed. Not a scratch. Understood?" Sandford nodded again, then
headed toward the front door. | waited until he was out of sight, then
scurried to the woods and circled around to the other side of the house.

Chapter 47
A Lesson in Respect

MOVI NG BEHI ND THE TREES, | Cl RCLED THE HOUSE. THE si de door stood open. |
scanpered across the yard and in the open door

When | stepped into the house, the first thing I saw was the necromancer
Shaw s

body. She lay crunpled at the foot of a narrow set of stairs. | checked each
way

bef ore stepping through the door. Overhead | heard one, maybe two, steps of
footsteps. | crept to Shaw s body. Fromthe angle of her head, | guessed
she' d

fallen down the stairs and broken her neck

What had happened here? It hadn't been nore than an hour or so since Friesen
had

| oaded ne into the van. Now Shaw was dead, Nast was standi ng around out side,
and

Sandford was searching, with great reluctance, for Savannah. From what

Sandf ord

said, | gathered Savannah was at the root of all this. But how? Watever the
reason, | needed to find her before anyone el se did.

As | noved past Shaw, the | ook on her face nade ne stop in ny tracks. Her
eyes

were open so wide the whites showed all around the irises. Her lips were
curled

back over her teeth. And the expression...stark terror. Perhaps at the nonent
of

her dying, an imge flashed through her nind, that of sone other necromancer
sucki ng her soul frometernity and plunking it back into her broken corpse.
Fitting, really.

| stepped over her and began ascending the stairs. They were encl osed on both
sides and the passage was so narrow it was a wonder Shaw had fallen down them
at

all, and not becone wedged in hal fway. These must have been back steps, a
secondary set probably | eading from behind the kitchen

The stairs exited through an open door on the second floor. Wen | had

cl i nbed

hi gh enough to see past the door, | paused for a better |ook. The door was at
the end of the upstairs hallway. At the opposite end were the main stairs,

t he

ones |'d been using when | was here. O the six bedroom doors, one was wi de
open, two were partially open, and the other three were cl osed.

"Savannah?" soneone call ed.

| jumped, then recognized the voi ce. Sandford.

"Savannah...come on, sweetie. No one's going to hurt you. You can conme on out
now. Your dad's not mmd."

Oh, yeah, like that was a big concern. How old did he think Savannah was?

Fi ve?



H ding in a corner, cowering in fear of a spanking?
| listened for any return noi se, but none came. Except for Sandford' s voice

and

the creak of his shoes, the house was silent.

As | eased into the hall, something rustled overhead. Sandford's shoes
squeaked

as he stopped, as if pausing to listen. Footsteps sounded above me. | closed
ny

eyes to follow them then shook my head. They were too heavy to be Savannah

I

guessed Anton or one of the witches was searching the attic for Savannah
Sandf ord' s shadow advanced out an open doorway near the end of the hall. |
ducked into the other open roomand slid behind the door while he passed.
Anot her door opened, then shut. Footsteps receded.

| glanced around, finding nyself in the bedroomI|'d seen G eta and divia

usi ng.

The dresser top was bare, the closet open and enpty except for a sweater that
had fallen on the floor and been forgotten. It |looked as if the two w tches
had

left in a hurry. Had they fled when they realized Nast suspected their
notives

in killing the boy? O had sonething el se scared them of f?

| |1 ooked around again, then returned to the hall and pulled the bedroom door
hal f shut behind ne, as it had been when | found it.

Hands grabbed ne, one going over nmy mouth. Then an excl amati on of disgust and
t he hand shoved ne asi de.

"You don't give up, do you?" Sandford said. "I'm al nost inpressed.”

"What happened?" | asked. "Wat's Savannah done?"

Sandford only snorted. He turned away and headed for the next closed door
"Hey," | said, jogging after him "Tell me what's going on. | can help."

"I don't need a witch's hel p. Just stay out of ny way."
He flicked his fingers, sending nme flying into the far wall. As his hand
cl osed

on the door handle, | cast a |ock spell.

"Either | help you or | hinder you," | said, getting to my feet. "Now whi ch—=
The door flew open. For a second, | thought he'd broken the | ock spell. Then
a

man wal ked t hrough, stepping off the bottomriser of the attic stairs.
"Anton," Sandford said. "You' re okay. Good."

Anton turned, fixing Sandford with bright green eyes, a brighter green than I
remenber ed.

"Did you call me?" he asked. His voice was nothing short of beautiful, a

nel odi ous tenor that reverberated through the hall

Sandford frowned, as if confused by the voice, and shook his head sharply.
“1'm

guessi ng you haven't found the girl, have you? Come on, then. W'Ill| head
downstairs."

"I asked you a question, sorcerer," Anton said, stepping eye-to-eye with
Sandford. "Did you call ne?"

"No, but | can use you now. We'l|—=

Anton turned to face ne. In the dimlight, his skin seemed to give off a gl ow
of

its own.

"I gnore her," Sandford said. "W need—

"Did you call me, witch?"

As Anton stepped toward ne, | instinctively backed up, hitting the wall. H's
hand reached out, as if for nmy throat, but instead cupped ny chin and tilted
ny

face up to his. At the touch of his hand, | junped. The skin was hot.
"Did you summon ne?'



Even if | knew how to answer, his hand held nmy jaw too tightly to speak. Hs
grip was iron-hard, strong but not painful. H s eyes searched nmine, as if

| ooking for his answer there.

"The girl?" he nurnmured. "A m stake. Yes, clearly a m stake. A forgivable one,
I

suppose. This time."

| knew then, instinctively, what had taken control of Anton's body. A denon,
a

hi gh-ranki ng one, the kind that should never—and usually coul d never—be
sunmoned.

| dropped ny gaze. The denon | oosened his grip on my chin and stroked ny
cheek

with his forefinger.

"Smart witch," he nurnmured. "Don't worry. It was a m stake."

Behi nd us, Sandford's lips noved in an incantation. Though no sound reached
ny

ears, the denon swung around, letting me go and turni ng on Sandford.

"What are you doi ng?" the denon said.

Sandford's |ips kept moving, but he shrunk back as the denon bore down on him
"What do you think | anP" the denmon thundered, bringing his face to
Sandford's.

"You dare try to send nme back? Wth a spell to dispel some mewling spirit?"
Sandford's voice rose, words spilling fromhis nouth.

"Show some respect, sorcerer!”

The denon grabbed Sandford by the shoul ders. Sandford squeezed his eyes tight
and kept casting.

"Fool ! Disrespectful fool!"

Wth a roar, the denmon pulled back his hand and slamed it into Sandford's
chest. Slammed it into his chest, fingers disappearing inside Sandford's

t or so.

The muscles on the denon's armtightened, as if squeezing. Sandford's mouth
opened in a silent scream The denon wthdrew his hand, bl oodl ess, and | et
Sandford's body fall to the floor. Then he turned to ne.

A protective spell flewto ny lips, but I swallowed it back and forced nysel f
to

stand up straight, neeting his gaze, firmbut not defiant.

He strode back to nme and his hand cupped ny chin again, lifting ny face to

hi s.

H s eyes searched mine. | fought the urge to | ook away. For a long m nute, he
just stared at ne...into ne. Then his lips curved in a smle and he rel eased
ny

chin.

He stood there, watching me for a nmoment, then turned and headed down the
hal I .

After a few steps, he lifted his hands and Anton's body dropped to the fl oor
A

sharp wi nd, as hot as a furnace blast, encircled ne, then was gone.

| wapped ny arns around ne, shaking despite the heat. Looki ng down at
Sandf or d,

| saw his shirt was neither torn nor bloodied, as if I'd only imagi ned what
I'd

seen. Shivering, | stepped over his lifel ess body.

Anton's corpse lay several feet away, also blocking the hall. He was on his
stomach, face turned toward the wall, eyes closed. As | lifted ny foot to
step

over him his body convul sed. | jerked back, stumbling into Sandford. Anton's

body shook and tw sted, bucking off the floor. Then it went still.

