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PRELUDE

At this hour of the night, the East Side of Providence was about as quiet as city neighborhoods get. The
people who could afford sedate charm and architecturd interest were dozing in front of their
high-definition televisons, whileloca newscasts aternated between salf-promotion and breathless
promises of news and weather reports to come.

An unexpected downpour, the last April shower of the year, had just swept through on itsway
northward. Sound traveled with uncanny clarity in the rain-washed air, and the quick, light dap of feet
againg wet pavement rippled through the silence like pebbles thrown into still water.

Two women ran full out aong the deserted road, soaked to the skin by the sudden shower. Both were
dark-haired and both ran with single-minded determination, but there the smilarity ended. Kate Myers,
the older of the two, was atall, rangy woman with along-legged, mile-esting stride. A serious runner
since high school, she was built for speed and trained to win. She till ran every day, and she played
soccer on the weekends with women haf her age. Tonight she was running hard, yet her much shorter
companion matched her pace with ease. Kate wasn't sure whether to be impressed or annoyed.

They rounded acorner at the edge of Swan Point Cemetery and began to run besde astonewall, a
staple of the New England landscape. This one, however, was built of improbably large rocks. Huge
boulders perched here and there atop these walls, giving silent testament to the precarious nature of
exisence.

Kate glanced into the graveyard, a nervous habit she'd been trying without much success to break. Fog
was starting to rise from the rain-soaked ground, only to be swept off by a quickening wind. This part of
the cemetery was more horticultura park than resting place, but Kate could envision the swirl of
earthbound clouds curling around nineteenth-century mausoleums and lending an illusion of flight to angdl
wings of immovable stone or bronze. It wasthat sort of night—one that H.P. Lovecraft, one of the more
famousinhabitants of the cemetery, would no doubt find inspiring.



Kate had scant appreciation for the macabre, which, given her line of work, never failed to amuse
people.

A soft, dightly husky ato chuckle snapped her attention back to the run, and she redized she'd picked up
the pace considerably. Cheeks flaming, she diaed back her speed and glanced at her new running

partner.

Gwen Gellman was at |east a head shorter than Kate, and waif thin. Her dim legs were bared to the buitt
by skimpy purple running shorts, and atiny black tank top contrasted with skin so pale it brought to mind
fine porcelain. Kate guessed Gwen to be about a hundred pounds soaking wet, which she currently was,
and though she wasn't more than ayear or two younger than Kate, she didn't look aday over seventeen.
Despitedl this, wordslike "delicate" and "fragile’ just didn't gpply. Five kilometers of hard running, and
the girl hadn't broken a swest. If there were any jugticein the world, dl that |et's-go-clubbing makeup
rimming her eyes would be running down her face in dark rivulets. Her hair was as wet as Kate's, but
ingtead of hanging limp and lank, the girl's short, thick locks reshaped themselvesinto glistening curls.

Kate could have forgiven Gwen for dl that, had she not aso been aformer cop with al the annoying
traits of that breed. She was relentless and cat-curious, with the usual arrogant disregard for her own
safety. That last, Kate would never understand. She dealt with desth every day, but she wasin no hurry
to experienceit hersdf. But Gwen? Kate had yet to decide whether the girl wastoo stupid to recognize
the danger she was putting hersdlf in, or too driven to care.

They reached the end of the course and dowed to an easy trot. Thiswasther third shared run in as many
days, and they'd fallen into a pattern: meet at Brown Stadium, run afive-K loop through the quiet charm
of Blackstone Boulevard, cool down on the way to Kate's house. Her neighborhood was atangle of
narrow side streets, with tall wooden houses painted in muted pastels and cars parked on both sides of
the road. The only place to run was down the middle of the streets, but at this hour there waslittle
competition fromtraffic.

Gwen waited until they'd dowed to awalk to bring up her persona crusade. "I hate to nag—"
"But in my case, you'll make an exception?'

Kate's sarcasm was answered by aquick, fleeting grin. "Hey, you asked for three days. Timesup. Did
you find anything new?’

"Gwen, thereisn't anything to find," she said patiently. "I reviewed dl my notes and test results, and found
nothing to indicate that Frank Cross's desth was anything other than an accidental drowning. His

blood-a cohol level was nearly four timesthelegd limit. I'm not surprised hefdl off hisboat. It'sa
wonder he managed to get asfar ashedid.”

"Don't think that hasn't occurred to me," Gwen said darkly. "Any sign that the alcohol wasforced into
him? An 1V track, maybe?

“Nothing."
They walked severd paces before Gwen spoke again. "What do you know about foie gras?’

Kate shot her a puzzled look. "Foie gras? It's a pate made from duck or goose liver, usudly served on
crackers. I've never tried it, though | was tempted to after watching this old James Bond movie. Sean
Connery snesks some foie grasinto aspaand feedsit to his physica therapist. Judging from her reaction,
it quaifiesasfore-play. Before | get too distracted by that line of thought, maybe you should tell me
wherethisisgoing.”



"Do you know how it's made?'

She ran an impatient hand through her wet hair. "With some sort of food processor, 1'd imagine. Cooking
doesnt interest me."

"Meeither. But | dated a chef once, and he went on and on. Apparently the geese used for foie gras
have to be fattened until their livers balloon up to seven or eight timesthe norma size. Since no animas
except humans and lapdogs willingly fuck themsalves up to that extent, people shove tubes down the
birds throats and force-feed them.”

Kate grimaced. "That soundslike torture.”
"Y ou think? I'm guessing anything that extreme would leave forensic evidence, even after just onetime.”

"It would, yes. | wasn't specificaly looking for... intrusion of that sort, but nothing | saw suggested that
consuming half abottle of Scotch was anything but voluntary.”

"That's not what happened,” Gwen said stubbornly. "Ther€'s got to be another explanation.”
"And I'm sure you have severd."

"I'm only interested in the one that's true, and so far we haven't found it,” she said curtly. "Alcohol can be
absorbed through the colon. Did you check..."

"For evidence of an eighty-proof enema? C'mon, Gwen."
"Did you?' she perdsted.

Kate suppressed asigh. "Not specifically, no. But the contents of his ssomach hel ped establish time of
death. There was enough acohol present to explain his sate. Y ou were at his house—did you see
anything to indicate astruggle?'

"No, but people have been known to clean up a crime scene. And maybe there wasn't much of a
struggle. Y ou said Frank had acut on hishead. They could have knocked him out.”

"Morelikely he hit it when hefdl. What about motive? Was anything taken from his house?"

Gwen took amoment to think that over. "Theinvestigating officer didn't see any evidence of theft,” she
said carefully, "but that doesn't indicate absence of motive. Frank was a cop for over thirty years. If you
do the job right, you can piss off alot of peoplein three decades.”

"Yes, | know."

Kate's voice was sharper than sheld intended. She softened her words with afaint smile before turning
away to prop one foot on the third step of her front stairs. She took her time leaning into ahamstring
stretch. When she could trust hersdlf to speak without emotion, she said, "Give meaminute, and I'll drive
you home. Y ou shouldn't be running by yoursdlf at thishour.”

The girl flashed an angdlic amile. "Likethe man said, 'Y e, though | walk through the valey of the shadow
of deeth, | shdl fear no evil, because I'm the meanest motherfucker inthevaley."

"Why do copsthink you'reinvincible?' she snapped, hearing the bitternessin her voice but not
particularly caring. "No job too sordid, no street too dangerous, no risk too stupid.”

Gwen's smile broadened. "Don't hold back on my account. If that's how you fed about the job, | can see



why you dumped Quaid.” She cocked her head to one side and considered. "Well, plusthe fact that he's
about as interesting as white bread with mayo.”

"Actudly, | didn't mind that Gary Quaid was cautious and conservative."
"But..."

Thiswasn't asubject Kate liked to discuss, but she could see how it might work to her benefit tonight.
She straightened up, put her other foot on the third step, and leaned back into the stretch, holding it while
she gathered the composure needed to recite the grim facts of her girlhood.

"My father was a cop. Hewaskilled on the job when | was till in high school, by aman he'd arrested
years before. Knowing this, do you redly think I'd skim over Frank Cross's autopsy? Take the easy
explanation without agood, hard ook at other possibilities?”

Gwen nodded dowly. "Point taken. Did they get the guy?"

That wasn't the response Kate would have expected from most people, but it seemed typica of Gwen.
She'd met the former cop about aweek ago, just after Gwen had fished the body of her mentor and best
friend out of the Narragansett Bay. From day one, Gwen had wanted answers, not sympathy. No doubt
she thought everyone processed grief in the same fashion.

"They got him," Kate said shortly. "But in Frank Cross's case, thereésno oneto 'get.’ You've got to let it
go, Gwen."

"Gee, Kate, you don't seem to be very big on closure. Didn't you give the same advice to Quaid when he
wasfollowing up ontheraid at Winston's?'

The memory was like an icy hand around Kate's throat. ™Y ou know about that? And about the...
wamning?'

"Yesh. So?'

Kate huffed in exasperation. " So? Someone broke into the morgue and mutilated the bodies of the two
policemen killed in theraid. In my lab. Using my equipment.”

"Seemsto me you'd want to find whoever did that, if for no other reason than to keep your equipment
cean

Her gaze did away. "The police arelooking into it."
"Sincewhen?Lagt | heard they were covering it up. Bad for morale, or some smilar pile of bullshit.”

"You'll haveto take that up with the department.” She straightened up. "It's getting late. If you're sure you
dontwant aride..."

Gwen took the hint and trotted off. After afew paces she stopped and turned back. "One more
thing—did you ask about the fingerprints found in Frank's house?"

"His prints were the only ones found on the glass of Scotch, but you knew that."
"What about the bottle?!
"Samething."



Gwen's eyes narrowed. "Only Frank's prints,” she repeated.

"On abottle that's probably been handled by at least a dozen people between the didtillery and the
package store. That didn't set off any darms?”

"What | meant wasthat his fingerprints were found on the bottle. | don't know how many other prints
werefound,” Kate said hastily, "but I'll seewhat | can find out.”

"Thanks. | wouldn't ask, but..."

She didn't daborate, and didn't need to. Kate knew the story: Gwen had |eft the force nearly two years
ago under acloud and set up asmdl PI business. A few people on the insde were till willing to dedl
with her when no one else was looking, but the investigating officer assigned to Frank Cross's case was
personally offended by any hint of tarnish on the badge, and held spitefully—and effectively—blocked
Gwen's attempts to follow up on her mentor's death. That, apparently, was where Kate camein. A
medical examiner known for her obsessive habits on and off the job, she could ask the occasional odd
question without raising too many eyebrows.

She waved Gwen on her way and headed up the stairs. The screened porch on the front of her house
was deeply shadowed. That was strange, considering how much attention Kate lavished on safety
precautions these days.

Strange, too, that she hadn't noticed the darkness until now. But the nearest streetlamp was just across
the narrow road, and the light outside the house was bright enough to distract the eye from the darkness
within. Kate tested the porch door and found it securely locked. Mogt likely the lightbulbs had burned
out, or perhaps sheld smply forgotten to turn on the light when sheld left. God knows she had enough on
her mind to justify alapse or two.

Shelet hersdlf in and flipped the light switch. Faint, yellow light filled the smdl porch. She'sjust forgotten
to turn on the porch light, something people did every day. Most people, that is. For Kate, it wasthe
equivaent of ared-flag offense. When thiswas over, she was definitely going to take some of that
vacation time she had piled up.

After securing the dead bolt on the porch entrance, she unlocked the front door. The heavy wooden
door swung shut behind her as she stepped into the hall. Here, too, the lights were off, and she palmed
thewadll for the switch.

It felt dightly sticky. Kate regarded her hand, and her eyes widened.

Blood, so thick and dark it was nearly black, smeared her hand. Her eyes focused on the floor beneath
her feet, and she noted that the sisal mat was sodden with blood.

Thefamiliar smdls of death hit her in asudden rush. Panic struck, and she whirled toward the door—

And fdl back, sumbling alittle because she couldn't tear her horrified gaze from the door. Her throat
worked as she fought back waves of bile. She desperately wanted to scream and run, but the nightmare
qudlity of the ugly little tableau stole her ability to do ether.

A neighbor's dog—asquat, ugly little mixed breed that looked like a cross between a Chihuahuaand a
footstool—had been duct-taped to the door. Thelittle dog had been gutted, and above the killing dash
was an elaborate design, carved into its broad, nearly hairless belly. Though somewhat obscured by
blood, the design was plain enough: acircular, mazelike pattern that looked like aspira and its mirror

image.



The same design that had been cut into the bodies of detectives Tom Y oland and Carmine Moniz.

Kate lunged for the doorknob. The door opened only an inch or two before damming shut. For a
moment or two she tugged at the knob with both hands, then fresh horror swept over her inanicy wave
when sheredlized what this meant:

Someonewasin the porch, holding the door shut. Someone was in her porch. Toying with her.
Taunting her.

For amoment, anger was stronger than fear, strong enough to clear Kate's thoughts and prompt her to
action. She quickly flipped the lock and raced up the stairs, taking them two at atime.

Her bedroom was aminor fortress, with a solid wood door secured not only by dead bolts but with two
long metal barsthat did into braces secured to wall studs on either side of the door. There was no way
anyone could kick down that door, unlessthey planned to take most of thewall out with it.

She dashed into the room and dammed the door, diding the various locksinto place. A metd bat, arelic
of her softbal days, was propped againgt a potted plant by the door. Kate hefted it as she moved
cautioudy through the room, turning on lights, throwing open closet doors, checking under the bed. As
so0n as she was certain she was adonein the room, she picked up the bedside phoneto call for help.

There was no dial tone. She dammed the receiver back into the cradle, picked it up, and listened again.
A soft, faintly husky chuckle mocked her.

Therecever fell from her suddenly nerveless hands. The intruder wasin the house. Hed | eft theline
open, waiting for her to pick up thereceiver.

Sheran to the nearest window and fumbled with the lock. Alarms on the window were connected
directly to the police station. Opening the window was as good as making a 911 call.