I fought to control my racing heart, then lifted nmy foot slowy. Dine-store
magic, | told nyself. Yet that mantra no | onger worked, no | onger held true.
There were things here that could hurt me, things my brain could barely



fat hom

As ny foot passed over Anton's head, his eyes opened and | fell back with a
shriek. Anton's head rose and jerked fromside to side. Then it turned nearly
full around, bones snapping. H s eyes net mne. The bright green irises were
gone, replaced by dull yellow sh disks with huge pupils. Those reptilian eyes
fixed on m ne, wide and unblinking. The nouth opened and a stream of

hi gh- pi tched gi bberish flew out. Then the thing that had been Anton rose up
onto

its fingertips and toes, lifting itself just inches fromthe floor and
skittered

into the next open room Fromwthin the roomcane nore gi bbering, then the
scratching of nails noving fast agai nst the wooden fl oor

| dove past the open door and ran for the front stairs, taking themtwo at a
time. Hal fway down, the step beneath me split in twd. | stunbled and grabbed
t he

railing. The next step cracked, then the next and the next, pieces dropping
into

the enpty hole below | raced back up the stairs, hearing the steps crackle
and

splinter in ny wake.

| dashed for the back stairs, gaze trained on the doorway ahead. Sonething
hissed in ny path and | stopped short. Anton—er what had been Anton—was now
back

in the hall, crouched over Sandford's corpse. The creature hissed and
snuffl ed

at nmy approach, but kept its face against Sandford' s torso, as if sniffing it.
| |1 ooked back at the front steps, now a twel ve-foot sheer drop. Then

gl anced

at the creature. It still hadn't lifted its head, didn't even seemto know
was

there. If | could just step over—eh, God, you nust be kidding! | bit back ny
horror and steeled nmyself. A short run, a junp, and |'d be at the back stairs.
I

just couldn't think about what | was junping over

As | prepared to sprint, | changed ny nind. 1'd flunked track-and-field in

el ementary school, being unable to clear even the Iowest hurdle. If I ran and
junped, | risked kicking the creature and pissing it off. Instead I tiptoed
across the hall, then pressed nyself against the wall and began slowy

si dest eppi ng toward Sandford's body. H s armwas stretched over his head.
Carefully | stepped over it, then continued inching sideways, past his head
and

al ong his upper chest. The creature was still crouched over Sandford's

st omach,

with its feet braced against the wall.

| lifted my foot to step over. Its head shot up and tw sted full around,
yel | ow

eyes nmeeting mne. Strings of Sandford's flesh hung fromits nmouth and teeth.
I't

hi ssed, spraying nme with gore. | screamed then, screaned as loud as | could
and
wheel ed, instinctively heading back to the front steps. | only got as far as

Sandford's outstretched arm tripped over it, and sailed to the floor
Sonet hi ng

nmoved across ny legs and | reared up, kicking and screaming. | couldn't stop
scream ng. Even knowi ng | was wasting energy—and possibly attracting nore
horrors—+ couldn't stop

The thing that had been Anton squirnmed over nme, pinning me to the floor. As
hard

as | punched, | couldn't even make it flinch. It moved up ny chest until its
face was over mne, dribbling bits of bloodied flesh onto my nouth and cheeks.



| shut nmy nmouth then. Shut it fast. In nmy head, though, | was stil
scream ng,

unable to focus or think, seeing only those yellow eyes boring into mne. The
thi ng opened its nouth and gi bbered, a high pitched stream of noise that

st abbed

t hrough ny skul | .

It lowered its face to mne. | squeezed ny hands between its shoul ders and
m ne

and pushed with everything | had. It bared its teeth and hissed | ouder
sprayi ng

me with saliva and bl ood, but | kept pushing and finally managed to wiggle
from

under it.

| scranbled to ny feet and kicked it in the head. It shrieked and gi bbered. |
turned to run, but a woman bl ocked ny path. | recognized her as the shanman
cook.

"Look out!" | shouted. "Run!"

She only bent and waved her hands at the creature, as if shooing a cat. It

hi ssed and snarled. As | glanced back at the thing, it lifted itself onto its
fingers and toes and skittered t hrough anot her open door

"Ch, CGod, thank you," | said. "Now let's get—=

The wonman grabbed my armas | turned to run for the back steps.

"He was here," she said.

"Yes, a lot of things are here. Now let's—=

The wonman stepped in front of ne, blocking my path again. | |ooked her ful
in

the face for the first tine. Her eyes were white—pure white, devoid of irises
and pupils. | wheeled to run the other way, but she grabbed ny armwth a
viselike grip and pulled ne to her.

"He was here," she said, her voice a breathless whisper. "I can snmell him
Can

you smel |l hinP"

| struggled to get free. She didn't even seemto notice nmy efforts. She

l'i cked

her 1ips.

"Yes, yes, | snell him One of the masters. Here. Here!"

She noved her face down to mine, nostrils flaring.

"I snell himon you." Her voice and body quivered with excitement. "He spoke
to

you. He touched you. Ch, you have been bl essed! Bl essed!"

Her tongue shot out and |licked my cheek. | yel ped and dove past her. She

gr abbed

for me, but | kept running.

| tore down the hall and back steps, vaulting over Sandford, then Shaw

wi t hout

so nmuch as a stunble. At the bottomof the stairs, | didn't pause to | ook
around. | dove through the first open door and slanmed it behind ne, then
| eaned

against it, gulping air. | was shaking so badly the door itself quavered
under

me. Then | realized it wasn't me making the door shake. The whol e house was
qguaki ng.

Beneath ny feet, the floor rattled and groaned. | |ooked around wildly. The
fl oor boards buckl ed, then gave way, splinters spraying upward as a wave of
spirits flew through, form ess rays of light, like the ones in the cenetery.
The

force of themhurled nme into the air. As | rocketed across the room a huge
gapi ng maw appeared before nme. Before | had time to scream | sailed through
t he

apparition and hit the floor



Al'l around ne, spirits jetted into the air, nmoving so fast that | could fee
their passing. The very fabric of the house npbaned and shifted, threatening
to

bl ow apart. | fought to nove, but the force of the passing spirits was like a
gal e-force wind, holding me still and snatching the breath fromny |ungs.

It stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The spirits had broken through the
ceiling and were gone.

| took a mnute to breathe, just breathe, then | ooked around. Between ne and
t he

door, the floor was gone, leaving a gaping hole into the basement. | gl anced
at

the wi ndow, but it was barely eighteen inches square. My hips definitely
weren't

| ess than ei ghteen inches, round or square.

After a few nore deep breaths, | approached the hole in the floor. Then, from
bel ow, | caught a sound that nade ny heart |eap. Savannah's voice. She was in
t he basenent, chanting an incantation

| dropped to ny knees, grabbed the edge of the hole, and |eaned into it.

"Savannah?" | called. "It's me, hon. It's Paige."

She continued chanting, her voice a distant whisper. | cleared ny throat.
"Savannah?" | said, |ouder. "Can you—

The house rocked suddenly, like a boat cut fromits noorings. | flew,
face-first, through the hole and somersaulted, [anding hard on the dirt fl oor
beneath. For a nonment, | couldn't nove. The commands woul dn't travel from ny

brain to ny nmuscles. Panic washed through ne. Then as if in a del ayed
reaction,

all my linbs convul sed, throwing me awkwardly into a sprawl. | scranbled to
ny

feet, ignoring the pain that slamred through ne.

From somewher e beyond cane Savannah's faint voice. | |ooked around, seeing
was

in an enpty cold-cellar. | nmoved to the only door and opened it. Savannah's
voi ce becanme clear. | caught a few words of Greek, enough to tell ne, if |
hadn't al ready guessed, that she was conjuring. Conjuring what, though,
couldn't tell. I hurried toward her before | found out.

Chapter 48

Show & Tel |

AS | FOLLOMED SAVANNAH S VO CE, | HEARD ANOTHER. Nast's.
"You have to stop, sweetheart," he said. "You can't do this. It isn't

possi ble."

Savannah kept chanti ng.

"I know you're angry. | don't know what happened—

Savannah stopped in md-incantation and how ed, "You killed her!"

"I didn't kill anyone, princess. |If you nean that boy—

"I mean Paige! You killed her. You told themto kill her."

"I never—

"I saw her body! Leah showed nme! | saw themcarry her to the van. You
prom sed

she'd be safe and you killed her!"

| stepped into the furnace room and wal ked around the manmmot h wood- bur ni ng
furnace to see her on the other side, kneeling, facing the far wall.
"I"'mright here, Savannah," | said. "Nobody killed ne."

"Ch, thank God," Nast said. "See, sweetheart? Paige is fine."

"You killed her! You killed her!"

"No, hon, 1=

"You killed her!" Savannah screamed. "You killed her! You pronised! You
prom sed

and you lied!"



Tears streaned down Savannah's face. Nast stepped forward, arns wide to
enbr ace

her. | lunged forward to grab him but m ssed.

"Don't—" | shouted.

Savannah's hands flew up and Nast shot backward. Hi s head sl amred agai nst the
concrete wall. Hi s eyes w dened, then closed as his body slunped to the
ground,

head falling forward.

| ran to himand felt for a pulse, but there was none. Blood trickled from
t he

crushed back of his head, wending down his neck and over ny fingers.

"Ch, God. Oh, CGod." | gulped air, forcing calminto ny voice. "It's okay,
Savannah. 1t'll be okay. You didn't nean it. | know that."

She'd started chanting again. | turned. Her hands were clenched and raised,
her

head down, eyes squeezed shut. | tried to deci pher the spell, but the words
flowed so fast, they were alnost unintelligible. |I could tell she was
sunmoni ng,

but what ?

Then | caught a word. A single word that told nme everything. Mther. Savannah
was trying to raise her nmother's spirit.

"Savannah," | said, keeping ny voice soft, but raised | oud enough for her to
hear. "Savannah, hon? It's ne. It's Paige."

She kept casting, repeating the words over and over in an endless |oop. My
gaze

nmoved to her hands, caught by a flash of sonething. Sonmething red. Bl ood
streamed down her wists as her fingers bit into her pal ns.

"Ch, Savannah," | whi spered.

| moved toward her, hands outstretched. When | was only inches fromtouching
her, her eyes flew open. Her eyes were blank, as if seeing only a shape or a
stranger.

She shout ed somet hi ng and banged her hands agai nst her sides. My feet flew
from

under me and | sailed into the far wall.

| stayed on the floor until she returned to her incantation. Then | pushed
nyself to ny knees.

From ny new angle, the light fromthe basenent hall caught Savannah's face,
glistening off the tears that streamed down, soaking the front of her shirt.
The

words flew fromher |ips, nore expelled than spoken, noving seam essly from

spell to spell, language to | anguage, in a desperate bid to find the right

wor ds

to call forth her nother's spirit.

"Ch, baby," | whispered, feeling ny own eyes fill with tears. "You poor baby."

She'd tried so hard, moving fromone life to another, trying to fit into a
new

wor | d popul ated by strangers who coul dn't, wouldn't understand her. Now even
that world had fallen apart. Everyone had deserted her, failed her, and now
she

was desperately trying to summon the one person who'd never failed her. And
it

was the one thing she could never do.

Savannah could call forth every denon in the universe and never reach her own
nmot her. She m ght have accidentally raised the spirits of that famly in the
cenetery, but she could not call on her nmother, buried in an unknown grave,
hundreds of miles away. If such a thing were possible, | would have contacted
ny

own not her, despite every noral qual magai nst such a thing. How many tinmes in
this past year would | have called her, to ask for advice, for guidance, for
anyt hing, just to speak to her?



My own grief washed through me then, nmy own tears, breaking past the daml'd
so

carefully erected. How different everything would have been if ny nother had
been here. She could have told me how to deal with the Coven, could have

i nterceded on nmy behal f. She could have rescued ne fromjail, conforted ne
after

that hellish afternoon in the funeral parlor. Wth her there, it would never
have been this way. | woul d never have fucked up so badly!

| hadn't been ready. Not for Savannah, not for Coven |eadership, not for
anyt hi ng that had befallen me since her death. Now | was here, in this
strange

baserment, listening to the howing chant of Savannah's grief and know ng, if
I

did not stop her, she would sumon sonething we couldn't control, something
t hat

woul d destroy us both.

| knew this, yet | could do nothing. | didn't know what to do. Hearing
Savannah

shout her mother's nanme, voice rising to a crazed crescendo, | did the only
thing I could think of. | asked nmy nother for help. | closed ny eyes and
cal l ed

to her, sumoning her fromthe depths of ny nenory and pl eading for help.
Waen

Savannah paused to gulp breath, | heard soneone calling nmy nane. For one
second,

nmy heart |eaped, thinking | had sonehow succeeded. Then ny mind cleared and
t he

voi ce cane clear.

"Pai ge? Savannah? Paige!"

It was Cortez, upstairs. | whispered a word of thanks to ny nother, or

provi dence, or whatever had sent him then raced past the furnace and up the
stairs. Wien | reached the top, | saw Cortez run past the end of the hall
"Here!" | called. "I'mhere!"

The house shook. | braced myself in the doorway, tensed for the next quake,
but

not hi ng cane. As the house shuddered and went still, | flew down the hall,

nmeeting Cortez hal fway. He grabbed ne in a fierce hug.
"Thank God," he said. "Were's Savannah? W have to get out. Sonething's

happeni ng. "
"It's Savannah. She's—=
"Well, look at that," Leah's voice said behind us. "The white kni ght arrives

just in tine. You' re such a lucky girl, Paige. Al my knights die and | eave
ne

to finish their battles."

W pull ed apart and turned to face her.

"You have your deal, Leah," Cortez said. "W don't have tine for you. |'ll

speak

to ny father. You'll be inmrune from any repercussions."”

"Reper cussi ons?" She | aughed. "Wat repercussions? |'m about to save Thomas
Nast's son and granddaughter, risking ny life for theirs. I'll make VP for
this."

"No, you won't," | said. "There is no son to save. Kristof Nast is dead."

Cortez blinked, but recovered in a heartbeat. "You understand what that
neans,

Leah. If you wal k out of here alive, you'll be the sole survivor of a Caba

di saster. A disaster that killed the Nast heir. Thomas Nast won't reward you.
You'll be lucky if he doesn't kill you."

"He will when he finds out that you initiated this tragedy,"” | said. "You
told

Savannah that | was dead, that her father killed ne. You set her off.



What ever

pl an you had, it backfired. Take the offer and go before we change our mnds."
A clay pot flew frombeside the front staircase. Cortez shoved nme and

tw sted,

but it hit himin the gut so hard he flew back against the wall. He slid to
t he

fl oor and doubl ed over, gasping. | ran to him but Leah shoved ne back

"If there's one thing | know, " she said, stepping over Cortez as he retched
and

coughed. "It's howto turn a sow s ear into a silk purse. A Cabal project
gone

horribly wong. One Cabal heir dead. Why not nake it two? And collect a very
ni ce bounty in the process. Wth a houseful of bodies, no one's going to
guestion two nore."

| cast the suffocation spell, but it failed. As she bent over, | |aunched a
fireball, my one fool proof offensive spell. The ball hit her in the back of
t he

head. As she whirled, a knickknack table flew up and smashed agai nst ny side,
knocki ng the next spell fromnmy lips.

Leah advanced on nme. Behind her, Cortez struggled to sit, coughing up gobs of
crimson phlegm Hi s eyes widened and his right hand shot up, fingers
flicking.

The spell knocked me sideways. As | stunbled, a splintered table | eg sl amed
into the wall, right where I'd been standing.

Leah turned on Cortez. She strode over, grabbed his face, and shoved him
backward to the floor. Cortez struggled, but his eyes blazed with pain.

Again | tried the suffocation spell. This time it took hold. Leah gasped. She
rel eased Cortez and turned on me. Something hit ne in the side of the head and
I

went down, breaking the spell. Wen Cortez noved, she wheel ed and sent the

cl ay

pot crashing into his stomach again. He fell back, eyes wi de, face contorting.
| recast the suffocation spell. Again it caught. Again Leah broke it, this
tine

by hitting me in the back of the head with a cerami c kni ckknack and knocki ng
ne
to ny knees. She stepped forward, towering over ne.

"Seens you've learned a new trick since you got lsaac killed," she said. "It
doesn't really work any better than the fireballs, does it? Another usel ess
witch spell. O is it just another useless wtch?"

| dropped and rolled out of her reach. Wien | cane up, Leah bore down on ne.
Behind her, Cortez lifted his left hand and squeezed it into a fist, then
opened

it and repeated the notion in rapid succession, |ips noving soundlessly. A
spel | ?

As | turned, | saw Leah copy the nmotion, balling her left hand into a fist.
Cortez slamred his hand to the floor, notioning me down. | dove as anot her
kni ckknack flew past, shattering against the wall. The tell! That was it.
Leah's

tell.

| leaped to nmy feet and cast the suffocation spell. On the first gasp, her

| eft

hand clenched. | hit the floor and rolled w thout breaking my concentration
The

clay pot flew past, and crashed against the wall. Her hand balled again and

scanpered to the side, narrowy avoiding an ottoman that sailed in fromthe
[iving room

"Runni ng out of things to throw?" | said. "Maybe we should nove to the

ki t chen.

Plenty of pots and pans there. Maybe even a knife or two."



Her face contorted with rage as she gasped for air. Her hand cl enched, but
this

ti me not hi ng happened.

"Qooh, inpotence," | said. "Never good."

Anot her fist. Again, nothing happened. Leah's face was purpling now, eyes
bul gi ng. She |l eaped at ne and hit ne in the chest, sending us both down. Her
fist hit ny cheek and the spell broke. | recast it, nearly tripping over the
words in my haste, but it worked and she only got a sniff of air before I cut
of f her oxygen again.

Leah began to choke. | grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her off ne,
pinning her to the floor. Her eyes w dened and bul ged. She was suffocating
now,

dying. Indecision flitted through ne. Could | do this? | had to. Around us,

t he

house groaned. Pieces of plaster fell fromthe walls. It was starting again,
and

| had to get Cortez and Savannah out. We'd given Leah the chance to | eave and

she' d refused. She'd never let us walk out alive. | had to kill her. Yet |
couldn't look into her eyes and watch her die. | couldn't. So | shut my eyes,
concentrated as hard as | could and waited for her body to go still. Once it
did, I waited another thirty seconds, then scranbled off her, not |ooking
back,

and stunbled to Cortez's side.