Her fingersfet thick and clumsy, frosthitten with fear. Findly she disengaged the locks and pushed &t the
window. It raised afraction of an inch before it stopped dead. Kate peered out the window, and her
heart sank as she noticed the heavy nails driven into the outer frames, holding the lower window sash
shut. She checked the other windows, just to make sure, but as she expected, she was thoroughly

trapped.

A sudden flare of light drew her eyeto thelone tree in her narrow back garden. High in the branches, not
more than twenty feet from her window, sat a shadowy figure, holding something that appeared to be a
smdl torch.

An eternity passed as Kate stood frozen, staring into that grinning face. Then her tormenter dropped the
torch. It fell into the bed of shredded garden mulch shed had delivered last week but had never found
time to spread.

Theflameflickered and died. Thank God for tonight's rain shower, she thought fervently.

Even asthe thought formed, athin tendril of smoke began to rise from the pile of wood shavings, carrying
an acrid chemicd smdll. Smdl, bright flames licked across the pile and dithered toward the house.

Kate sank down onto her bed and considered her options. She had arope ladder in her closet, and if she
had to, she could break one of the windows and climb out. But if sheleft the house by the bedroom
window, the intruder would see her. Going down through the house didn't seem any safer. Her best bet
was to stay where she was and hope the police response camein time.



If indeed the alarm had been triggered.

The jangle of the front doorbell brought her legping to her feet. She was at the door, throwing aside the
first dead bolt, when it occurred to her that the bell might not be a harbinger of rescue. For al she knew,
it could be theintruder's ploy to get her out of her bedroom.

She peered out the sde window, looking for any hint of the strobing light that might indicate apolice
response. Unfortunately, no light at al found itsway into the narrow side yard.

A loud thump came from the floor below. Startled, Kate jumped back from the window. As she did, she
realized the source of the noise—the back door had been forcibly opened. She heard the faint sound of
footsteps, and afamiliar voice called her name.

Weak with rdlief, Kate threw back the locks and cracked open the door. "Be careful,” sheyelled. "There
was someone in the backyard. He wasin the house, too."

"Stay whereyou are. I'll check it out.”

Long minutes passed before she heard footsteps on the stairs. She peeked out again, then swung the
door open wide.

"Thank God it'syou! Did you see him?"
"No. The sck bastard islong gone. There's no one here but you and me.”

Maybe it was her strained nerves, but that observation struck Kate as more ominous than comforting.
Her eyes dropped to the gun in her rescuer's hand.

Of course there would be a gun. Who responded to an intruder dert unarmed?
On the other hand, who took time to add a silencer to their weapon?

Kate's gaze flashed up to that familiar face, and what she saw confirmed her fears. Thefirst bullet tore
through her shoulder, spinning her around and sending her pitching facedown onto the carpet. Oddly
enough, shefdt theimpact of the floor before her mind registered the pain of the gunshot wound. Then
the pain camein ascreaming, blinding rush.

The second shot dammed into her, and the third. There might have been more, but Kate was beyond the
point where such things mattered. Her entire world began and ended with the white-hot agony radiating
from her chest into her usdless, twitching limbs.

Dimly she was aware of acool pressure at the base of her neck, and in some corner of her mind she
understood what was about to happen.

A lifetime of fear and resentment fell away, and Kate welcomed Deeth with agratitude so vast it
bordered on affection.

CHAPTER ONE

A sudden gust of wind blew in from the ocean, carrying the tang of salt and the recent memory of winter's
chill. It ruffled through the late-spring garden and swept across the balcony of awhite clgpboard house



built by some prosperous, long-dead sea captain. The two men seated on the balcony broke off their
argument and reached to Steady their wineglasses. A silence fell between them, heavy with the windswept
echoes of distant shores, distant times.

lan Forest glanced at the sea, finding no pleasure in the spectacular view his perch afforded. The ocean
reminded him of a spiteful ex-wife, endlesdy reciting his secrets but reserving the right to keep a thousand
of her own. He swept an impatient hand across hisforehead to brush aside hiswindblown hair and
wondered, not for thefirst time, why Salvadore Ansalm kept ahouse on Marthas Vineyard. Both men
had rootsin idand cultures, and to lan, this scenic, tourigt-infested hell was areminder of the exile they
shared.

Perhaps that explained why Salvadore called him here so frequently. Perhaps he chose this place
because it gave their meetings an unspoken subtext: Of course you will serve me, for what other
choice remainsto you?

lan stifled asigh and turned his attention to his host, alean, fit man of indeterminate age. Salvadore'sface
was unlined, but he projected an aura of experience and power that, dong with histhick slver hair,
tricked the eye into seeing aman in hismid fifties. His ethnicity was equdly €usive, though few people
moved past the Italianate name to ponder the dight tilt of his sapphire-blue eyes and the sharp, angular
lines of hisface. Salvadore's origins might not be betrayed by hisface, but his character, more often than
not, was written across it plainly enough. At the moment, his gem-colored eyes held afaint sheen of
malice, and his decidedly unpleasant smile celebrated the dark joys of privilege and position.

"Shall we move on to theitem of business?' he suggested.

Savadore's voice—a s Iky baritone that retained an indefinable Old World accent—was a perfect match
to his appearance. Their people aged dowly, but it had dways struck 1an as odd that their speech
patterns were likewise unaffected by the passage of time. Constant, conscious effort was required to
keep from lapsing into their native tongue—or for that matter, into some older version of the languages
spoken in their adopted homelands.

It suddenly occurred to lan that their conversation had |apsed into the old language asit grew more
heated. Salvadore'sreturn to English decreed an end to their dispute. 1an acknowledged thiswith adight
nod that signified, if not defeet, at least recognition of battle deferred.

"I've decided to put the clubs under new management,” Salvadore announced. "Tonight will be your last
evening at Underhill, so enjoy it while you can.”

lan suppressed awry smile. HEd spent years keeping the deazy "gentlemen’'s clubs® profitable, but
ingnuating that he enjoyed watching young girls undress to bad music was ddliberately insulting. So, for
that matter, was the assumption that he might actually rise to snap at such tawdry bait.

Instead, he lifted hiswineglass. "Here's to the new manager's success.”

Savadore's cool stare acknowledged theirony in lan'stoast, but he drank to it nonetheless. Among their
kind, even the most superficia ritua words held power.

"WEell need you to begin your new assgnment right away.” Anselm paused, lifting one slver eyebrow in
mocking inquiry. "Unless, of course, you intend to observe the ritua mourning for your liege lord?”

Long years of practice enabled 1an to keep his expression pleasantly neutral. In mourning? Not bloody
likely. Hisonly regret concerning Wallace Earl Edmonson's passing was that he hadn't had the pleasure
of watching the bastard die.



No, make that two regrets: not knowing where the earl was buried made it impossible to spit on his
grave.

"l can begina once" 1an said mildly. "Be assured that Edmonson's passing will be marked with dl due
honor."

Savadore responded with aknowing smile. "No doubt. And for your service, you've been granted a
singular honor: you are entrusted with untangling the earl's affairs. Not the council's business," he
cautioned. "He handled those matters admirably, but afew of his side projects were... somewhat
guestionable.”

lan had few illusions concerning the boundaries of *council business.”" The council would never openly
admit to taking amonthly tithe of Edmonson's sex and drug trade, but what other reason could they
possibly citefor their unquestioning support of the man, other than the substantia financia contributions
his dubious activities made possible?

"Define'dde projects;' if youwill."

Ansam's expression darkened at this breach of protocol. Their business was conducted under a strict
code of law and tradition, with the understanding that vague definitions, subtle evasions, and ahighly
seective verson of the truth would provide the necessary flexibility.

"Y ou require specifics?' he demanded in atone that mingled reproof with incredulity.
"I do, yes. Edmonson'slife was long, eventful, and thoroughly misspent. Give me a placeto gart.”

For along moment, Salvadore sat in silence, his face eloquent with the battle between pragmatism and
custom. "The dliance with DennisWash," hesaid a lagt. "It ssems unwiseto involve the captain of a
city'svice squad in our affairs. HE'sin a position to learn too much about us, and it seemslikely to me
that any man who can be bought by one person will eventualy sdll to another.”

lan rolled the stem of hiswineglass between hisfingers as he chose his next words. "We are in agreement
concerning the man's character,” he said carefully, "but | understand Edmonson's reasoning in this
meatter."

"And you concur?'
"No, but I'd prefer to address my concerns as a separate issue.”
Sdvadore shifted impatiently and glanced down at the antique sundia in the garden below. "Go on.”

"Edmonson's recruitment of Captain Walsh was aresponse to changesin the structure of local law
enforcement. When the city had separate divisionsfor drugs, gangs, and sex crimes, it was considerably
eader to arrange for certain thingsto fall between the cracks. Unfortunately, it occurred to some
enlightened officid that crimesinvolving drugs, sex, and gangs were frequently related, and not
infrequently committed by the sameindividuas. An experimenta vice squad was put into place. When it
started to prove too effective, Edmonson thought it necessary to subvert some of the top people.”

"How?"' Before lan could respond, Salvadore grimaced and shook his head. "Never mind—I don't care
to know. | find the appetites of such men... distasteful.”

"But profitable.”

Salvadore nodded, either missing the subtle rebuke or choosing to ignoreit. He reached for a pottery



decanter and refilled their wineglasses. They both sipped, letting the honey wine dip acrosstheir palates.

The mead was exceptiond—Iight, fragrant, and surprisingly dry. Under the circumstances, however, lan
would have preferred aless civilized drink. The sordid matters under discussion were hard enough to
swallow without providing so vivid acontrast.

Apparently Salvadore thought so, too, for he carefully placed his glass aside before continuing. "Very
well, you've presented the logic behind Edmonson's decison. What is your opinion of this matter?

"Our tiesto Captain Wa sh have become persond, and therefore dangerous,” 1an said bluntly.
"Ah. You're spesking, of course, of our new foundling. How much of aproblemisshelikdy to be?"

lan glanced meaningfully toward the glass doors that led into the upper floor of Savadore's house. In the
room beyond was awall safe, which held, among other treasures, ablue crysta that magnified the
owner'sinnate ability to perceive things her eyes had never seen. Neither of them had any clam to the
gem, but they were agreed on the folly of placing so powerful an inheritance in the hands of an untrained,
untried changeling—especidly one whose loyatieswere far from certain.

Anselm conceded the point with adight nod, "Y our recommendation?”
"We could remove the source of her grievance.

Dark blue eyesflashed reprovingly to lan'sface. "Killing ahigh-ranking officia might be an occasiond
necessity, but in this case, the benefit hardly judtifiestherisk.”

The hum of an approaching powerboat caught Anselm's attention. His eyes focused on the driver, then
took on adightly maevolent gleam.

lan followed the line of Anselm's gaze. A deek white boat cut through the wind-ruffled water and pulled
up to askillful stop by the dock. The driver swung himsealf up onto the dock, moving with surprising grace
for someone hissize. He was not much above medium height—perhaps an inch or two short of six
feet—but he was considerably broader and more muscular than either of the men observing him. Hishair
was nearly asdark aslan's, and his sun-browned face proclaimed his Native American ancestry.

Asif sendng the men's scrutiny, the newcomer looked up toward the balcony. He shielded hiseyes
againg the sun with one hand and lifted the other in greeting.

lan'sjaw tightened in annoyance. He had not forgotten the begating he'd taken from those hands, or the
way those kind brown eyes could turn asflat and focused as any attack dog's—an analogy, cometo
think of it, that lay entirely too closeto the truth.

Understanding crashed over 1an, and he turned incredulous eyesto hishogt. "That man isan enforcer.”
ll&?l

"Y ou assigned him to befriend Gwen. To watch her, yes, and to report back any difficulties she might be
having, but surely with the god of helping ease her way into her new lifel™

Ansadm's chuckle was as dry and cool as snakeskin. "It's not like you to be so naive. Our new
founding—"

"Gwen," lan interjected. "Gwen Gellman isthe name she knows and uses.”

"Very well, Gwen isapotentia problem. Y ou know that aswell as| do. Y ou aso know problemstend



to take root and grow if not swiftly eiminated. Asfor friends, she has enough of those—too many, for
that matter. She has no need of another, and certainly not aman like Jason Cross."

That struck lan asthe best opening he was likely to get to reopen their earlier discussion. "'l couldn't
agree more. The man you call Jason Cross—"

"Enough.” Anselm's open pam struck the table, and histone rang with findlity. "He has been thoroughly
tested. For thelast time, letit go."

Let it go? Ignore the fact that Edmonson's attack dog was trotting at Gwen's heels? For severd days
now, "Jason™ had been posing as the estranged son of Gwen's mentor, a man recently murdered by
Edmonson... or someonein hisemploy. lan had his suspicions about that, but Anselm shrugged off his
concerns. He was stisfied that Jason Cross had shifted hisloyalty from Edmonson to the new regime.
Asfar as he was concerned, there the matter ended.

Unfortunately, Gwen had accepted Jason for who he claimed to be. By al appearances, he'd aready
found afoothold in her life—afeat that 1an had been unable to duplicate.

So he swallowed his protests and watched in glum silence as Jason Cross loped up the wooden stairsto
the bal cony, making less noise than one might expect. Whatever he saw in lan's face seemed to amuse
him.

"Am| late?' hesad casudly.

"Your timing isadmirable." Ansdm sent his companion ady, sidelong glance. "We were just discussng
how best to clean up after your former master.”

Jason's smile dimmed. "With al due respect, the Middle Ages ended about five hundred years ago. |
don't gppreciate being referred to asif | were—"

"A rottweiler?' supplied lan hepfully.
"I wasthinking more aong the lines of 'dave or 'serf,’ but sure, that will do.”

Ansdlm dismissad this exchange with an impatient wave of one hand. "I understand that your. .. father,
the late Frank Cross, assisted Gwen with her investigations. Have you been ableto replace himin this
endeavor?'

"Not yet. Infact, | haven't suggested it to her."
"Redly. What have you been doing?'