He' d pushed hinself onto all fours. | opened ny nouth, but the house shook
again

and a runbling how drowned ne out. Cortez jabbed a finger toward the front
door. | shook nmy head, but he pushed hinself to his feet, grabbed ny arm and
started to drag me. When we nade it to the porch, the house runbled. A beam
supporting the porch snapped and we dove onto the grass just as the porch
col l apsed on itself. Then the house went still and the howing fell to a

dr one.

Chapter 49
Sunmoni ng Eve

"I T'S SAVANNAH, " | SAI D, WORDS TUMBLI NG QUT. "SHE S trying to raise her

not her's

spirit.”

"She can't."

"I know, but she won't stop. She doesn't even seemto know |'mthere. | can't
get near her."

The house groaned and shuddered. | spun toward it, but Cortez grabbed ny arm
then started coughi ng uncontrollably, splattering bl ood-soaked sputum

"I need to stop her," | said. "Before she sunmons sonething el se or brings
t he

house down."

"I know a spell —= Coughing obliterated his next words. "—ook |like Eve."
"What ?"

"A spell that'll make you look |like Eve. It's not perfect. The success
depends

on whether the viewer is inclined to believe the deception. Savannah

obvi ously

is."

"I npersonate her nmother?" | shook ny head hard. "That's...that's...| can't do

it.

| won't betray her that way. It isn't right.”

"You have to, Paige. Any mnute now that house is com ng down. Wuld Eve

rat her

you |l et her daughter die in there? Yes, it's wong, but it's justified. W'l
never tell Savannah the truth. You're giving her one | ast nmonment with her



not her, Paige. | know you understand how nmuch that neans to her."

"Ch, God." | rubbed ny hands over ny face. "O-ekay. Do it. Hurry, please."
Cortez cast the spell. It seened to take forever. Twice he fell into a
coughi ng

fit, and ny heart seized. How badly was he hurt? What if he—No, | couldn't
t hi nk

of that. | couldn't.

Finally, he finished. Wien | opened nmy eyes and | ooked down, | saw ny own
short

fingers, ny own silver rings.

"Did it—= 1 glanced up at him "Did it work?"

"If you need to ask, then you won't see it. The illusion depends on the
viewer's

inclination to believe."

| closed nmy eyes and forced myself past ny own doubt. | needed this to work.

|
needed to becone Eve.

When | | ooked again, ny fingers shimered, then |engthened, nails grow ng
| ong
and mani cured, rings disappearing. | nodded and got to ny feet, expecting

di sorientation but finding none. My body noved as it always had. As Cortez
sai d,

the illusion was in the eye of the behol der

Since the front door was now i naccessible, | jogged around to the side

ent rance.

As | swung through, | saw Cortez |inping along, using the side of the house
for

support.

"Go on," he said. "I'll nmeet you downstairs."

"No," | said. "You need to stay here."

"I won't |let Savannah see ne, Paige. The illusion will be conplete. I"'monly

com ng al ong as backup, in case of an enmergency."”
| hurried to himand put my hand agai nst his chest, halting his progress.
"Pl ease. Stay out here. You're hurt."

"l can still cast—=

"No, please.” | met his eyes. "If sonething goes wong, you' |l never get away
in

time. | need to know you're okay. 1'll be fine."

The house creaked. Shingles slid off, one striking me on the shoulder. Cortez
nudged nme toward the house. | didn't need a second hint. Wth one backward

gl ance, | was gone.

| raced down to the basenent. Frominside the furnace room Savannah
cont i nued

her pleas, voice rising and falling. | pressed ny hands to ny face and

i nhal ed

deeply, fighting to control ny hamering heart. | had to believe. She had to
bel i eve.

When | rounded the corner into the room Savannah stopped. She went still,
conpletely still, as if sensing me there but fearing to turn and face

di sappoi nt nent .

"Savannah?" | said.

To ny ears, ny voice still sounded like nmy own and, as she turned, | nearly
broke and ran. Instead, | held ny breath and waited. Her eyes met m ne. She
bl i nked, then rubbed her pal ms over her eyes.

" NbnP"

"I heard you calling," | said.

"Mom " She | eaped from her knees and ran to ne, arns flinging around ny
chest.
Buryi ng her head agai nst nmy shoul der, she started to sob. "Ch, Mom it's such



a
mess. |...1 did everything wong."

Instinctively | reached to stroke her hair, forgetting who | was supposed to
be

and speaking as nyself. "You didn't do anything wong. Nothing at all."

"Yes, | did. | nade Paige stay here with me, and now she's gone." Her voice
broke in a sob. "I+ think she's dead, Mom It's my fault. | made her stay
and

they killed her."

"No," | said sharply, putting nmy hand under her chin. "Paige is fine. You
need

to get out of this house, Savannah, before it collapses."
As if to enphasize the point, the house began to shake. Splinters of wood

popped

fromthe beans overhead.

"I+ didn't nean to do this. | just kept casting and casting and things kept
com ng, but they weren't you. | only wanted you."

"I'"'mhere now" | kissed her forehead, realizing as | did that, for once, |
had

to bend to do it. "But you have to go, Savannah. | |ove you very nuch, but I
can't stay. You know that."

"Ch, Mom | mss you so nuch.”

My voi ce caught. "I know. | miss you, too. So nmuch."

A beam broke over the furnace, then another. Chunks of the ceiling fel

t hr ough.

"You have to go, Savannah," | said. "Please."

| hugged her tight, so tight her ribs crackled in protest. She gave a

hi ccupi ng

| augh, then reached up to kiss my cheek

"Can | see you agai n?" she asked.

| shook ny head. "lI'msorry, sweetheart, but it only works once. 1'll be with
you, though. Even if you can't see ne. You know that." | hugged her again and
whi spered in her ear, the words fl ow ng unbidden, as if someone el se was
speaki ng. "You were ny whole world, Savannah. The best thing | ever did."

She gave ne a crushing hug, then stepped back. The ceiling above groaned.

"Go," | said. "I'lIl be right here watching. Go on."

She wal ked backward, eyes never |eaving mne. Overhead, the beans began to
pop

i ke matchsti cks.

"Hurry!" | called. "Up the stairs now Run!"

"I love you, Mom"
"I love you too, baby."

She threw ne a kiss, then turned and ran. | waited, listening to her

f oot st eps,

needi ng to make sure she was gone before | bolted. | heard Cortez shout.
Hear d

Savannah answer. Then the ceiling caved in.

Chapter 50
The Ei ghth Day

"M STILL NOT QU TE SURE HOW I MADE I T QUT. SHEER luck, | suppose. Quess
was

entitled to one mracle. | managed to duck inside a craw space while the
house

col | apsed around nme. After that, well, after that is a bit of a blur, but I
made

it out with only cuts and brui ses.
Savannah never realized |1'd inpersonated her nother. She assuned |'d been
trapped in the house while searching for her. As Cortez said, we'll never



tell
her. She deserves that fantasy, one | envied her, a fewlast mnutes with the
person who nmeant nore to her than anyone in the world.

W still had to do Savannah's cerenmony in a few days but, with Leah and Nast
dead, no one would inpede that now So it was all over. Al over. | should
f eel

relief at those words. Yet | couldn't, because it truly was over. My life as
I'd

al ways known it was over.

| didn't get ny happy ending. Maybe |'ve seen too many Hol | ywood novi es, but

I

honestly believed everything would turn out okay. If | survived, if | saved
Savannah, then | would get my karmic reward. My tattered life would

m racul ously

mend. The nedia woul d forget about me overnight. The town would forgive ne,
wel cone ne back. The Coven woul d overthrow Victoria and reinstate ne as Coven

Leader. I'd return to find ny house hadn't been burned to the ground, but
barely

scorched, all ny belongings still intact.

But my house was a hollow shell. Anything that hadn't burned had been
scavenged

by human vul tures. When we returned to survey the damage, we were beset by
reporters. The tabl oids screaned "Mb Justice: Vigilantes Try to Burn
Massachusetts Wtch." Sone clainmed |I'd caused the fire accidentally while
conducting a Satanic ritual, using body parts dug up fromthe cenetery the
ni ght

bef ore. Hordes of scream ng strangers banged agai nst the taxi w ndows,
chasi ng

us up the street. The front page of every Boston paper carried the story of
t he

burni ng, augrmented with news of "renewed efforts" by townspeople to cl eanse
East

Falls of my presence. Wthin a day, the nore enterprising reporters began
drawi ng |inks between nme and the "unholy" destruction of a farmhouse thirty
mles away.

| called every Coven nenber, assuring themthat Nast was out of our lives for
good. | told themwhat Victoria had done. It didn't matter. |I'd tainted the
Coven. Only a handful would even consider having me back

W stayed in Massachusetts only | ong enough to file an insurance clai mand

get

t he paperwork done. Between the noney fromthe claim and nmoney | still had
from

my mother's estate, | had enough to nove anywhere | wanted and start over.
For

nost wonen mny age, this would be a dreamcone true. It wasn't my dream but
I'd

make it mine. | swore | would.

When we pul |l ed out of Boston three days later, | watched the city lights fade
behi nd ne, perhaps for the last tine, and a wave of sadness washed over ne,
but

no tears came. Surprisingly fewtears had conme in the | ast few days. Even as
I'd

surveyed the ruins of ny life, | realized that | still had exactly what |'d
fought for.

| had Savannah. |I'd known that | mght |ose everything | had in ny quest to
protect her, and I'd told nyself that didn't natter. | guess that's what
happens

when you make a deal with the Fates. They take you at your word. Still, they
did

leave me with two consol ation prizes, which | valued nore than | could have



i magi ned.

First, | still had the grinmoires. Wen the firefighters rescued Cortez from
ny

burni ng house, he'd still been carrying the two bags, the one with the
grinoires

and the one with ny tools and the material for Savannah's cerenony.

My second bonus reward? Cortez was fine, and still with us. Through his

net wor k

of contacts, he'd found a doctor in Boston willing to exam ne him no

guesti ons

asked. He had three cracked ribs, internal bruising, and a possible
concussi on.

The doctor had advi sed a hospital stay, but Cortez settled for a chest

bi ndi ng

and sonme painkillers, then we'd set out on the road.

| hadn't told himof his brother's plan to have ne killed. Wat would be the
use? He already knew his brothers hated him If | told him he m ght decide
he

was putting my life in danger and | eave, and | wasn't risking that.

W' d been driving for two days now. | still didn't know where we were goi ng.
For

now, it was a cross-country sumrer tour. Savannah thought that was pretty
cool .

She'd tire of it soon. Hopefully I'd find a place to settle before she did.

W' d stopped this norning. Some town in Virginia. At least, | think we were
still in Virginia, though we may have crossed i nto Kentucky. Today was the
bi g

day. The ei ghth day.
Since dawn we'd been preparing for the cerenmony. Now that it was dark, we'd
driven to a state park, slipped past the | ocked gates, and headed into the

forest. I'd found a site alnost inmediately, a good-sized clearing ringed
with

trees, as the cerenony prescribed. W were still early, though, so Savannah
had

grabbed a flashlight and taken off to see if she couldn't find something
better.

My choice was fine, but |I suspected she was sinply too excited to sit still.
I'd found a fallen |l og and sat down to pore over ny notes. | was reading them
through for the third time when a hand pressed between ny shoul der bl ades,
fingers rubbing the knot of tension there.

"How are you doi ng?" Cortez said, taking a seat beside ne.

| managed a shaky smile. "It feels like |I'mabout to do ny SAT's, driver's
test,

and thesis presentation all rolled into one."

He squeezed ny hand. "You'll do fine."

| |l eaned agai nst himand he put his arm around ny shoul der

"What woul d you think about heading out to the Coast?" he asked. "Washi ngton
or

Oregon. You mght like it there. Lots of open space, and the ocean. It's not
t he

East Coast, but.."

"I visited Portland once. | liked it."

"W'|l go there, then."

"So you're going to—=2" | hesitated. "I nean, we haven't discussed..” | took a
deep breath and plowed on. "Are you conming with us? For now, | nmean?"

"For now...and for as long as I'mwelcone.” He slid a quarter-smile nmy way.
"The

problem as you undoubtedly have already di scerned, will not be keeping ne

around, but getting rid of ne."
"I can live with that."



| leaned over and kissed him Wen we pulled apart, he adjusted his gl asses,
then | ooked at ne.

"When |, uh, mentioned the Pacific Northwest, it wasn't a random suggestion
Oregon is one of the few states without a Cabal satellite office. Wth

Kri st of

dead, on a case in which | was involved, | may need to lie low for a while."

"What will happen?"

"I don't know. | can say, with certainty, that ny presence won't place you or
Savannah in danger. |I'd never do that. The matter of Kristof's death will be

handl ed t hrough proper Cabal channels. If I'"'min danger, 1'Il hear of it |ong

bef ore anyone cones for ne. My father should be able to handle it." He shook
hi s

head. "It seens no matter how far and how fast | run, | always end up relying
on

nmy father to—~ He stopped. "lI'msorry."

"Tell me."

He entwined his fingers with mine and smled. "Later. | only wanted you to
know

that 1'mnot placing you in danger, but that it would be wise for me to keep
out

of sight for a while. My father may—wi |l sumon nme hone to Mam . |'d prefer
to

be as far away as possi bl e when that happens.”

Savannah burst fromthe forest. "Is it tine?"

| nodded. "WAit here. 1'll cast a perineter spell around the site."

"We' || have everything set up when you return," Cortez said, dropping the
knapsack from hi s shoul der

"No, I'll do—= I bit ny lip. "Sure. Thanks."

| wal ked until | could no |onger hear the rmurrmur of their voices, then

conti nued

another ten feet before casting the perinmeter spell. Fighting my way through
t he

thick woods, | circled the site, casting as | went. Then | | ooped around
agai n,

just to be sure. Wien | returned to the clearing, Cortez and Savannah were
kneeling on the ground, |aying out the final objects.

Cortez shifted to a crouch. "Is this correct?"

| took the notes from himand wal ked around the tabl eau, scrutinizing it from
every angle. Along both the north and south sides of the cloth they'd laid a
quartet of tools—a small pot, an athanme, a candle, and a chalice. The north
candl e was purple, for power. The south one blue, for wi sdomand truth. Of

t he

cloth they'd left the Baggies of dirt, the juniper, and a bottle of water.

Savannah handed me a neckl ace, a | odestone on a strip of rawhide, like the
one
now around her own neck. | put it on, surveyed the tabl eau once again, and
bent

to move the blue candle an inch to the left and rotate the northern athane
about

twenty degrees east. They'd probably been fine to begin with, but | felt
better

maki ng the adjustnments. Control isn't a habit you can break overnight.
"Ckay. We're al nbst ready. Savannah, have you buried the cloth?"

She nodded.

"Good, then you need to kneel on the north side, in front of the purple
candl e.”

"Shall | nove el sewhere?" Cortez said.

"Only if you want to."

"I"ll sit back on the log and watch. If that bothers you, tell ne and |'lI
get



out of sight."

"Thanks. "

When he went to take his seat, | cast a protective circle around us. Then |
turned to Savannah.

"Before we start, | want you to knowthat | really want this to work. It's
possi bl e, though, that | might not have the power or the experience to do it
properly. If it seens to fail, I'Il keep trying, but—=

"It's okay," she said. "I'Il know you tried. Thanks, Paige. For doing this, |
mean. | knowit's not what you had in nmind for ne."

"I't's what your nother wanted. That's good enough for ne.
| laid nmy notes before ne.

"Ckay, first the elenents. |If anything sounds wong, stop ne. Even if you
aren't

sure, don't be afraid to speak up. Better to restart partway through than
r epeat

the whole thing later.
She nodded.

"Here we go then. Air.
| slashed each athanme through the air.

"Earth."

| poured the grave dirt fromthe baggie into each shallow clay pot.

"Water."

| uncapped the Evian bottle and filled both chalices, hire.

| struck a match and lit the candl es.

| paused then, closing ny eyes and clearing nmy mnd. When | opened ny eyes,
focused straight ahead, seeing nothing. Wth a brief Latin invocation,

cal l ed

on the power of the elenents to heed my will. Then | blinked, allow ng nyself
to

see again, and notioned for Savannah to watch carefully, since she'd need to
repeat the next steps.

"Air to the north," |I said, taking ny athane and placing it before ne.
"Earth to the east." | put my clay pot to ny right.

"Water to the west." | noved ny chalice to nmy left.

"Fire to the south." Taking the blue candle, | tw sted, being careful not to
fall, and laid it behind ne.

| touched each in turn, the athanme, the dirt, the water, and the flame. Wen
it

cane to the last, panic darted through ne and | hesitated, then gritted ny
teeth

and forced ny finger into the flane.

"Air, earth, water, fire. At their center, | sit in balance. Al nature in
har nony. "

| turned to Savannah and notioned for her to copy ne.

She did, intoning each phrase without faltering. Wen she'd finished, we
repeated the | ast part together. Then Savannah shifted onto her knees,

[ighting

the candles as | resunmed ny place. Fingers trenbling, | held the juniper
branch

over ny candle's flane.