"Let'ssee" Jason began, "I've moved into my father's house, started anew job, set up local accounts,
and taken care of ahundred little things that make an identity theft bulletproof.”

lan's eyes narrowed. " Such as making sure the real Jason Cross doesn't wander onstage?'

"That won't be aproblem,” the man said flatly. To Anselm he said, "Gwen trusted Frank Cross, and she's
inclined to extend that trust his son. But how far would thisimpulse go, if right out of the box | started
prying into her business?'

"A reasonable argument,” Ansalm alowed, "but the sooner you can start monitoring her investigations,
the better.”

"I'monit." Jason smiled flegtingly. "I Sgned up for acouple of programming classes| could probably



teach. Boring ashell, but it'll provide an opening.”
"Why not smply present yoursdlf as acomputer expert?'

"Anything that's too convenient and coincidentd islikely to raise questionsin Gwen'smind, and | don't
want to give her areason to start looking into my background. It's better if she thinks| started playing
around with Frank's equi pment because it was there, and got interested in learning more.”

Anselm conceded thiswith ashrug. "Is shelikely to wonder why you're such afast learner?”

"I doubt it. If anything, shell wonder why anyone would want to bother. Another benefit of this approach
isit dlowsmeto screen information without raising suspicion. Since Gwen isn't expecting too much from
me, shell be morelikely to assumethat I'm passing aong everything | know.”

"I'll have to trust your judgment on this matter. When do you think you can start?"
"Soon, | think. I'm playing it by ear.”
"Very well. Now, what progress on Captain Walsh?'

"Gwen knows that Walsh was hooked up with Edmonson, but she hasn't started focusing on that part of
the puzzle. She's been obsessed with proving that Frank Cross's deasth wasn't adrunken accident.”

Ansem's gaze flicked to lan. "That could be aproblem.”
"Il seetoit.”

"And you, Jason, will work with Gwen to discover and iminate connections between Edmonson and
wdsh"

A smdl, grim smile touched Jason's lips. " She's not going to cover for her ex-boss, I'll tell you that right

"Did | suggest that? Walsh has crimina associates. Such men live dangerous and uncertain lives.”

"In other words, you want the middlemen diminated before she's able to connect al the dots,” he
surmised.

"Aptly put."
"What about Wash? Hands off?'

"For the time being. Focus on the girl, and keep her from inquiring too deeply into our affairs. We need
to know what she knows, preferably before she knowsit.”

Jason let out an incredulous huff. "Right. Since Gwen's an easygoing gal without ashred of curiogity, that
shouldn't be aproblem. Anything els=?"

"There are, in fact, two more things: Y ou can spare me your sarcasm, and you can stay out of her bed.”
The young man smirked and glanced at 1an. "1 wonder where this iscoming from."

"Wonder al you like, but do as you're told. Observe her closdly, and keep usinformed of anything
unusud. Anything. Y our reportswill help usjudge whether or not she's equa to the path ahead.”

Hestation flickered in Jason's eyes. "What happensif you decide she's not?"



Ansam's gaze dropped pointedly to Jason's hands, which were edged with calluses formed through many
yearsof trainingin akiller'sarts.

"Y ou were not chosen for thistask smply because of your computer skills."

"Wait aminute—didn't Edmonson get carted off because he killed a couple of you people? Ian't that
againg your laws?" he protested.

"Yes, but you are not, strictly speaking, one of ‘our people.™

Jason folded his arms and leaned back againgt therailing. His brown eyestook on adecidedly unfriendly
gleam. "That'san interesting ditinction.”

"I'm so grétified to learn were not boring you,” Anseim said coldly. "That will beall.”

For amoment lan thought the young fool would attempt to argue, but he pushed himsdf away from the
rail and stalked off, making no effort to hide his displeasure. It was not particularly judicious behavior, but
lan thought better of him for it.

But not well enough to trust him with Gwen'slife,

As soon as Jason was out of hearing range, lan tried one last time. "Is it redlly necessary to submit Gwen
to such scrutiny?”

For amoment Ansdm simply stared at him. "Sheisachangeling,” he said, giving each word exaggerated
emphasisto point out that he was stating the obvious.

"Sheis, yes, but the usua reasoning doesn't gpply. Thereisno question about her bloodlines.”

"Nevertheless, she has spent more than three decades denying what she is. Words have power, and
denid can leave ataint not easily erased.”

"'She has come to accept that sheisnot human,” lan said quickly. " She knows sheisachangding.”
"But does she understand what that means?'

lan hesitated. In truth, Gwen was along way from an understanding of her newfound heritage. The best
he could offer was, "I heard her refer to hersdlf as one of the Elders.”

The older man responded with aderisive snort. "At the tender age of thirty-four? She'slittle more than a
child. Teach her what sheis, lan, and quickly, before she'slost to us."

"Shelll befing" 1an assured him. "Infact, this surveillance strikes me as not only unnecessary, but risky."
That observation seemed to surprise Ansam. "Risky? How s0?"'

For amoment lan considered giving his honest opinion: Edmonson had been asadistic fool, and any
human who willingly served him waslikdly to be every bit astwisted. But Ansem'sicy gaze warned him
not to revisit the Jason Cross argument.

"Relying on humans aways holdsrisks," 1an pointed out, gpproaching the problem from a broader angle.
"Those who perceive our true nature are usualy outside the accepted parameters of normality—someone
with apsychic gift, agreat hunger for knowledge or power, even, occasondly, an unbaanced mind.”

"Whatever the case, they are dl tools," Anselm stated. " Of what consequence are ahammer's hopes and



dreams, so long asit drivesthe nail ?'

The edge in hisvoice spoke of flagging patience. He picked up his haf-empty wineglass and shifted his
gaze to the expanse of open sea.

lan knew better than to ignore so pointed a dismissal. He rose and inclined hishead in deference to
Ansam'sposition, if not to hisopinion.

For he was mistaken: lan was certain of that. Anselm had warned Jason away from Gwen's bed, but that
was aroutine matter borne more of esthetics than necessity. Bedding humanswas usudly aharmless
enough pastime. But during hislong life, 1an had learned that bonds, true bonds, between elves and
humans could be dangerous.

Sometimes, they could be deadly.

If lan was right about Gwen, she might become very important to the exiled eves. They could not afford
to lose her, asthey had lost so many changelings before.

CHAPTER TWO

Gwen Gellman waked swiftly through the dark basement, making her way toward the faint red glow of
the exit Sgn. All of her senseswere on dert, so she was dready turning when she heard the first
rubber-soled whisper of footsteps behind her.

The man was close, and moving in fast. His dark face was shadowed by a hooded sweatshirt, but the
way he moved told Gwen he was young and reasonably athletic. And he was big—he probably had half
afoot and agood sixty pounds on her.

He was there before she could complete the turn, plowing into her like aveteran linebacker. Gwen
struggled for balance, but momentum and gravity swiftly decided the outcome. As he rode her to the
floor, shethrew her left arm straight out in front of her and curved her other arm up to shield her face.

They hit the floor with bone-jarring force. Gwen quickly shook off the impact and took stock of her
Situation: facedown, no weapons within reach, heavy son of abitch sprawled on top of her. Not great.

Sherolled toward her extended left arm, using her right arm to push their combined weight away from the
floor.

For amoment Gwen thought she might roll him off her, but he quickly adjusted, moving with her so that
shewas still pinned beneath his body. Now they were face to face, with her right arm trapped between
them. Thewolfish grin on hisface made it clear that he considered this Situation an improvement.

His next logical move would be to seize her unfettered hand. Gwen offered adistraction: shewriggled her
legs out from under his, so that her legs were soread wide and their lower bodies pressed intimately
together.

That surprised him into immohility, if only for amoment. Gwen could dmost hear the blood rushing from
his brain as he started thinking with the other organ men used in decision-making processes. She
wrapped her left leg around hisright, pulling them even closer. At the same time she moved her trapped
arm alittle, so she could dide her palm up the side of his face—amovement that read morelike acaress



than an attack.

Before he could make sense of dl this, Gwen dapped her |eft pam againgt the other side of hisface and
did both thumbsinto position over hiseydids. She pressed in, hard.

A startled curse escaped him, and he reared back—not much, but enough to create some space between
them. Gwen seized hisright arm with both hands. At the sametime, she raised her opposite knee and
planted her foot, then pushed her hips off the floor as hard and as high as she could.

The man lost his baance and started to fall forward. Hetried to catch himsaf with his free hand, but
Gwen was dready rolling them both toward histrapped right arm and entangled right leg.

Inlessthan a heartbesat, their positions were reversed. Gwen kept rolling and scrambled off him. She
came up on one knee, pulled onefist up to shoulder height, and drove it down hard toward hisgroin.

She pulled up just short of her target, her knuckles brushing the rough fabric of hisjeans. Holding that
position, she glanced toward the shadowy form standing by the door.

"Y ou can hit the lights now, Stan.”

Long fluorescent bulbsflickered and hummed into life. Stan—a painfully thin man clad in agray janitor's
jumpsuit at least two sizestoo big for him—yawned and picked up hisbroom. He drifted off, looking
completely unfazed by the fight held just witnessed. Business as usud, where hed come from.

Gwen roseto her feet and extended a hand to her "attacker." He gave it alight dap, turning her offer of
assstance into alow five, then rose on his own and ambled toward afolding chair over by the
watercooler.

She turned to the nine women who sat on asemicircle of mats on the floor of the church basement, their
faces flushed and damp from the hour of rigorous exercise sheld put them through. They regarded her
with wide, uncertain eyes. One woman looked to be minutes awvay from tears. Even though they dl knew
the demonstration was coming, it had hit them hard.

It was supposed to.

"Let'sthank Officer O'Riley for hishelp,” Gwen said. She began to clap, and the classjoinedina
short-lived, hafliearted bout of applause.

Damian O'Riley lifted one hand in acknowledgement, then went back to his usual demeanor: both hands
stuck in the front pocket of his sweatshirt, long legs stretched out in front of him. In that pose, he looked
like abored high-school kid, not acity cop with a college degree and the tenacity of apit bull.

It was adichotomy Gwen could appreciate. She'd been the same kind of cop not too long ago, and even
though she had agood ten years on Damian, she ill looked like ateenager. Only recently had she
gtarted to figure out why. And tonight, for thefirst time, shedd have to explain to someone dse amystery
she hersdf only dimly understood.

She forced that prospect into the back of her mind and focused on the seated women.

"Beforethelast class, dl of you will participate in staged attacks. Not like that one, not &t first,” she
added hadtily, seeing panic flash across severd faces. "WEell begin with familiar exercises, like bresking
holds, only instead of working in pairs, you'll work with amae partner.”

One hand went up uncertainly—asoft little hand belonging to a petite brunette in her mid thirties. In her



pastel pink tee shirt and matching yoga pants, her shiny brown hair caught back in anest ponytail, she
looked like someone who'd gotten lost on her way to aMary Kay Cosmetics home party. Gwen had a
pretty good ideawhat was coming, and she stifled a Sigh as she pointed to the woman.

"But some of the techniques were learning are meant to. .. hurt people.”
"Y ou don't need to worry about that," Gwen said briskly. "All the men | know are used to taking abuse.”
Damian let out an emphatic grunt. " She got that right.”

Thissurprised aburst of laughter from the women, and some of the tension dipped from their faces.
Gwen didn't necessarily consider that agood thing.

"Y ou've got to forget al about your nice-girl upbringing. When your lifeés on the line, thereé's nothing
wrong with inflicting alittle pain, and there are alot of good waysto doiit. If you can't go for the groin,
you can break histhumbs, crush hiswindpipe, or rip hisears off. That last thing isalot easier to do than it
sounds, by theway.

"But," sheinterjected, holding up acautioning finger, "you can't rely on pain. Over sixty percent of sexua
attackers are on some kind of intoxicant. That can take the edge off whatever you dish out.”

"Now shetdlsme," Damian interjected.

Gwen waited for the collective chuckle to die down. "Y our best bet is usudly to make as much noise as
you can, break free asfast asyou can, and run like hell. But you won't dways have that option. What
Damian and | demonstrated here was pretty close to worst-case scenario: pinned, facedown, hands

trapped.”

"Why do we have to act out attacks?' another woman demanded, a shrill, you-can't-make-me edge to
her voice. "Aslong aswe learn the techniques, won't the training kick in when it needsto?"

"It might,” Gwen dlowed, "but one of the main reasons more women don't fight off attackersisthat
they're frozen with shock. The whole 'this can't be happening to me thing. It's better to get past that
emotiond bullshit now than in some parking garage the next time you have to work late.”

Severd heads nodded, and the woman who'd spoken acknowledged the point with a grudging shrug.

"If this classisagatistical sample, some of you are here because you've learned it can happen to you.
Some gstats say one woman out of ten is sexualy assaulted, some say one out of seven. Some go as high
asoneout of four.”

"Twenty-five percent? That ssemsway too high," objected a reed-thin blonde who'd introduced herself
earlier that evening as some sort of state bureaucrat. She hadn't had much to say since, but hey—the
woman wasin aposition to know what lying bastards statistics could be.

Gwen nodded. "Y eah, but keep in mind that some women are raped more than once." Because afew of
them looked skeptical, she added, " Sexud assault can happen to anyone, anywhere, but al of you in this
class can take precautions that smply aren't available to some women. It's hard to stay out of abad
neighborhood if you live there. It'stough to avoid arapist if he's your mother's boyfriend, or even afamily
member. When | wasin juvenile hdl, | knew girlswho'd been raped three times or more, and one, an
incest victim, who'd lost count before she was out of middle school.”

Severd jaws dropped, and they dl stared at her with the glazed eyes of people who'd gone into
information overload. Gwen wasn't sureif it was the concept of multiple assaults or her casud reference



to her delinquent past that tipped the scales, but she figured it wastimeto cdl it anight.

A glance a the clock confirmed this. "That'sal for this class. Next week well work with legal weapons
anyone can carry: keys, key chains, flashlights, hiking sticks, and so on. Well beworking in pairs, so
bring safety gogglesto protect your eyes. Y ou can pick some up at Home Depot. Bike helmetswould be
good, too. If that seems extremeto you, keep thisin mind: The bad guys take their work serioudy.”

Asthe somber-faced women filed out, Gwen walked over to the young cop. He gathered hislong legs
under him and rose, pushing back the hood of his swegtshirt to reved close-cropped hair held recently
dyed areddish brown. Gwen didn't particularly like thisinnovation, since the color didn't provide much
contrast to the rich brown hue of his skin, but hey—it was hishair.

"That went well, you think?'

"If you meant to scare the shit out of everyone, I'd say yeah, it went great,” Damian said dryly. "Y ou think
any of them will come back for the second class?!

Gwen shrugged. "If they're serious about staying dive, surethey will. I'm not getting paid to make them
‘fed good about themselves,' or whatever happy horseshit the community school had in mind when they
named this class 'Sdlf-Defense: Exercise and Empowerment for Women.' Fucking morons.”

"Damn, Gellman—aren't you the perky little cheerleader tonight.” He grinned at her as he thrust his hands
into his pockets and rocked back onto his hedls. "Now, pay up.”

"Y eah, yeah. Y ou want some coffee or something? I'm buying.”

"Forget it, white girl—you're not getting off that easy. The dedl was quid pro quo: something for
something. | let you kick my ass—"

"Youlet me?'

"Notice meignoring that. Quid pro quo,” he repeated. "One ass-kicking in exchange for afollow-up on
that kidnapping case."

Not an appealing scenario, since "that kidnapping case" had changed Gwen's entire concept of redity,
but Damian was one of the few people Gwen knew who might be able to hear the story without
concluding that she should check hersdlf into arubber room.

"I'm going to pay up,” she grumbled, "but I'm dangeroudy decaffeinated and redlly, redly hungry. Y ou?'
"Missed supper,” hesaid. "Asusud. Yeah, | could eat.”

The church janitor ambled back into the room and began to gather up the mats. Gwen had known the
man for years. Stan Domanski, an ex-junkie who owed hisjob, and probably hislife, to Gwen'sfriend
Sister Tamar. Despite this common touchstone, Gwen had yet to get more than aword or two out of
him. Trueto form, he returned her thanks with anoncommittal grunt and hoisted a stack of mats,
staggering alittle under the load.

"Maybe we should help," Damian suggested, his gaze following the janitor's unsteady progress.

"I've offered. Hetook it asan insult." Even so, Gwen took her time heading for the exit and glanced back
twice as she led the way up the back steps. But Stan seemed to be managing okay, and as soon ashe
dumped the matsinto abin, Gwen shouldered open the heavy door and stepped out into adamp spring
evening.



A cold, soft mist wasfalling, and steam rose from the storm drains on the much-patched Streets as Gwen
and Damian walked to anearby sports pub.

Damian followed her to aback table, hisface dubious as he took in the scattering of patrons staring
morosdly &t the grainy screen of the room's single wall-mounted television. ™Y ou sure about this?!

"What? Since I'm buying, you want to hold out for the Cheesecake Factory? This placeisn't asbad asit
looks."

It was, in fact, one of Gwen'sfavorite hauntsin this part of town. The interior was about as glum asthe
westher, and the wait-staff were reliably surly. For some reason, the staff al seemed to bein thelate
stages of a Goth phase. Gwen figured they were offended by the white stripes on the referee shirts they
were required to wear. But the food was cheap and reasonably good, and the cook thought "portion
control" meant that you stopped piling food on the plateswhen it started to fall off.

Gwen raised her oversize coffee mug and waved it like a cast-away Signaing apassing ship. A walitress
gporting bottle-black hair and multiple piercings came over with afull pot of coffee. Sherolled her eyes
when Gwen told her to leave the pot, but she set it down without argument and rattled off the night's
specias—no smdll feat, consdering the Size of the slver stud in her tongue.

Gwen ordered a burger and fries and Damian said hed have the same. Asthe waitress dumped away,
Gwen poured coffee for them both and laced herswith five little tubs of cream and two sugars. She
dtirred it dowly, tasted it, and added another sugar. Achieving the proper balance was an important
culinary ritud, dso known as"gdling.”

During these preparations, ayoung Black man called Damian's name and came over to the table. They
touched fists and exchanged alittle small talk, street-style, before the conversation turned to Gwen.

"Thisyour lady, man?'

"ShelsaPl," Damian said quickly. "I liketo pick up some extrawork, off duty. Saving for anew car, you
understand.”

"Uh-huh. About damn time." He nodded amiably to Gwen and sauntered off.

An uncomfortable slence settled over the table. After afew moments, Gwen said, "That raises an
interesting point.”

"I'm sorry, okay?' Damian said quickly. "That was rude, me not introducing you and dl. It'sjust that alot
of people | know don't exactly get behind the interracial thing."

"Yeah, | got that, but it doesn't quaify asan 'interesting point.’ Thething is, you helped me with a case,
and | usualy pay peoplewho do that. If this getsto be a habit, we need to work out rates and so forth.”

The chagrin faded from Damian'sface. "How about we just keep it off the books? I'll help out when you
need me, and you return the favor.”

"That's not going to get you anew car, but yeah, we could do that." Gwen leaned back in her seat. "You
have aspecific favor in mind?"

"Maybe. Y ou do prenups?’

"Prenuptia investigations? Sure. Are you looking to get married?!



He sent her alook. "My sister Shawnaisthinking about it. She'safew years older than me, hasan
MBA, worksin abank. Doesrea well for hersdf, except when it comesto men. She can't pick ‘em
worth adamn. Thisguy talksthetalk, and he looks solid enough, but | get thisweird feding about him.
It's not just because he's sniffing around my sigter. It'safamily thing, but not your average family thing.
Y ou seewhat I'm saying?”

Gwen nodded. According to Damian, hisfamily tree included avoodoo priestess, amedium, a couple of
professional psychics, and the occasiond water witch. Dowsing—the ability to sense underground water
with some sort of crooked stick—cropped up every generation or so. The practice of folk medicine was
nearly afamily-wide preoccupation. Damian was pretty open about dl this, and he seemed to takeit in
gride. He shared Gwen's pragmetic view of such things: Like the man told Horatio, there were more
thingsin heaven and earth, yadda yadda.

"Your Sgter didn't inherit any of thefamily taents, | takeit?"

"Hell no. She doesn't believein any of that shit. But aprivate eye, that sounds like something she could
get behind. Shelikesthisguy alot, but you can tell she's holding back. My guessisshelost faithin her
own judgment when her last fiance took out three Visa cardsin her name and maxed them ouit. | could
probably talk her into meeting you."

Before Gwen could answer, a caressing wind swept over her—a psychic breeze that raised goose
bumps on her arms and made the hair at the back of her neck rise. The tingling sensation swept down her
body, setting nerve endings on edge and leaving her feding asif sheld spent the past fifteen minutes
engaged in innovative foreplay. She didn't need to turn around to know who was approaching.

A shadow fell across the table. Damian looked up, and his jaw dropped.

Figures, Gwen noted glumly. The young cop had known there was something weird about her the first
time he set eyes on her. Naturaly he'd pick up vibes from the Prince of Darkness.

CHAPTER THREE

"Sit down, lan," she said resignedly. " Stop staring, Damian, and for chrissake, shut your mouth. 1t makes
you look like agoldfish. Or gay."

Damian shut his mouth with an audible click, but he continued to stare as the newcomer dropped
grecefully into achair.

Gwen had to admit that lan Forest wasworth staring at: hair that was black enough to pick up bluish
highlights, eyes aslarge and blue as her own in anarrow, fine-boned face that brought to mind fallen
angels and doomed poets.

Surprisingly, lan was regarding Damian with equd intengity. "A magus,” he murmured, not sounding
entirdy pleased by hisconclusion.

The cop's eyes narrowed. "How's that again?"

"That's not an insult,” 1an assured him. "Quite the contrary, in fact. The word refers to someone who sees
more than meets the common eye. Y ou probably know its plurd form, magi.”



"Three wise men. Gold, frankincense, and myrrh,” Gwen e aborated. "Fancy bathrobes, camels, big-ass
neon star overhead. Stop me when this starts sounding familiar.”

Damian shot aqudling glance a her. "'l know what the damn word means. | just never heard it used to
dart aconversation before.”

"That is not what's hgppening here," she said fervently. "lan hasto rush off. Right now. No timeto chat.”

The newcomer ignored her and extended a hand to Damian. "L et's start with amore conventiona
opening gambit. lan Forest. Gwen was briefly in my employ. And you are?!

"A little freaked out, but I'm adjusting.” They shook, then settled back in their chairs and continued to eye
each other.

lan wasthefirg to break the silence. " So, Officer O'Riley, what isyour theory about our Gwen?"

The cop's eyes went wary, then turned flat and cool. " Since we're asking questions, | got a couple. First:
any particular reason why you should know my name? Second: | should have a'theory' about Gellman?’

"I would hope so, yes. But I'm answering your questions out of order, aren't 1? In responseto thefirst,
you came to my attention when you Started investigating a collection of DNA samples taken from people
who attended a certain club the night it was raided. It was suggested to you that one of those samples
was not human. If you are asintelligent as your college records suggest, you have diminated enough
possibilities to suspect that this sample was taken from Gwen. Assuming you are correct, what is she?!

Damian glanced at Gwen. When she shrugged, he said cautioudy, "We were gonnatak about that later
tonight.”

"Isthere any particular reason to wait?'

"Privacy?' Gwen suggested pointedly.

lan studied her for amoment. "Y ou have no ideawhat you're going to tell him, do you?'
"I'll figureit out as1 go dong,” she muttered. "Not that thisisany of your business.”

"I beg to differ, but that's adiscussion that does require privacy. Sincethe topic isup for discussion,
alow meto get thebdl ralling."

lan reached out and tucked a strand of Gwen's dark chestnut hair behind her ear. Ingtinctively she
brushed it back. Her ears weren't her best feature, and her hair, although short, was aways cut to hide
the top hdlf of them—

Suddenly she knew what explanation lan was going to give. Incredible asit seemed, he was going to play
the Elder Races card.

"Don't doit," shewarned him.

"Oh, come now," lan chided. "Y oung Damian here has seen you in the shower with your hair dicked
back, so he knows what your earslook like."

Damian choked on his coffee and set the mug down hard enough to dosh some of the brew onto the
table. "Y ou got a peeper, Gellman? If he's salking, say theword and | arrest hisass.”

"Now, therésathought,” Gwen said wistfully. A few years back, Rhode Idand's legidature had



upgraded stalking from amisdemeanor to afelony, with firgt-time offenders facing sentences of up to five
years, afine of up to ten grand, or both.

Her sgh held genuine regret. Five years without 1an Forest hanging around sounded pretty damn good.
"He's not exactly astaker. Hejud. .. knowsthings.”

"Yeah?Y ou don't get that kind of info off the fucking Internet. 1 look hard enough, how much you want
to bet wefind out he bent some kind of law dl to hell.”

"Gwen recently turned thirty-four,” lan said, undeterred by the younger man'srant. "How old does she
look to you?'

"Liketherésasafe answer to that question,” he sneered.

lan smiled faintly. "I stand corrected. Onefina question: Y ou fought Gwen tonight. How would you
describe that experience?’

"Liketrying to hold onto a hundred pounds of Samese cat," Damian snapped. "If you got a point, make
it

"I think you know wherethisisgoing,” lan said softly. " Surely you remember acertain weekend in
upstate New Y ork during your sophomore year of college?”

Up to this point, Gwen had been watching this odd conversation like a spectator at atennis match. lan's
last shot went right past her, but it was pretty obviousthat it'd hit Damian right between the eyes. Hisface
fel dack with astonishment, and his gaze shifted from lan to Gwen and back. In the brief moment
Damian's eyes met hers, Gwen read in them awelter of emotions: surprise, dishelief, speculation, denid.

"What's this about?' she demanded.

Theyoung cop shifted uneasily in hischair. "It's not abig desl—at least apart from theissue of how the
hdl he knows this stuff. Thing is, back when | wasin college, | wasinto fantasy books, online
games—that sort of thing. | even went to afew fantasy conventions, but | usually ended up feding like
one dark sock in awashload of whitey-tighties. Y ou don't meet up with alot of brothers a the cons, |
can tell you that. Shoot, there's probably more color a your basic Klan meeting, and—"

"Thisisfascinating,” Gwen cut in. "Infact, | can hardly wait until we're both retired and havetimeto St on
apark bench and swap memories.”

"Yeah." Damian blew out asigh. "Short verson: Therewasthis LARP con—that's live action
role-playing—in upstate New Y ork, and afriend of mine talked meinto trying it out. Everybody played
acharacter al weekend, ran around in costume.”

A moment of silence passed before lan asked, "And what were you?”

"Seems like you the man with dl the answerstonight,” Damian said coldly. ™Y ou want that put on the
table, you say theword."

"Very well. Our young friend herewas an ef. A forest df, to be precise—avariety that apparently
comesin green and brown camouflage.”

Gwen shot avenomous ook at 1an, then dapped both hands down on the table and |eaned over them to
glare a the young cop.



"Step into redlity, fanboy," she snapped. "Elves don't exist, and eveniif they did, I'm not a freaking elf!"
"Did| say you were?' demanded Damian. He tossed his head toward lan. "That's his story.”

"I'm just trying to understand your point of view," lan said smoothly. " Given your particular set of
interests, | wondered if you might make that connection.”

"Back intheday, | used to watch Star Trek reruns, too. Ooh, pointy ears! How 'bout that? Gellman's
earsarejud alittle bit pointy, so maybe | should have pegged her for aVulcan?!

Gwen threw up her handsin exasperation and prepared to launch into atirade. While she was lill
drawing bregth, lan caught her eye and asked, " An unexpected conclusion, perhaps, but | doubt it's
much stranger than those she grew up hearing.”

It was asurprisingly shrewd comment, and it hit the mark hard enough to deflate Gwen'sire. Her hands
dropped to the table, hard, asif weighed down by her childhood memories.

The anger faded from Damian's eyes ashe took in her response. "Tell it," he said softly.