"Wth this offering, | beg protection,” | said in Latin. "Hecate, Selene,

Artem s, goddesses three, hear nmy plea. W ask this in your nane. Grant this,
your child, all the powers you can bestow. "

| |1 ooked Savannah in the eyes, lifting nmy hands and voi ce.

"Grant her power without bounds. G ve her the strength to wreak vengeance on
her

eneni es.”

The ground beneath ne runbl ed, but | held Savannah's gaze and kept goi ng.

"G ve her the power to overconme and the wisdomto do right by this gift. Gve
her all that you have to give."



The earth quaked, toppling the candles and igniting the cloth beneath. |
rai sed

nmy hands to the sky and stood, closing nmy eyes and pouring everything into
t he

| ast few words.

"Hecate, Selene, Artenis! Hear ny plea!"

For a split second, all went still. Preternaturally still and silent. | could
hear nothing, feel nothing. No, | did feel sonething. | felt peace. Conplete
peace.

"I't worked!" Savannah sai d, |aunching herself across the space between and
falling into ny arms. "Can you feel that, Paige? It worked! You did it!"
"Yes," | said, smling. "W did it."
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"CGot another CSI question for you," Goria said as Sinon wal ked into the

conmuni cation hub. "If you're not busy."
"Perfect timng," Sinon said. "I'mjust about to start ny coffee break." He
started pulling a chair over to Goria' s wrrkstation, then hesitated. "Can |

get

you sonet hi ng?"

G oria smled and shook her head. Sinon pulled a chair over, being careful
not

to block her view of the digital display city map on the side wall. That's
what

G oria | oved about shamans, they were so damed consi derate. You want a nice
guy, you get a shaman. You want a self-centered jerk, you get a half-denon.
Her shift partner, Erin, hated it when Goria said that. Racial

di scrimnation,

she called it. O course Joria didn't really believe every hal f-demon was a
j erk—she was one herself—but that didn't keep her fromsaying so to Erin.

N ght

shift in the communication hub could get deathly dull, and there was not hi ng
like a good political correctness debate to |iven things up.

@ oria pushed her chair back, one eye still on her nmonitor. "Ckay, so |I'm

wat ching CSI |ast week, and they trick this guy into giving them DNA. Then,
like
five mnutes later, they tell himit's a match. Can you really anal yze DNA
t hat
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fast?"

"Can they! O can we!" Sinmon said with a snile. "For a nunicipal crinme |ab
it's

damm near inpossible. Wth our |ab, though, there's no political wangling
about

over-tine and budgets and case precedence. |If | take a DNA specimen to Roya,
she' s—=

G oria' s headset beeped twice: an incoming call on the energency line. She
lifted a finger to Sinon, then swng around. Even before the call connected,
dat a began fl ashing on her conputer screen as the call tracer went to work.
She

gl anced over her shoulder to see the map of Mam replaced by another city:
Atl ant a.

G oria reached for the button to page Erin back fromlunch, but Sinon beat
her

to it, sinultaneously grabbing Erin's headset.

The line clicked.

"Cortez emergency services," Gdoria said.

A femal e voice canme on, shrill and garbled with panic, "hel p—park—an—

G oria soothed the caller with reassurances that help was on its way. She
coul d

barely make out a word the young woman said, but it didn't matter. The
conput er

had al ready pinpointed the | ocation, a payphone in an Atlanta park. The Caba
had an office in Atlanta, which neant they had an enmergency crew there, and
t he

conputer automatically di spatched themthe nmonent it |ocated the call's
origin.

Goria's only job was to keep the caller calmuntil the teamarrived.

"Can you tell me your nane, honey?"

"D-a M-r."

Sobs punctuated the words, rendering themunintelligible. Aoria glanced at
her

nmoni tor. The conputer was anal yzing the voice, trying to match what it heard
agai nst the roster of Cabal enployees and enpl oyee fanmlies. Alist of
severa

dozen names appeared. Then the conputer factored in gender, an age estinate,
and

the call location. It came back with a list of five names. Goria zeroed in
on

the top one, the conputer's best guess.

"Dana?" she said. "Are you Dana MacArthur, honey?"

A muffled "yes."

"Ckay, now | want you to find soneplace—~

The |ine went dead.

"Damm! " d oria said.

"The Atlanta team just phoned in," Sinobn said. "Ten mnute ETA Wwo is it?"
G oria waved a hand at her screen. Sinon | eaned over to | ook at the photo. A
teenage girl grinned back

"Ah, shit," he said. "Not another one."

| sat in a hotel room across fromtwo thirty-something witches in business
suits, listening as they said all the right things. All the polite things.
How

t hey' d heard such wonderful things about ny nother. How horrified they' d been
to

| earn of her nurder. How delighted they were to see how well | was doing,
despite my break with the Coven

Al this, they said, snmling with just the right nixture of sadness,

conmi seration, and support. Wendy Ai ken did nost of the tal king. Wile she



di d,

I noticed her younger sister Julie's eyes constantly darting to where
Savannah

perched on the end of the bed. | caught the |ooks Julie shot her, distaste
mngled with fear. A black witch's daughter, in their hotel room

As Wendy's |ips noved in rehearsed platitudes, her gaze slipped past ne to

t he

clock. When | saw that, | knew then that | would fail...again. But | gave ny
spiel anyway. | told themmy idea, about creating a new Coven for the
twenty-first century, for witches who' d decided that the original Coven was
not

for them | proposed a Coven for the technol ogi cal age, |inked by sisterhood
i nstead of proximity, each witch living where she chooses, but with a ful
Coven

support systemonly a phone call or e-mail away.

Wien | finished, the sisters | ooked at each other. "As | mentioned, there are
the grimoires, too. Third-level spells, lost for generations. | have them and
I

want to share them to return witches to their former glory."

To ne, these books were ny trunp card. Even if you didn't give a damm about

si sterhood or support, surely you'd want this power. Wiat witch wouldn't?
Yet,

as | | ooked at Wendy and Julie, | saw ny words wash right over them as if |
was

offering a free set of steak knives with the purchase of a conplete living
room

Suite.

"You're a very conpelling sal esworman,"'
"But..! Savannah nuttered fromthe bed.
"But we rmust admit, we have a problemw th the...present conpany you keep."
Julie's gaze slid toward Savannah. | tensed, ready to |leap to her defense.
"That Cortez boy," Wendy said. "Well, young man, | should say. That's the
trouble with getting ol der. Suddenly everyone younger than you | ooks |ike

t hey

shoul d still be in grade school."

| clenched ny jaw shut, holding ny tongue—o snall feat. If | defended Lucas,
it

Wendy said with a smile

woul d sound like...well, like | was defending him | had to let his reputation
stand in his defense. It should. But no one else ever seened to see it that
way.

"He is Benicio's heir," Wendy said. "Yes, | know he's not involved with the

Cabal, but we all know how things like that turn out. Youthful rebellion is
al |

very well, but it doesn't pay the bills. And | hear he's not doing very well
in

that regard.”

"He's doing fine."

"He's a lawyer," Julie said, speaking for only the third time since I'd

arrived.

"I'f he's not making noney, well, he's not too good at it, is he?"

Wendy's foot tapped her sister's, shushing her. "That's understandabl e. Not
only

is he still young, but | hear he does a |ot of pro bono work. That's very
nobl e,

Paige, and | can see how a young woman would find it romanti c—=

"But," Julie cut in, "like Wendy says, it doesn't pay the bills. And he is a
Cortez."

Wendy nodded. "Yes, he is a Cortez."
"Hey, " Savannah said, standing. "I've got a question.
Vendy

She st epped toward



and Julie. Julie shrank back. "Wen was the last time you stopped a witch
from

bei ng murdered by Cabal goons? Lucas did that just last nonth."

"Savannah..! | said.

She ignored ne and stepped even closer to the two wonen. "Paige does charity
work, too. In fact, she's doing it right now, offering two-faced bitches Iike
you a spot in her new Coven."

" Savannah! "

“I'"ll be in the hall," she said. "Something in here stinks."

She wheel ed and marched out of the hotel room

"My god," Wendy said. "She is her nother's daughter."

"And thank god for that," | said, and left.

W were in the car, heading out of the city core, when Savannah broke the
si | ence.
"I heard what you said. It was a good coneback."

The words "even if you didn't nean it" hung between us. | nodded and busied
nmysel f scanning traffic. | was still working on understandi ng Savannah's
not her,

Eve. It wasn't easy. My whol e being rebelled at the thought of enpathizing
with

a dark witch. But, even if | could never think of Eve as soneone | could have
befriended, I'd cone to accept that she'd been a good mot her. The proof of

t hat

was beside ne. A thoroughly evil wonman couldn't have produced a daughter Iike
Savannah.