"Not muchtotell,”" she said with ashrug. "I can't remember thefirst time picked up abook or toy and
knew who had held it last, or waked into aroom and knew what had happened there last night. When
you know things you shouldn't know, people assume you're lying, crazy, or anasty little snoop. When |
was nine, afoster family added a couple of new possibilities: | was either the devil'slittle mouthpiece, or |
was an innocent victim of evil—sort of like LindaBlar in The Exorcit, | guess.”

"No good options," Damian concluded. "So how did you explain what you could do?!
"Aninteresting question,” lan put in. "What about it, Gwen? Any ‘forest folk' in your early experiences?’
She shrugged. "Santas helpers, Keebler cookies. Nothing that rang any bells.”

"In other words, since you didn't share Officer O'Riley'sinterests, you were never inclined to his....
perspective.”

"Hey, man, | know the difference between fantasy and red lifel™

"Y et some might argue that you're unusudly credulous. Y ou accept as norma al manner of occult and
psychic phenomena.”

Gwen caught Damian'seye. "l didnt tell him."

"Never thought you did,” the cop replied grimly. "All right, herésthething, Mr. Forest: | don't waste time
trying to convince mysdlf that something didn't happen, just because it doesn't fit into the way things are
supposed to happen.”

"Y ou accept dternative explanations,” lan suggested.

"Y eah, you could say that. We might not understand how and why something works, but that doesn't
mean it doesn't work."

lan smiled faintly. "An admirable sentiment, if somewhat difficult to parse.”

By this point, Gwen was starting to understand what 1an was doing. Obvioudy he knew of Damian's
dightly left-of-center childhood and the worldview that went with it, and wanted to find out just how far
that credulity went. By mockingly pushing the pointy-eared E-word, he established the whole Elder



Racesthing asway, way outside the edges of the envelope.
Which, quite frankly, was exactly where Gwen preferred to leaveit.

"So, what did | think | was?" she repested thoughtfully. "Different, | guess. | never got much further than
that, but it never occurred to methat | might not be human.”

"Could be the lab tech made amistake," Damian suggested. "Or maybe there are DNA variations among
humans that we just haven't found out about yet."

Hisface grew more animated as he warmed to that idea. "Hey, why not? My mother keeps bird feeders
out back, and thelittle brown birds that show up dl look pretty much the same. With dogs, though, you
get everything from the Saint Bernard to teacup poodles. Turns out the birds are different species, but
the big-ass dog isthe same species asthe little white rat with the 'fro."

"Interesting point,” lan said. "So in your opinion, Gwen might be an as-yet undiscovered variety of
human?'

"Y ou got abetter theory, Eingein?'

"It makes senseto me,” Gwen said quickly. "In fact, it makesalot of sense. If we're determinedto dap a
label on me, 'changding worksaswel asany. In my casg, it'sliterdly true—I was switched with another
baby. My biologica parents died before they could teach me how to deal with the psychic shit that
comeswith being... whatever."

The walitress clumped over with two orders of burgers and fries, effectively hating the conversation. lan
glanced at Gwen'smedl, and his eyes widened with something that |ooked very much like horror.

"Y ou want to order something?" asked the waitress, sounding more than alittle put out by theidea
"Nothing, thank you,” lan murmured, till staring at Gwen's plate.

A muffled ring came from the pocket of Damian's sweatshirt. He fished out his cell phone and glanced at
the number, then promptly pushed back his chair and rose.

"| gottatakethis" He glanced from lan to Gwen. "Y ou'll be okay?'

"Go," shetold him as she reached for aFrench fry.

lan seized her wrist before she got there. "No," he said adamantly.

Her eyes narrowed. "Why not? Do changelings have problemswith high blood pressure?”
"No, but thereis salt on those fried potatoes,” he explained. "Quitealot of it."

"Not enough, most likely." Gwen pulled her hand free and went for the sat shaker.

lan snatched it away before she could reach it. "Do you edt like this frequently?”

"Congantly,” she sad. "I've got the metabolism of afruit fly. | can eat anything | want and it doesn't
bother me. | never get Sick, never gain apound, never had azit in my life. Infact, the worse my diet gets,
the better | fed."

Hisface cleared in understanding. "Better," he repeated. "By that | suppose you mean more ‘'normal.™



Gwen thought that over. Cometo think of it, whenever "freak week" rolled around—those occasiond
periods of helghtened psychic sengtivity—she usualy went straight for the salt-and-vinegar potato chips.

"Yeah. | guess™
"And you never wondered why?'

"Not realy. Now that you mention it, | can see that maybe sdt takes the edge off psychic ability. | mean,
too much sugar makesit hard to concentrate, right?"

"True, but you're not taking it far enough. It didn't escape my notice how eagerly you latched onto young
Damian'stheory of variations within the species. HEswrong, you know. Y ou are most decidedly not
human. Y our metabolism is different, as you've pointed out. Not just faster—different. So isyour brain
and body chemidtry. It'stime you faced facts, Gwen: you are precisaly what | spent the past ten minutes
convincing your friend that you are not."

Gwen suddenly redized that sheld been shaking her head throughout most of thislitany. She stopped
abruptly and sent him anarrow-eyed glare. "What | am not isstupid. Y ou're so full of shit it'sawonder
your eyes aren't brown."

"Would you care to test the truth of my clams?'

To her surprise, this notion held considerable apped. Hell, sheld take just about any challenge that would
prove lan wrong and get him off her back, or better yet, out of her life.

"Maybe," shesad cautioudy.
"Repedt this: 'l will eat French friesno more. My oath on it, by moon and star, wind and word."

Gwen burgt out laughing. She quickly caught hersdf and dialed it down to agrin. "That's got to be the
mogt lame-assincantation ever created.”

"Neverthdess,” lan perssted.

Her smile faded, and she shook her head. "It sounds too much like a promise. | don't make them often,
but once they're made, they're kept."

"An admirable philosophy, and not at all surprisng under the circumstances. Just repest the words, then,
with the assumption that they are nothing more than—what wasit? A lame-ass incantation? Don't
congder it apromiseto me. | assureyou, asfar as|'m concerned you can eat as many of those culinary
horrors asyou're ableto.”

"Or how about this," she countered: "Y ou hand over the salt, we forget this whole conversation ever
happened, and everybody getsto live another day.”

He amiled thinly. "As soon asyou say thewords, I'll leave."
"Oh. Wel, in that case..."

She repested the strange phrase, then glanced at 1an and lifted one eyebrow in inquiry. He swept a hand
toward her plate, indicating that she should help hersdlf.

Gwen picked up aparticularly sty potato wedge and popped it into her mouth.

An acrid gench filled her nostrils—mogt likely because her tongue had inexplicably caught fire. Tears



rolled down her cheeks, blinding her, and her throat closed o tightly she couldn't draw breath. She
palmed the table for her ngpkin. Someone took her hand, turned it over, and dapped the napkininto it.
She spat out the offending morsel. Ingtantly the burning sensation disappeared and thetenson in her
throat eased.

Gwen set down the crumpled napkin with shaking hands and backhanded tears from her eyes. "What the
hell wasthat?'

"An oath,” lan told her. "The Elder Folk are bound by them. Once spoken, they are dmost impossibleto
break."

They sat in sllence for severd moments as Gwen sorted through the implications. Since the Big Issue was
too weird to handle, she focused her attention—and her ire—on the more managesble one.

"Listen, asshole, you said you wouldn't hold metoit! You said | could egt as many fries..."
Her voicetrailed off asredization hit.
"Asyou were ableto,” lan finished for her.

Gwen eyed the greasy, golden pile with longing. "What the hell am | supposed to do now?" she mourned.
"l live onthesethings! Ah, son of abitch!”

lan rose, chuckling. "Cdl me, and soon. Y ou have much to learn.”
"Blow me" sheinvited coldly.
His eyebrowsrose. "Apparently, you have moreto learn than | thought.”

With that parting salvo, he turned and wove through the gathering crowd. The evening mist had turned
into adownpour, and people were pushing their way into the pub. lan made hisway through the
standing-room-only crowd as easly as afish passing through water. Openings just seemed to happen as
he approached.

"You didn't have to wait for me,” Damian said as dropped back into his chair.

Gwen snapped her gaze back to her companion'sface. | didn't. Taking to lan made melose my
aopetite.”

"There's afird! You're not going to edt that?"
"Hepyoursf."

She barely had time to snatch up her burger before he took her plate and dumped its contents onto his
own. Shetried not to glare as he started to munch his way through the pile of fries.

"S0, what's the story with that guy?'

"Pretty much what he said. | worked for him for alittle while— ong enough to figure out that whatever |
am, he's one, too. But you aready picked up on that.”

Damian nodded, since his mouth was too full of fried potatoes to permit speech. He hastily chewed and
swalowed. "' So he'steaching you about that changeling Stuff?”

"Something likethat, yeah."



The cop considered this, then frowned. "I don't likeit. I mean, | can see how you'd want to know about
thisshit. | just don't like this Forest guy.”

"Who does? And to tell you the truth, | don't want to think about him right now." She reached for the
ketchup and liberdly anointed her burger. "Y ou were asking about a prenup investigation for your Sster?”

With obvious reluctance, Damian resigned himsdlf to a change of subject. " Shawm's going to want details
before she commitsto theidea”

Gwen leaned back in her chair, relieved to be back on familiar, solid ground. "For some people, it's not
much different from the credit checks her bank does every day. But if you're getting a bad fegling about
thisguy, your radar probably isn't picking up on his credit report. Persondity glitches usudly show upin
how he rdatesto family and employees. I'll observe him, rind waysto talk to people who know him.
Ex-wivesand old girlfriends are usualy agood source of information.”

"I'll bet. Problem is, Shawnal's not about to listen to gossip. Shelikes data, you understand.”

"And shell get it. Tel your sister | confirm 1D, check employment history, confirm school records, ook
into family history, and check for apolice record.”

"That last thing, I've aready done.”
"Yeah, | figured, but does Shawna know that?"

"Good point,” he conceded. " Just so you know, she's also going to ask about your experience, maybe
check some references.”

"No problem. Not al precommitment checks are run on future spouses. One of my best clientsisa
corporate headhunter. She likes to run athorough resume check before she recommends someone for a
high-ticket job. Y our Sster can cdll her if shewants. I've dso made 'discreteinquiries for auniversty that
wanted certain professors checked out before they got tenure—apparently it's pretty damn hard to get
rid of them, afterward. I've even heard from a couple of loca poaliticians who wanted me to scope out the

opposition.”
This earned her an incredulous frown. Y ou do that?"

"You're kidding, right? The only time | worked for a politician was when some guy hired meto look into
hisown past. He wanted to see what an opponent might be able to dig up. Basically, he wanted meto
test the locks on the family skeleton closets.”

Helet out along, low whigtle. "Damn! | can't decideif that'sredly smart, or really deazy. Hewin the
eection?'

"He decided not to run. Let'sjust say my report made for interesting reading.” Gwen paused for agrim
amile. "'l might not vote, but | occasionally do my civic duty."

"Why settle for ‘'occasiondly'? Y ou were on the job," he pointed out, "and you could be again.”

Gwen noted the fervor in his eyes and suppressed a Sigh. Damian was gung-ho about clearing her name
and getting her back on theforce. Sheld put him off for over aweek, explaining that she needed timeto
get her head around recent events. Since "recent events' included the death of Gwen'sfirgt partner,
Damian had made an attempt at patience. At the moment, however, he looked to be running about a
quart low on that particular virtue.



"I've got ajob," shetold him. " Or maybe you forgot hiring me afew minutes back?'

Damian heaved asigh. "Can you meet Shawnatomorrow morning before she goesto work? Say,
eight-thirty, a that coffee shop down by the waterfront walk?"

"That'll work."

"Onemorething." A flush crept up his cheeks, adding an interesting richnessto the dark color of his
skin—and cuing Gwen in on what was coming next. "My sster doesn't know that we..."

"Danced the horizontd tango?' she suggested helpfully. "Had carnd knowledge of each other? Got the
sexud tension thing out of the way so we could get on with the process of establishing aworking
professond reaionship?’

"Y eah, that. No offensg, it'sjust that my family'skind of ..."
Hetrailed off again, obvioudy expecting her to understand and fill in the rest.

But Gwen continued to regard him with wide eyes and a politely inquiring expression. Shedidn't have
much usefor socia conventions of any sort, and saw no good reason to let him off the hook on this
one—especialy since thiswas the second time tonight the issue had come up.

"Thethingis" he sad hestantly, " Shawnathinks—actudly, most of my family thinks this way—that
people should stay with their own kind."

"When you say ‘own kind,' | assume you're talking about DNA?" Gwen inquired sweetly. "Can't bring a
changeling hometo Mama?"

Damian'sfacefdl dack. After amoment helet out arueful chuckle. "Puts an interesting new spin on that
sort of thing, doesn't it?"

"| thought s0." She leaned forward and whispered, "Oh, and Tyra Banks? Halle Berry? Beyonce?
They'redl changdings, too. Sorry if that puts adent in your fantasy life."

Hiswry grin acknowledged the hit. "Y ou just got to go for the takedown, don't you? It must have damn
near killed you to pull up short on that groin punch tonight.”

Gwen settled back in her seat. "It hurt,” she admitted as she reached for her burger. "But strangely
enough, I'm feding much better now."

CHAPTER FOUR

"Holy shit,"” Damian said as he stared at the elaborate wrought-iron gate at the entrance to Sylvia Black's
long grave drive. His gazeflicked past it to the stately brick house, the sweeping hedge of whitelilacs
behind a sea of white tulips and irises. The rain had stopped, and a brisk wind was breaking up the
clouds and sending the pieces skittering seaward. Dark cloud ribbons did across anearly full moon.
Sylviaswhite garden was luminousin thefaint, dappled light.

"Thisiswhereyou live?'

"Sort of. | have an apartment over the garage—that little building over there. | help with security.”



"How'd you score thisgig?' he demanded.
"It'salong ory, and not really mineto tell. Let'sjust say that my landlady hasacolorful past.”
"Sounds like another tale for usto swap at the old cop's home. Before you go, | got something for you.”

Damian leaned over and popped the glove compartment. He fished out a computer disc in aplain white
paper deeve and handed it to Gwen.

"Here'sacopy of the filesmy friend recovered from your old hard drive. Weve got to talk about this
someday red soon.”

"Sure"

"Soon," he emphasized. "'l know theré'salot on your mind, but cases get colder astime goes by, not
esse.”

Gwen wanted to argue, but damn it, the kid was right. She dumped back into her seat. "I'm listening.”

"Quick recap,” he said. "Captain Walsh said you'd requested a persond leave, when he redlly assigned
you to shadow Tiger Leone. The preiminary report you sent him before you went undercover was
deleted, but not gone, you understand. When they tossed your old computer, | took it and had the hard
drive tripped. Thefiles on that disc prove you were doing exactly what you weretold. Walsh is owned.”

Gwen brandished the disc. "It won't be enough.”
"It will get people asking questions," he argued. "The rest will come out.”

"Y eah, but after how many more people get fucked over? If you like your job, remember what happened
to me and think long and hard before you take on Wash."

Damian's face hardened. "Y ou lost your job, sure, but two others died. Maybe three, if you count Frank
Cross"

For along moment Gwen stared at the young cop, too stunned to comment. She had good reason to
know that Captain Dennis Walsh was alying sack of shit, but acop killer?

Asfar as she was concerned, Wallace Edmonson had killed Frank. Wal sh was connected to Edmonson
somehow, but sheld never considered the possibility that the captain was responsible for Frank's death,
or for the two copskilled in the nightclub bust. She'd spent fifteen years as a cop, fifteen yearstaking part
in something she considered flawed but basically decent. No matter how badly that had ended, a part of
her didn't want to believe any cop, including Walsh, could be that twisted. Cop-killing police captains
were movie monsters—cd luloid nightmares about as likely as werewolves and zombies.

On the other hand, the officid ruling on Frank Crosss death was bullshit. Gwen would bet her life on
that. Y et Frank's autopsy showed hewaswell over thelegd limit, and Kate Myers, the medica
examiner, had asterling rep. When Gwen heard the results, sheld assumed that the killer had forced the
acohal into Frank somehow, but maybe the explanation was alot smpler: Maybe Kate had lied.

She had been pretty nervousthefirst time Gwen talked to her, and totaly fresked out by the B and E at
the morgue that resulted in the mutilation of two dead cops. Since the pattern cut into their bodieswas
identicd to the torture-tracks left by atrio of serid killersin Edmonson's employ, Gwen had figured the
threads dl tied together. But maybe Kate Myers was aloose thread, one |eft dangling when Edmonson

disappeared.



And since the autopsy results and the fingerprint evidence were telling the same story, maybe someonein
the police department was attached to Frank's death by yet another thread.

"If Wdshisdirty," shesad dowly, "no oneinviceissafe until thisthingisover.”
"There you go. Why do you think | keep trying to get you in on this?"

She conceded that with acurt nod. "1 assume you've been doing more than just nagging meto get off my
ass. Bring me up to speed.”

"Now you'retaking. That club that was raided? Winston's? L eone had two other clubs, and someone's
dill running them. | know for afact they're dill sdlling shit.”

That didn't surprise Gwen. Tiger Leone had worked for Edmonson. Both men were gone, but that didn't
mean the operations would automatically shut down.

"] went to one of the clubs, checked out the locd taent,” Damian went on. "Y ou remember Jackie Teal ?"

"Oneof Tiger Leone'sgirls. She snuck out the back the night Winston'swas raided. Pretty girl—a Janet
Jackson type.”

"Right down to the malfunctioning wardrobe. Jackie's dancing at Extreme, atitty bar not far from the
Foxy."

Something in hisface set off warning bellsin the back of Gwen'smind. ™Y ou wouldn't happen to know if
she'sdoing any private dancing on the Sde?"

Hisgaze did away. "I figured, hey—if | could get her done and talking, maybe shed say something |
could use. A lap danceisn't my ideaof agood time, you understand—too many rules, not enough
hands."

"You're oversharing,” Gwen advised. "Get to the point.”

"Jackie offered me ahit of something new. It waslike X, she said, only it started out mellow and worked
up towild."

Gwen sat bolt upright. "Please tell me you didn't buy someto test, not on your own time."

"How stupid do | look?" he said indignantly. "I told her | didn't have the money on me, but | could put
some together. If this shit was as good as she said, | could maybe put alot of money together. She
promised to set me up with aguy who could get meal | wanted.”

"A drug bugt," she mused. "Not abad way to jump-gtart an officia investigation.”
"That'smy thinking."

"And if you can nall this dedler, maybe hell give up someone anotch up the ladder. Keep at it long
enough, you might eventudly tiethisto Wash... if you're till around by the time the leads link up.”

He shrugged. "So I'll work other angles, too, and come at it from every which way. Y ou said Wash was
tied in with that attorney whose kid was snatched?”

"Ryan Cody, but that's a dead end. Wash and Cody were only connected through athird man. He's
gone.”



As she spoke, Gwen had asudden image of lan Forest dragging Carl Jamison's body toward an ancient
maple tree—and then ssimply vanishing. The police hadn't found atrace of the Jamison brothers or the
homicida bitch the two freaks shared. lan wasredly, realy good at making bodies disappear, and last
time Gwen had seen Edmonson, lan's men were taking him away. She was willing to bet Damian would
find Hoffa before he found Edmonson.

Damian's eyes narrowed in speculation. "Y ou know where thisguy is, don't you?'

"Haven't got aclue." Since he still looked skeptical, she added, ™Y ou remember metelling you what Kate
Myers said, about those three bodies that disappeared from the morgue thirty-some years back?"

"Sure"

"Two of them were my parents, the other was the kid they'd swapped mefor." She sent him awarning
frown to stave off sympathetic commentary and kept going. "I don't know much about... changelings, but
apparently we keep alow profile. To the point where when one of us dies, the bodies don't get found.”

Damian's eyes held ahundred questions, but he had the sense not to ask most of them. " So you're saying
this Edmonson was one of you people?”

"Asmuch as| hateto admit it, yeah, that'swhat I'm saying.”
"And he's dead.”

"I never saw abody, but yeah, that'd be my guess.”

"No on€e'sfiled amissng-person?'

"Not going to happen.”

"And if someone wonders where he went?'

"They'll find out someone using his passport took aone-way flight to Greece. | did some checking. Trust
me, therésno finding thisguy.”

The cop blew out along bregth. "Okay, then I'll keep looking until 1 find a better lead.”

It was on thetip of Gwen'stongue to remind him that he could disappear as easily as Jamison and
Edmonson had. But why bother? He'd listen to her about aswell as she'd listened to Frank's words of
caution when she was arookie. Of course, she'd had Frank looking out for her back then. Damian just
had Quaid, and Gwen hadn't been too impressed with the way Quaid had watched her back. On top of
that, there was the tie between Quaid and Kate Myers. If Kate was dirty, that increased the chances that
Quaid was dso tainted.

"What about your partner?' she asked. "What does Quaid say about this?*
"Not much. Be careful, watch your back. Keep me posted. Like that."
"Isheworking with you?"

Before he could respond, the metallic purr of ahigh-ticket car caught his attention. The vehicle dowed
and pulled off the road to park directly behind them. The headlights flared, brightly illuminating the interior
of Damian'scar.

Gwen's eyes had dways adjusted quickly, so while Damian blinked and cursed, she noted the silver



gleam of atidy little BMW sedan. Marcy Bartlett's car, though what Marcy was doing here &t thistime of
night was anyone's guess. Gwen reached into the pocket of her battered |eather jacket for her cell phone
and switched it on. Sure enough, there were two messages from Marcy's number.

"What now?' Damian complained, reaching under the seat for hisweapon. "' Can't aman go off duty?"

She dropped a hand on his shoulder. "There's no problem. That'safriend of mine. She was probably just
checking to ssewhowasinthecar. I'll call you tomorrow."

She got out of the car and dammed the door. The old hatchback took off, leaving Gwen standingin a
smadl cloud of exhaust fumes.

Damn, heredly did need anew car! Not that she could talk. Her aging Toyotawasin the shop, and
there it would stay until she came up with the ransom money to pay for anew transmission.

Gwen went over to Marcy's car and tapped on the driver's window. The door opened just enough to
alow Marcy to dip out. She shut it quickly behind her.

Despite the late hour, Marcy was il in her lawyer clothes: atrim gray pantsuit, asilk blousein roya
blue, low-heded black pumps, sapphire studsin her ears. But her usually deek blond wedge was
rumpled and her eye makeup thoroughly smeared. Either sheld been running her hands through her hair
and rubbing her eyes—something she did only when her persond life went south—or sheld thrown her
clothes back on after aquick tumble.

No doubt Trudy, Marcy'slive-in ga pa, would assumethe latter. Caling Trudy possessive waslike
caling George Dubya conservative—it was agood Start.

"Don't you ever answer your phone?' Marcy demanded.
"Y eah, niceto see you, too. Whao'sin the car that you didn't want me to see?’

Marcy glanced over her shoulder at theidling BMW. "I've got aclient for you. | wouldn't have brought
him here before talking to you, but thisisredlly important. | want you to promise methat you'll listen to
him before you start cursing and throwing things.”

A bizarre suspicion reared its head. Gwen folded her arms and studied her friend intently. ™Y ou jumped
out of that car like abat out of hell, and now the 'listen before you start throwing things speech?1 can
only think of one person who'd need this much prep work, but your ex isthe last person you'd bring
here

The expression on Marcy's face was al the answer Gwen needed.

"Goddammit, Marcy!" she exploded. "Hasn't Kyle Radcliff done enough damage? How long did it take
you to get rid of hisass? How many times did he send you to adoctor before you got rid of him?1 didn't
risk my career kicking the shit out of him so we could get together later and talk about old times.”

Marcy glanced back at the car. "Keep it down," she said urgently. "1 had ahard enough time convincing
Kyleto tak to you without reminding him of that scene.”

"Give me afucking break," Gwen retorted. "Faceit, Marcy: Y our bullshit meter shuts down the minute
that guy sartstalking. If he cameto you with a problem and you ended up bringing him here, you can be
damn surethat was hisintention al aong.”

The lawyer thought this over, then shrugged. "Whatever his method or motivations, he's here. Look at it



thisway: he might be acomplete bastard, but he pays his billsreligioudy. Y ou said busnesswas dow
right now."

"Not that dow."

Marcy seized Gwen's shoulders with both hands, and the expression on her face forestalled Gwen's
protests.

"l wouldn't ask you to do thisif it wasn't important,” she said with quiet intengity. "Hissonismissing.”

Anger and indignation dowly dipped away. In Gwen's corner of the world, amissing kid trumped old
grudgesevery time,

She hadn't heard that Kyle had remarried. He and Marcy had divorced about eight years ago. Factoring
inwife-hunting and baby-making time, she figured Kyle's son would be very young. If he looked anything
like hisfather, held be fair-haired and too damn cute for his own good.

And that was abig problem. Blond boys, aged four and under, were afavorite snatch. They were young
enough to be attractive to adoptive parents trying to bypass the system's red tape, and old enough to be
of interest to the worst class of pedophiles. Not that there was a good class of pedophiles, but there
were maggots out there who'd buy a preschooler and call him a"throw-down piece.” Sameideaasan
unregistered gun: useit and loseit.

Gwen took a steadying breath and stepped out of her friend's grasp. "How old isthe kid?"
"Patrick just turned five. He and his mother have been gone nearly two days now."

The cold, sick feding in the pit of Gwen's ssomach disappeared, washed away by a sudden flood of
exasperation.

"The mother's gone, too? Jesus wept, Marcy, why didn't you say so!”

"Kyleisjust asworried about hiswife asheishisson,” she said defensively. When Gwen lifted an
eyebrow in pointed chalenge, she admitted, "All right! | focused on the kid because | knew it would get
your atention."

"Let'sreview the facts, shal we? Kyle Radcliff hasahistory of spousal abuse. Wife number one divorces
his ass. Good for you. Wife number two takes off with the kid. Good for her. | hope she stays missng.”

"Tdk to him," Marcy urged. "He's changed, Gwen, | swear it."
"Ohyeah—thisisthevery firg timeyou've heard that sory!"

"It'snot Kylesfault that Erin and Petrick are missing," Marcy went on doggedly. "He's frantic with
worry. He loves Patrick. Y ou know how much he wanted kids. Especidly ason..."

Her voice caught, and her gray eyes were suddenly brighter than they should be.

Gwen, appalled and enlightened, bit back a heartfelt curse. So that's what was behind this little ambush!
Kyle Radcliff, the schmuck, still knew how to push his ex-wife's buttons.

Marcy Bartlett was one of those rare people who were equally successful in love and war, which wasn't
abad description of her work as an assistant DA. Her cross-exam fell just short of vivisection.
Professiondly, she was amazing, and her personad game wasjust astight. She wasin amostly happy
relationship with a pretty and only moderately neurctic lit professor; she was on speaking termswith her



family; she had good friends, anew condo, agreet car, and afat portfolio that had weathered the tech
fdlout.

Most people looking at the Marcy Bartlett package would find it hard to understand how she could have
put up with Kyle Raddliff. But they'd married young, before Marcy had sorted out the lesbian thing. To
complicate matters, she was only twenty-six when she/d been diagnosed with ovarian cancer. They'd
caught it intimeto save her life, but not her fertility. Unable to have children, ambiguous about her
sexudlity, Marcy had believed the verba abuse Kyle dished out. Gwen had seen time and again how
smdl agtep it wasfrom verbal abuseto the ER. Marcy had probably bought into the notion that she'd
earned her "punishment” long before Kyle had landed the first blow.

Nearly ten years had passed since Gwen answered aneighbor's call regarding a domestic disturbance.
Sheld been stunned to learn that the victim was the tough young legal aide she'd run into at court two or
three times. Gwen had decided that Radcliff had resisted arrest. Fortunately, Raddliff didn't want anyone
to know hed gotten his ass handed to him by agirl haf hissize. He didn't press charges, and better yet,
he finally agreed to give Marcy adivorce and leave her done.