"You know | was right,"’

she said. "About them They're just |like the Coven.

You

deserve—

"Don't," | said quietly. "Please."

She | ooked at me. | could feel her gaze, but didn't turn. After a nonent, she

shifted to stare out the w ndow.

I was in a funk, as my nother woul d have said. Feeling sorry for nyself and
knowi ng there was no good reason for it. | should be happy—ecstatic even.
Sure

nmy life had taken a nasty turn four nonths ago—f one can call the end of
life

as | knewit a "nasty turn"—but | survived. | was young. | was in love. | was
making a new life for nmyself in a newcity. Damm it, | should be happy. And
when

I wasn't that only added guilt to nmy blues, and left me berating nyself for
acting like a spoiled, selfish brat.

| was bored. The website design work that had once fired a passion in ne now
piled up on the desk—drudgery | had to conplete if anyone in our house

i nt ended

to eat. Did | say "house?" | meant apartnment. Four nonths ago, ny house had
burned to cinders, along with everything | owned. | was now the proud renter
of

a | ousy two-bedroom apartnent in a |ousier neighborhood. Yes, | could afford

better, but | hated digging into the insurance noney, terrified |I'd wake up
one

day with nothing left in the bank and be forced to spend eternity |iving
beneat h

a deaf old woman who watched bl aring tal k shows ei ghteen hours a day.

For the first two nonths, |1'd been fine. Lucas, Savannah, and | had spent the
summer traveling. But then Septenber came and Savannah had to go to school

So

we set up house—apartment—n Portland and carried on. O, | should say,
Savannah



and Lucas carried on. My dream of building a stronger Coven died the day they
exiled ne. So I'd done what | did best, sucked it in, dried those tears and
mar ched back into the fight. The Coven didn't want ne? Fine, I'd start ny
own.

In the last eight weeks I'd met with nine witches. Each one said all the

ri ght

t hi ngs, then turned nme down flat. Wth each rejection, the abyss w dened.

Conme norning, | bounded out of bed, ready to take on the world. This would
have

been a positive sign had | not done the sane thing every nmorning for the past
two weeks. | awoke refreshed, determined this would be the day |I'd haul ny
ass

out of the pit. 1'd cook breakfast for Savannah. |'d | eave a cheerful nmessage
of

support on Lucas's cellphone. I'd jog two miles. I'd dive into ny website
projects with renewed vigor and inmagination. I'd take tine out in the

af t ernoon

to hunt down season-end tomatoes at the market. |1'd nake a vat of spaghetti
sauce that would fill our tiny freezer. The list went on. | usually derailed

somewher e between | eaving the nessage for Lucas and starting my workday...
around

9 a.m

That nmorning, | sailed into ny jog still punped. | knew | wouldn't hit two

m | es, though, considering |I'd never exceeded one mle in ny entire running
career, which was nowin its fifth week. Over the last eighteen nmonths it had
cone to my attention, on multiple occasions, that ny | evel of physica

fitness

was i nadequate. Before now a good game of pool was as active as | got. Ask ne
to

flee for ny life, and we could be talking i minent heart failure.

So as long as | was reinventing myself, | nmight as well toss in a fitness
routine. Since Lucas ran, that seened the |ogical choice. |I hadn't told him
about it yet, though. Not until | reached the two nmile mark. Then |I'd say

n Oh,

by the way, | took up running a few days ago." God forbid |I should adnit to
not
being instantly successful at anything.

That nmorning, | finally passed the one mle mark. Okay, it was only by about
twenty yards, but it was still a personal best, so | treated nyself to an

i ced

chai for the wal k hone.

As | rounded the last corner, | noticed two suspicious figures standing in
front

of my building. Both wore suits, which in ny nei ghborhood was extrenely
suspicious. | |ooked for Bibles or encycl opedias, but they were enpty-handed.

One stared up at the buil ding, perhaps expecting it to norph into corporate
headquarters.

| fished my keys fromny pocket. As | glanced up, two girls wal ked past the
nen.

| wondered why they weren't in school —dunb question in this nei ghborhood but

I

was still adjusting—then realized the "girls" were at least forty. My m stake
arose fromthe size differential. The two nmen towered a foot above the wonen.
Bot h nen had short dark hair and cl ean-shaven, chiseled faces. Both wore
Ray-Bans. Both were roughly the size of redwoods. If there hadn't been an

i nch

of height difference between them 1'd have sworn they were identical tw ns.
O her than that, ny only way of distinguishing themwas by tie color. One had
a



dark red tie, the other jade green

The nmen stood on the opposite side of the apartnent doors and, as | drew

cl oser,

both turned ny way.

"Pai ge Wnterbourne?' Red Tie said.

| slowed and nmentally readied a spell

"We're looking for Lucas Cortez," Geen Tie said. "Hi s father sent us."

My heart thunped double-tinme and | blinked to cover ny surprise.

"Fath—=2" | said. "Benicio?"

"That' d be the one," Red Tie said.

| pasted on a snmile. "I"msorry, but Lucas is in court today."

"Then M. Cortez would like to speak to you."

He hal f-turned, directing nmy gaze to a king-size black SUV idling just around
the corner, in the no-stopping zone. So these two weren't just nessengers;

t hey

were Benicio's personal half-denmon bodyguards.

"Benicio wants to talk to ne?" | said. "I'mhonored. Tell himto come up to

t he

apartment. 1'Il put on the kettle for tea.”

Red Tie's mouth twisted. "He's not coming to you. You're going to him"
"Real | y? Ww, you nust be one of those psychic hal f-denmons. Never net one of
those. "

"M. Cortez wants you—

| put up a hand to cut himoff. My hand barely reached the height of his
navel

Kind of scary if you thought about it. Luckily, | didn't.

"Here's howit works," | said. "Benicio wants to speak to ne? Fine, but since
I

didn't request this audience, he's comng to ne."

Green Tie's eyebrows lifted above his shades.

"That's not— Red Ti e began

"You're messengers. |'ve given the nessage. Now deliver."

When neither noved, | cast under ny breath and waved my ringers at them

"You heard me. Shoo."

As ny fingers flicked, they stunmbled back. Geen Tie's eyebrows arched

hi gher,

not because the jolt hurt, but because it was sorcerer magic. Wtches didn't
use

sorcerer nmagic...at |least not any witches these two were likely to know

Red Tie recovered his bal ance and glowered, as if he'd like to launch a
fireball

at me, or whatever his denonic specialty mght be. Before he could act, G een
Ti e caught his gaze and jerked his chin toward the car. Red Tie settled for a
gl are, then stonmped off.

| grabbed the door handle. Qut of the corner of ny eye, | saw an armgrab the
door. | | ooked up to see the other bodyguard—the one with the green tie. |
expected himto hold the door shut, so I couldn't go inside, but instead he
pulled it open and held it for me. | wal ked through. He foll owed.

At this point, any sane worman woul d have run for her life. At the very |east,
she woul d have turned around and wal ked back out onto the street, a public

pl ace. But | was bored and such boredom had a detrinental effect on ny sanity.
| unl ocked the inner door. This time, | held it open for him W walked to

t he

el evator in silence.

"CGoi ng up?" | asked.

He pushed the button. As the el evator wheels squealed, nmy resolve faltered. |

was about to get into a small, enclosed place with a half-demon literally
twice
nmy size. |I'd seen too many novies not to know how this could turn out.

Yet what were ny options? If | ran, |'d be exactly what they expected: a



timd
wi tch-mouse. Nothing | did in the future woul d ever erase that. On the other

hand, | could step on the el evator and never step off. Death or dishonor? For
some people, there's really no choice.
When the el evator doors opened, | wal ked in.

The hal f-denon foll owed. As the doors closed, he took off his sunglasses. Hs
eyes were a blue so cold they made the hairs on nmy arnms rise. He pressed the
STOP button. The el evator groaned to a halt.

"You ever seen this scene in a novie?" he asked.

| |1 ooked around. "Now that you mention it, | think I have."

"Know what happens next ?"

| nodded. "The hul king bad guy attacks the defensel ess young heroi ne, who
suddenly reveal s heretof ore uni magi ned powers, which she uses to not only
fend

off his attack but beat himto a bloody pulp. Then she escapes— | craned ny
head back "—eut that handy escape hatch and shimres up the cables. The bad
guy

recovers consci ousness and attacks, whereupon she's forced, against her own
noral code, to sever the cable with a fireball and send himplumeting to his
deat h. "

"I's that what happens?"

"Sure. Didn't you see that one?"

Hs lips curved in a grin, defrosting his icy gaze. "Yeah, maybe | did." He

| eaned back against the wall. "So, how s Robert Vasic?"

| hesitated, startled. "Uh, fine...good."

"Still teaching at Stanford?"