The memory of histenacity, even more than the pleading look in Marcy's eyes, convinced Gwen to hear
what Radcliff had to say. All things considered, sheld rather have his attention focused on her than on
Marcy.

"You go on home," she said at lagt. "The asshole can call acab when wevefinished talking.”

Marcy gave her aquick hug and tapped on the window of the driver's door. The passenger door opened
and atall blond man climbed out.

Kyle Radcliff looked alot older than he had the last time Gwen had seen him. There were afew finelines
around his concrete-colored eyes, and his hair was considerably thinner. As he rose from the car, she
could see moonlight reflecting on scalp. But hewas till fit, perfectly groomed, and wearing acouple
thousand dollars worth of suit. Kyle was a corporate lawyer of some sort, and very successful at his
job—which was another reason he'd finally agreed to a quick, no-fault divorce. Last Gwen heard, the
man had some serious assets.

He strode around the car and extended his hand, asif she were another attorney who'd agreed to a
consult.

"Thank you for seeing me," he said with polite ingncerity.

Gwen just looked at his hand, and after amoment it dropped to his sde. She turned her back on him and
strode to the gate, punched the code into the security box. The iron gates swung inward.

They waked in silence to the garage. Gwen unlocked the small, first-floor room she used as an office,
flipped on the light, and nodded toward one of the wingback chairs.

Kyle hitched up his sharply creased trousers and sat, cautioudly, asif he suspected the chair was not only
wired for high-voltage current but plugged into afaulty outlet.

Gwen settled down behind the table that served as a desk and folded her hands. " So, you have two
missing persons.”

He seemed relieved to be getting right to business. "My wife, Erin Westland, and our son, Patrick.”
"Y ou have pictures?"



Kyle reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and took out awallet-size photo of a pretty young
woman and a dark-haired, solemn-faced little boy.

A jolt of something very like recognition surged through Gwen as she studied the woman'sface. The
features were ddlicate, her mouth rosebud smadl, but her eyes were wide and very blue. The only time
Gwen had seen eyesthat big or that blue was when she looked inamirror.

But there the smilarity ended. Thisgirl wasamodd of Barbie-doll femininity. Her makeup played up her
pink-and-white coloring, and a soft blue swesater clung to impressive curves. Glossy, dark-brown hair fell
in soft layersto her shoulders, framing anarrow, heart-shaped face. Her hair on the side nearest little
Patrick was tucked behind one ear—an ear that, like Gwen's, was definitely not her best feature.

"How oldisErin?' Gwen asked.

A strange look did across Kylesface. " She was twenty-three when we met. That was about eight years

"Redly. For someone on the downhill side of thirty, she's holding up pretty well.”

"Erin looked young for her age when we met," he said cautioudy. " She hasn't changed much since.™
"Y ou ever wonder about that?"

Henodded. "Y es, but it didn't become an issue until things started going wrong.”

Gwen put down the picture. "Let me guess,” she said coldly: "Old habitsdie hard?"

"Asusud, youd bewrong. | never laid ahand on Erin. She never needed it," he added nadtily.
"Don't go there," Gwen warned. "Just tell me your story, so we can get this over with."

Kyletook adeep breath and began to recite. "A couple of years ago, Erin Sarting having terrible
nightmares. She couldn't deep. Depression st in, and she was getting more and more withdrawn. She's
an adopted child, and she became obsessed with finding her birth parents. She wouldn't let me help
her—she said it was a persond thing, something she had to do alone. After awhile her mood passed.
She developed new interests, including alittle business of her own. Then Sunday night, she and Patrick
went out to pick up a pizzaand never came back.”

"Two daysago.”

"If you'reimplying | should have cometo you sooner, what would the point have been? Y ou're not going
tohdp me”

Ordinarily he would have been right. But three weeks ago sheld changed the name of her businessto
"Changdling Detective Agency." Thiswas not only an acknowledgement of her identity, but amisson
statement. There were other changdings out there, and Gwen intended to find them. It wasthat smple.

"I'ddoit," shesad curtly. "But first | want to know why you came to me. And don't try to sell meon
'Marcy taked meinto it," because we both know that's bullshit."

Kyle Radcliff was slent for severa moments. "I saw you in the courthouse last week, when you cameto
testify in the Fergusson insurance case. Y ou looked exactly the same as you did ten years ago. | don't
know what that means, but | can't shake the fegling that it'simportant. That perhaps you and Erin are two
of akind—whatever that means. | thought it might give you an edge of some sort.”



He shook his head and gave a short laugh, asif hed just overheard his own words and couldn't believe
hisears. "The bottom line, | suppose, isI'm desperate enough to try anything.”

Hislitany sparked a connection Gwen hadn't yet made—a prospect that sent her heart racing at
near-panic pace.

What if Erin Westland knew far more about a changding'slife than Gwen did? What if she had Smply
moved on, knowing sheld have to eventualy? The thirtysomething mother in Kyl€e's picture looked like a
teenager. Chances were she'd till 1ook like that when her kid wasin high school. Maybe sheld figured
out what Gwen was just beginning to grasp: she was aging so dowly that sheld probably il ook like
jalbait in another five, ten, even twenty years.

Shetook along, cdming breath. "I'll need dl the information you can give me," she said briskly. "Start
with that new business you mentioned, and alist of Erin'sfriends. I'll aso need her ID: driver'slicense,
Socia Security number, and so on.”

Kyleseyesnarrowed. "YoureaPl. Can't you get that information yoursdlf?
"Y eah, but why waste my time and your money, when you could just tell me?”
He hesitated. "To be honegt, | don't have much information to give you."
"Sureyou do. There aretax returns, amarriage license."

"Erin doesn't have an income, and we don't file ajoint return. In fact, while | refer to Erin asmy wife, we
never actualy married in aconventiona sense.”

"Oh, o that's why we never got awedding invitation!" Gwen said. "Too bad—I'll bet Marcy and Trudy
would have loved dancing with the bride.”

Shedlowed hersdf amoment to enjoy the discomfiturein Kyleseyes. A lot of guys might fantasize
about watching their wives do another woman, but an ex-wife who'd sworn off men entirely? Not high on
the list of macho turn-ons.

"What about Erin's bank accounts and credit cards?' she asked, getting back to business.

"l handle the family finances. Erin gets an alowance for persona expenses, and her credit cards are
attached to my accounts.”

Still the control freak, Gwen noted. " Okay. But you must have done some sort of cohabitation
agreement—common-law prenuptia, or whatever the hell people do these days when they're shacking
up long-term. If nothing e se, you would have made damn sure she couldn't just take the kid and leave—"

Suddenly Gwen redized why he was here. In custody cases, the courts usualy favored the mother. If the
parents weren't married, the bias toward the female parent was that much stronger. If Kyle didn't have
legd custody over the child, there was no reason why Erin Westland couldn't take her son and go
whenever she pleased—provided she could find away out of the cushy cage Kyle had built around them.

The expression on Kylé's face confirmed her suspicions. Gwen lifted one eyebrow.
"I love Erin, and | lovemy son," he said. "I'll do whatever it takesto get them back."
"Y eah, you made that point by coming here. I'll find Erin. Whether or not she comes back isup to her."

"Fair enough.”



For nearly half an hour, Gwen asked questions and jotted down information. The moreinteresting
guestions, however, were the ones she didn't ask aoud.

Was Erin Westland smply moving on? Or had she, too, recently found out alittle more about herself than
she could handle?

Therewas dso the possibility that Erin was on the run. She'd been looking for her family. Assuming she
found them, how did they respond to Erin's son, who was apparently a half-breed? Did they try to
eliminate such children to keep the bloodlines "pure'?

Gwen wouldn't put it past them. Judging from what sheld seen so far, the "Elder Races' were aruthless
bunch. lan Forest had hired her to investigate her own parents desths, in hope that she'd get their
killer—her uncle, who at the time was looking for Gwen with murderous intent—to admit what held
done. Apparently Edmonson had been eiminating family members so he could deploy some sort of
magical trinket. It turned out he couldn't, but Gwen could, and therein lay lan'slogic. Hefigured
Edmonson needed her, and needed to explain to her why she was needed. 1an had followed her around
throughout and made damn sure Edmonson's words were witnessed.

Gwen didn't understand al the ramifications of this, but using the newbie changding asabig, dumb tool ?
Y eah, she got that part. And the family treasure? 1an wanted to put the trinket " somewhere safe, until she
was ableto useit." Gwen figured sheld embrace that possibility the same day she took up celibacy.

There was one more possibility, and Gwen gave voiceto it as soon as Kyl€e's store of information ran
dry.

"Looking over the details on Erin, it occurs to me that someone madeit pretty easy for her to disappear.”
A red flush crept up Kyle'sface.
"If I was going to hurt my family, why would | hireyou to find them?"

"Y ou'd be surprised what people hire meto do. But rest assured, that's one of the questions I'll be
looking into," shetold him. "If you can live with that, my retainer isfifteen thousand.”

"Agreed.”

Gwen took acopy of her sandard agreement and severd release-of-information forms from thefile
cabingt, filled in blanks, and handed them to Kyle to sign. He pulled his chair closer to her writing table
and sat to work without comment.

It was agood thing he didn't haggle about the price, Gwen noted. If Kyle was planning to set her up
somehow, she'd need the bail money.

A month ago, that thought wouldn't have occurred to her. Kyle Radcliff wasn't stupid, but Gwen was
pretty confident he couldn't pull off acomplicated sting. But now, her pride till smarting from her
unwitting part in lan Forest'slittle game, she wasn't about to overlook any possibility.

Being paranoid sucked, but Gwen figured it was alot better than being dead.

CHAPTER FIVE



Shawna O'Riley looked alot like her brother, right down to the dark auburn hair. Gwen had no problem
picking her out of the morning-glum crowd at Brewed Awakenings. It helped that Shawnadressed like a
bank exec. She looked very polished and professiona in atailored navy coatdress trimmed with white,
matching navy pumps, and artful makeup—which meant that sheld spent alot of timeto makeit look like
shewasn't wearing any makeup at al.

Gwen had taken the professiond route herself thismorning: a purple shirt with at least hdf the buttons
done up, black pants, and boots with a stacked sole and chunky hedl instead of her preferred silettos.
Her makeup wasn't nearly as subtle as Shawnas. Lots of black mascara and dusky eye shadow rimmed
her eyes, a honey-beige foundation darkened her too-pae skin, and her full lips were the color of juicy
plums. For her, it was a conservative |ook.

She pushed her way to Shawnas table and got the introduction thing out of the way. Her prospective
client gave her the usual dubious once-over, but she was nicer about it than most. Mot likely Damian
had told her enough to take the edge off her surprise.

As Gwen sat down, she noted there were two cups of coffee on the table. Oh yeah—definitely nicer than
mogt clients.

"Extracream, extrasugar,” Shawnasaid with afaint amile.

"Perfect,” Gwen assured her. "Y our brother doesn't miss many details, does he? Makes him agood
cop.”

"He speaks highly of you, too. It seemed important to him that you and | meet. To be frank, that'sthe
only reason I'm here."

"Damian said you'd probably have reservations.”
"Of course | do. If you love someone, you're supposed to trust him, not have him investigated.”

"That's agood theory, but divorce statistics don't back it up. Taking agood, hard look at a prospective
spouseissmart. Y ou wouldn't give aloan to someone without checking his credit, right?”

"Of course not, but it's not the same thing."
"No, itisn't. Money isalot lessimportant.”
Shawna smiled. "That's agood argument, but not the one | might have expected you to use on abanker.”

"| didn't come here to make any argument, good or bad. If you don't want to do this, say the word and
I'm gone.”

The woman took a moment to think it over. She nodded toward Gwen's oversize cup. " Go ahead and
drink that. 1t'll be cold before too much longer.”

It wasn't thefirgt time aclient couldn't bring hersdlf to say outright the words that would sc Gwen on a
loved one. Shetook asip of her coffee and nearly moaned when it hit her taste buds. If 1an Forest had
made coffee off-limitsinstead of French fries, she would have had to kill him right then and there, and to
hell with the witnesses.

She st the cup down with reluctance. " Tell me about your fiance.”

"He'snot my fiance, at least not yet," Shawna corrected, "but things are heading that way. Roy isagreat



guy. | couldn't begin to tell you why Damian has a problem with him."
"So you think Damian is overreacting?'

Shawna hesitated. "1 want to say yes, but my brother'singtincts are usually much better than mine. By the
way, what did Damian tell you about Roy?'

"Nothing much. Tell mewhat you see”

The woman went into her spiel: Roy was smart, athletic, good-looking, responsible, agood
conversationalist, and a decent dancer. He had a good education and agood job. They apparently had
amilar tagtes, vaues, and political opinions.

Ooh, amilar political opinionsl How hot wasthat? To Gwen'sway of thinking, this relationship was
sounding about as interesting as fettuccine without Alfredo.

"But?' she asked when at last the litany ran down.

Shawna bit her lip, agesture that mingled reflection and consternation. "'If | had any worries at dl, they
wouldn't have to do with Roy."

Gwen stedled hersdlf for arecitation of the usua feminine insecurities. It seemed that every woman she
met, no matter how smart and successful and attractive, harbored afew sdf-doubts when it cameto
men.

"So what's the problem?”

"It might not actually be aproblem. It'sjust that my family can bealittle... eccentric. Roy's pretty
conventiond.”

"Hashe met any of your family?"

"Yes, but only my parents, Damian, and our three younger brothers. We had dinner together last
weekend at anice Italian place on Federd Hill. The boyswere on their best behavior, and the evening
went very wdll. But it's hard to get afeding for how hell react to my family in agathering of only seven

people.”
Only saven people? That was an interesting perspective.

"So it'sthe extended family you're worried about,” Gwen surmised. "How will Roy survive the wedding,
much less holidays, family gatherings, and the occasiond offer to read his fortune in chicken entrails?*

A grange look crossed Shawnas face, something that was equal parts chagrin and relief. "1 take it
Damian hastold you about our colorful clan.”