"Uh, yes. Part-time."

He smiled. "A hal f-denmon professor of denonology. | always liked that.” His

smle wi dened. "Though | did like it better when he was a hal f-denon priest.
Not

nearly enough of those around. Next time you see Robert, tell him Troy Morgan
said hi."

"I +'1l do that."

"Last time | saw Robert, Adamwas, |ike, twelve. Playing baseball in the
backyard. When | heard who Lucas is dating, | thought, that's the

W nt er bour ne

girl. Adam s friend. Then | thought, whoa, how old is she? Like, seventeen

ei ghteen... ?"

"Twenty-three."

"Man, I'mgetting old." Troy shook his head. Then he net ny gaze. "M . Cortez
isn'"t leaving until you talk to him Paige."

"What does he want?"

Troy arched his brows. "You think he'd tell ne? If M. Cortez wants to rel ay
a

message in person, then it's personal. O herw se, he'd save hinmself the trip
and

send some sorcerer flunky. Either way, half-denon bodyguards are not in the
know. The only thing I do knowis that he really wants to talk to you. He'd

rather talk to you on his own terns but.” Troy shrugged. "I've been with the

guy
for twelve years. If he wants to talk to someone badly enough, he doesn't
stand

on cerenony. If | tell himyou won't cone to him he'll probably conme to you.
The question is: are you okay with that?"

"I am"

"Then I'Il see what | can do."

The nonent | stepped into my apartment, | had to fight the urge to throw shut
t he deadbolt and cast the best |ock spell | knew The conparison between

Cabal s



and the Mafia was as old as organized crine itself. But it was a bad anal ogy.
Conparing the Mob to a Cabal was |ike comparing a gang of teenage neo-Nazis
to

the Gestapo. | was about to neet Benicio Cortez. And to ny shame, | was

af rai d.

Not because he was the head of the world' s nost powerful Cabal, but because
he

was Lucas's father.

Everything that Lucas was, and everything he feared becom ng, was enbodied in
this man.

When |'d first | earned who Lucas was, |'d assuned that, having dedicated his
life to fighting Cabal injustices, Lucas wouldn't have any contact with his
father. I'd soon learned it wasn't that sinple. Benicio phoned. He sent

bi rt hday

gifts. He invited Lucas to all famly functions. He acted as if there was no
estrangement. And what did Lucas do? Wen the phone rang and Beni ci 0's nunber
appeared on the caller ID, Lucas would stand there and stare at it, and in
hi s

eyes | saw a war | couldn't imagine. Sonetinmes he answered. Sonetines he
didn't.

Ei ther way, he seenmed to regret the choice.

So now | was about to nmeet the nman. And what did | truly fear? That |

woul dn' t

nmeasure up. That Benicio would take one | ook at ne and decide | wasn't good
enough for his son. And the worst of it? Right now, | wasn't sure he'd be

W ong.

A single rap at the door.

| took a deep breath, wal ked to the door and opened it.

My heart janmmed into ny throat. For one second, | was certain |I'd been
tricked,

that this was not Benicio but the Cortez son who'd ordered ny death in a dark
storage room four nmonths ago. |'d been drugged and, coming to, the first

t hi ng

I'd seen were Lucas's eyes—a nightmare version of them a deep brown sonehow
colder than the icy blue of Troy Mdrrgan's stare. | hadn't known which of
Lucas's

hal f-brothers it had been. | still didn't know, having never told Lucas what
happened. But now | stood staring into those eyes, and the steel in ny spine
turned to mercury. | had to grip the door handl e to steady nyself.

"Ms. W nterbourne."

Wth the voice, | heard nmy m stake. The voice that day was riveted in ny
skul I,

words bitten off sharp, staccato and bitter. This man's voi ce was

vel vet-soft,

the voice of a man who never had to shout to get anyone's attention. As |
invited himinside, a harder | ook confirned my error

The son I'd net had been in his early forties, and this man was anot her
twenty

years older. It was an understandabl e ni stake, though. Snooth sone of the
deep

etched lines on his face and Benicio would be a carbon copy of his son. Both
nmen

wer e wi de-shoul dered, stocky and no nore than five nine, in contrast to
Lucas's

six foot, rail-thin physique.

"I knew your mother," Benicio said as he crossed the room No "she was a good
woman" or "l'msorry for your |oss" tacked on. A statenent as enotionless as
hi s

stare. H's gaze swept the room taking in the secondhand furniture and bare
wal I's. Part of me wanted to explain, and another part of nme was horrified by



t he

impulse. | didn't owe this nan an expl anation

Benicio stepped in front of the couch—part of a perfectly serviceable if

t hreadbare set. He | ooked down at it as if debating whether it might soil his
suit. At that, a small inkling of the old Paige bubbled to the surface.

"Don't bother sitting," | said. "This isn't a tea-and-crunpets kind of visit.
Ch, and I'mfine, thank you for asking."

Benicio turned his enpty stare on nme and waited. For at |east twenty seconds,
we

just stood there, |ooking at one another. | tried to hold out, but | broke
first.

"As | told your men, Lucas is in court, out of town. If you didn't believe
me—

"I know where mnmy son is."

A chill tickled the nape of my neck as | heard the unspoken qualifier: "I

al ways

know where my son is." |I'd never thought of that, but hearing himnow there
was

no doubt in nmy mnd that Benicio al ways knew exactly where Lucas was, and
what
he was doi ng.

"Well, that's funny,"” | said. "Because your nen said you had a nessage for
hi m
But if you know he's not here then...Ch, | get it. That was only an excuse,

right? You know Lucas is gone and you cane here pretending to want to deliver
a

nmessage, hoping for a chance to neet the new girlfriend. You wouldn't want to
do

that with Lucas around, because you night not be able to control your

di sappoi nt mrent when you confirmthat your son is indeed dati ng—shoops, |iving
with—a witch."”

"I do have a nessage,
"I"mguessing it's not 'congratul ations.'
"I have a case that mght interest Lucas,’
of

particular interest to you as well." Wile we'd been tal king, his eyes never
left mine, but now, for the first time since he'd arrived he truly seenmed to
be

| ooking at me. "You're developing quite the reputation, both for fending off
t he

Nast Cabal's attenpt to take Savannah and for your role in ending that

busi ness

with Tyrone Wnsloe |last year. This particular case would require someone
with

such expertise."

' he said. "For both of you."

he said. "One that might also be

As he spoke, a thrill of gratification went through ne. On its heels cane a
wave

of shame. God, was | that transparent? Throw a few enpty words of praise ny
way

and | wiggled |ike a happy puppy? Qur first neeting and Benicio al ready knew
exactly what buttons to press.

"When's the last time Lucas worked for you?" | asked.
"This isn't working for me. I"'msinply passing along a case that | believe
woul d

i nterest nmy son—

"And when's the last tine you tried that one? August, wasn't it? Something
about

a Vodoun priest in Colorado? Lucas turned you down flat, as he al ways does."
Benicio's cheek twitched. An actual reaction?

"What," | said, "you didn't think Lucas told nme about that? Like he didn't



tell

me how you bring hima case every few nonths, either to piss off the other
Cabals or to trick himinto doing sonething at your request? He's not sure
whi ch

it is. I'mguessing both."

He paused, as if recovering his poise. "This case is different."

"Ch, I'msure it is."

"It involves the child of one of our enployees," he said. "A fifteen-year-old
girl naned Dana MacArthur."

| opened my nmouth to cut himoff, but couldn't. The monent he said
"fifteen-year-old girl," | needed to hear the rest.

Beni ci o continued, "Three nights ago, soneone attacked her while she was
wal ki ng

t hrough a park. She was stabbed, hung froma tree, and left to die."

My gut clenched. "Is she...?" | tried to force out the last word, but couldn't.
"She's alive," Benicio said. "Conatose, but alive."

As he said those | ast words, his voice softened. | |ooked into his eyes then
and

| saw exactly what | wanted to see, exactly what |I'msure he saw refl ected
back

in my own gaze, the sorrow and indignation. | saw that, and | knew | was
supposed to see it.
"Dana wasn't the first,’

Beni ci 0 sai d.

As he waited for me to ask the obvious question, | swallowed it and forced ny
brain to switch tracks.

"That's...too bad," | said, struggling to keep ny voice steady. "I hope she
recovers. And | hope you find the culprit. | can't help you, though, and I'm
sure Lucas can't either, but 1'll pass along the nessage."

| wal ked toward the front hall.

Benicio didn't budge. "There's one nore thing you should know "

| bit nmy lip. Don't ask. Don't fall for it. You know you don't want to—
"The girl," he said. "Dana MacArthur. She's a witch."

W | ocked gazes for a nonment. Then | tore mne away, strode to the door and
flung it open.

"Cet out," | said.

And, to ny surprise, he did.
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