"A little. Nothing that would make any differenceto me, if | werein Roy's shoes."

"That'swhat he says" Shawnaagreed. "I've put out some hints about eccentric family members, and he
just smilesand shrugs. The way Roy seesit, what we have is between him and me. No one else comes
intoit. It'sjust about us."

Gwen was garting to see where the problem might lie. "Five kidsisabig family these days. How many
sblings does Roy have?'

"None. His parents passed on afew years back. Roy isafew yearsolder than | am," she explained.



"Well, morethan afew. He'sin hislateforties”
"l guessthat's not too old to be starting afamily. Assuming he wantskids, of course.”
"Asauming we want children," Shawna corrected.

"No, you want kids, dl right. Y our face lights up when you talk about your family, even the weirder
members”

Grief didinto Shawnas eyes, and was quickly velled. "Roy knows himself well enough to redlize there's
no room in hislifefor children. He workslong hours. He likesto sail or play golf on weekends, and he
enjoystravel. He wants to marry awoman who's as serious about her career as heis about his. And he's
reglistic enough to know that people can't haveit al. What's the sense of having children if you never see
them?'

The argument sounded pretty well-rehearsed to Gwen. "And you're okay with that."
Shawnanodded. "Roy and | want most of the samethings. | don't think it gets much better."
"Y ou could beright. | don't have high expectations for relationships, myself."

"That's not what | meant!" she protested.

"No offense. What I'm saying is that most women take men way too serioudly. It soundsto melike
you'retaking aredigtic view to this monogamy thing, which meansyou're less likely to make amistake
than some starry-eyed romantic.”

"l guess,” she said hestantly.
"One more question: What kind of things do you guys argue about?'
Shawnablinked. "Argue?’

Uh-oh. In Gwen's experience, that wasn't agood sign. No two people could rub together for any length
of timewithout finding afew rough edges. The lack of any point of contention could mean that one
person was deferring far too much, and that went nowhere good. It could also indicate the inability of one
or both parties to confront problems. Or maybe there were ddliberately hidden issues. Whatever the
case, perfect harmony was amyth, and an insdious one &t that.

And Shawna, judging by the expression on her face, had bought sharesin that particular stock. "Why did
you ask methat?'

"Answers can be surprisingly illuminating,” Gwen said, keeping it cryptic. "So, | takeacloser look at this
guy, set your brother's mind at ease, and you're good to go.”

"That sounds reasonable,” she alowed. She was about to say more, but her gaze settled on someone
near the door, and aflash of panic shot through her eyes.

Gwen wasn't surprised to see atal, well-dressed Black man approaching their table, coffee cup in hand.

"Shawna," he said, putting abit of surpriseinto it. His gaze dipped to Gwen and back, and his eyebrows
rose. "Thisisyour breskfast mesting?"

"It'snot like a meeting meeting,” Gwen said, her voice pitched afew notes higher and severd years
younger than her usua husky ato tones. "It's more like, community-servicetime."



She stuck out her hand, keeping it alittle stiff and awkward, asif business handshakes were new territory
for her.

"GiGi Slver," she announced, giving one of her established teen personas. "I'm ajunior at Mount Hope,
and Ms. O'Riley agreed to help mewith a school project. But you probably didn't hear about it. | sort of
left it to thelast minute," she confessed.

Hetook her hand briefly. " School project.”

"Y eah! We have to research three different careers, and her brother—he's a cop, which is something |
thought might be sort of interesting—told meto call his Sster the banker and seeiif she could talk to me,
and maybe let me follow her around for afew hours. Y ou know—watch her a work, ask questions and
Suff."

As Gwen hoped, Shawna picked up her cue. "Roy, maybe you could help out, too?"

A flicker of annoyance crossed hisface, and he sent Gwen asmilethat didn't quite reach hiseyes. "I'd be
glad to. Cdl my office, and my secretary can set something up.”

"Great! Have you got, like, abusiness card?"

Hefished out hiswallet and handed her acard. His smile changed when he turned it toward Shawna,
turning warm and genuine. "Isdinner at nine sill good for you?!

"Absolutdy."
He actually blew her akiss before wading off into the crowd.

Shawna heaved ardieved sigh. "That was quick thinking, girl. It was something, the way you changed the
way you talked, even the way you moved. | swear you dropped ten yearsjust like that," she marveled,
snapping her fingersfor emphasis.

"Moreliketwenty," Gwen said. "I'm glad you're impressed, but like anything else, it comeswith
practice.

Enough practice, she added silently, to suspect that any meeting Roy's secretary set up would only be
canceled later on. The man seemed to be genuingly into Shawna, but Gwen waswilling to bet he didn't
have alot of timefor anyone ese.

"I don't expect to get much information from this career-day shtick, but it will give me achanceto
observe Roy for acouple of hours, pick up someimpressons.”

"Pick up impressions,” Shawnaechoed, her expression suddenly more guarded. "Damian said your
ingincts are very good.”

"Don't worry—I aways back everything up with completely unspooky data. I'll get you areport within,
say, two weeks?"

"That will befine. What do | oweyou?'

"Work that out with your brother. He helped me on arecent case, so thisis me paying him back.”
Shawnal's eyebrows flew up. "Keeping it off the books?"

"Oddly enough, that's the term he used.”



"I'm not surprised. Actualy, | suppose| am alittle surprised,” she amended, "but that's because 'keeping
it off the books iswhat we call our in-family barter system.”

nd,].ll

Gwen couldn't think of anything to add to that. Family wasamystery to her. If sheldd ventured onto
O'Riley turf, it was entirely by accident.

After amoment Shawnaglanced at her watch. "I've got to run, but I'll ook forward to hearing from you.”
"Y ou go ahead." Gwen lifted her coffee cup. "I'm going to need arefill."

After her new client left, Gwen tossed back the cooling brew and went through line for atakeaway cup.
She walked a couple of blocks down a side street to where sheld parked her car. Thanks to the check
Kyle Radcliff had written her last night, she/d been ableto pick up her Toyotafirst thing this morning.

The rusting blue antique didn't look any better than it had, but at least it didn't break down between the
coffee shop and Gwen's apartment. She parked it in the garage next to Sylvias black Mercedes sedan,
turned off the car, and chugged her second cup of coffee while she listened to the engine sputter and
wheezeinto slence. Thusfortified, she marched into the office.

It was time to face her compuiter.

Brushing the dust off the lgptop took longer than it should have. So did powering it up. Theinferna
machine seemed to be sulking about itslong period of neglect. After too damn long, Gwen pulled up her
list of bookmarked Web sites and got to work.

Theinformation on Roy Williams's business card was enough to get her started. It didn't take long to find
his home address, phone numbers, Social Security number, credit report, and over adozen articlesin
local newspapers that mentioned his name. Apparently he sailed competitively, attended big-ticket charity
events, and liked to hobnob with local paliticians. A quick phone cal to one of the few Providence cops
who till spoke to her confirmed that Roy had no police record, other than aticket for speeding four
years back.

Infact, she couldn't find asingle thing wrong with this guy.
Y.
She sat up and diretched, catlike. The buzzer on her intercom sounded while she was till in midstretch.

"It's Jason Cross," announced the disembodied voice. "I was driving back from acomputer class and got
theimpulse to stop by."

It occurred to Gwen that Jason had never been to her place. They'd gotten together several timessince
Frank'sfuneral, but she'd never invited him here. For that matter, shed never told him where shelived.
No mystery there—no doubt he'd found her address among hisfather's things.

"Come on up. My officeisin the garage at the end of the drive."

She buzzed him through and watched as he drove up. Held ditched the rental in favor of aused
two-seater, and the day was warm enough to warrant putting the top down. His new ride gave her a
chance to study him. She'd done quite abit of that over the past week, but he still puzzled her.

For one thing, Jason Cross didn't look athing like hisfather. Frank had aways reminded Gwen of a



Kodiak bear: big, blond, and powerful in away that could be reassuring or intimidating, depending on
which side of the law you happened to be standing. Apparently Jason took after his mother, whom Frank
had described as smdl and dark, with more than alittle Narragansett ancestry. Frank's features had been
bluff and broad, but Jason had high cheekbones and adight convex curveto his nose. His best feature
was his eyes, which were awarm chocolate brown. Gwen had always appreciated Frank's edgy energy,
but there was something to be said for the calm, kind, centered look in the younger man's dark-eyed

gaze.

The problem was, she couldn't get behind those eyes. Reading people was a surviva skill, one Gwen
had learned early. For some reason, she couldn't begin to figure out what made Jason Crosstick.

"Door's open,” she called in response to his knock.
Jason came in and gave her one of his peaceful smiles. "Y ou look busy. Should | come back later?”

She pushed away from thetable. "No, I'm glad you stopped by. I've been hooked up to this damn
machineal morning. | can't believe yon pay to play around with computers.”

"I've got the equipment, so why not learn to use it?"

Gwen propped her feet up on thetable. "That's pretty much what Frank said when the department issued
computers. He figured what the hell—might aswell do it right. Somewhere along the line he crossed over
from hobby to obsession, but he had agood time withit."

"l can seewhy. Theinformation on the Web is amazing. He bookmarked some redlly interesting stuff.”

A wave of trepidation swept through Gwen. Sheld carefully gone through Frank'sfiles, deleting anything
to do with hisfina case: the death of Gwen's parents and the key to her identity. But the disc Damian had
given her last night was proof that computers didn't forget easily. How did Damian put it? Deleted, but
not gone.

Shereminded hersdlf that Jason was a beginner, probably along way from pedling secrets off ahard
drive. Plus, why would he think to look? And even if hedid, it wasn't asif she could do anything abot it.
Frank's stuff rightfully belonged to Jason.

Anirrationa surge of resentment followed that thought. Sure, Jason was Frank'skid, but hewasa
stranger. Sheld been the only family Frank had had for fifteen years.

It occurred to her that the silence had stretched for too long, and that Jason was watching her intently.
"Long morning,” she said shortly, by way of explanation.
"Anything | can doto help?'

She shrugged and tapped her |aptop with one boot-dad toe. "Not much more to do here. I've pulled
together some basic info, but these days | outsource most of my electronic footwork."

Hisface brightened with interest. “Oh yeah? Who does that kind of work?!

"| use a public-information broker to collect info that's in the public domain. He's not cheap, but my time
IS put to better use gathering information in person.”

"What about info that's not public doman?’

He sounded curious but not judgmenta. This guy was definitely a computer natural—after acouple



sessions, hewas dready developing a hacker's mentality.
"I've got contacts who can find anything.”
llely?l

Another question that didn't come with mord baggage, she noted. Interesting. Most people had a
truckload of it, even the oneswho didn't let their mora codes interfere with their own behavior.

Jason cleared histhroat. "I wasn't implying that you were doing anything illegd. Well, maybe | was, but |
didn't mean to offend you."

"You didn't," she assured him. "My mind was wandering, that's al. The contacts | mentioned striveto be
legdly bulletproof. Part of the job—they're reportersfor atabloid.”

Helet out along, low whistle. "Y ou don't strike me as someone who'd be afan of the tabloid press.”

"Who said | was? My friend Sister Tamar—she's anun, which you probably figured out from the
name—claimsthere's a specid layer of hell reserved for the people who publish that crap. But you've got
to admit they're damned good at what they do."

Hiseyestwinkled. "Like the saying goes, ‘It wouldn't be prudent to worship the devil, but we should at
least respect histaents.™

"Thereyou go," Gwen said gpprovingly. "Who sad that?'

"Mark Twain, | think. Or Oscar Wilde. It'susually one or the other." He settled one hip on the edge of
her desk. "Do you have time to get some lunch?"

"l wish," she grumbled. "I've got another hour or so of work to do on another case, then I'll be heading
down to Tiverton to talk to some people.”

"You havealot of ironsinthefire.

"Yeah, well. Lifeisfull of unanswered questions. So is deeth, for that matter.”

Even to Gwen's ears, her words sounded bitter. A long moment of silence stretched between them.
"Gwen, letit go," he said gently.

She didn't have to ask what he meant. It wasn't the first time Jason had urged her to let the officid story
about hisfather's death stand: Frank Cross, arecovering acohalic, fell off the wagon and into the
Narragansett Bay.

End of story.

In away, Gwen couldn't blame Jason. He never knew hisfather, and all he had to go on waswhat
people had told him. Frank had been drinking pretty hard al during their partnership, and Gwen was
willing to bet that Jason's mother had harbored some resentment.

Or maybe Jason was keeping it light because he was more interested in her than in restoring hisfather's
reputetion?

Nah, that didn't play. Jason treated her like abuddy. In the week since they'd met, he hadn't shown any
inclination toward getting naked and swegty.



And cometo think of it, what was up with that? Just because a guy wanted to be friendswith a
woman, it didn't follow that he wasn't also interested in deeping with her, if only just once. Since curiosity
was one of Gwen's defining traits, thisimpulse had aways struck her as not only natura but sensible.

"I've got to head down to Tiverton one of these days," Jason said. "Good place to get akayak, | hear.
Y ou ever try that?"

"No. | went out clamming with Frank from timeto time, but hisrowboat is pretty much the limits of my
ability."

"I'm glad you've been usingit."

Gwen's only response was a curt nod. Since the funeral, she'd taken Frank's rowboat out severa times,
hoping thisfamiliar activity would jump-gtart her cgpricious "gift" into doing something useful. But she
hadn't been able to pick up any images or impressions, no glimpses of how he had died. When it redly
mattered, her visions deserted her.

"I've been thinking of salling the bigger boat,” Jason said hesitantly. "What would you think about that?"
"Why should what | think matter?"
He shrugged. "Y ou were Frank'sfamily."

Gwen averted her gaze, not wanting Jason to see her response to that centra truth. She siwung her feet
off her desk and rose, turning aside as she Stretched.

"Listen, why don't you drive down to Tiverton with me?Y ou're not working until tonight, right?1 could
swing by your place around noon to pick you up.”

"She can take ahint!" he said cheerfully. "And since | dso havethat ability, I'll beleaving now. Noon
worksfor me. I'll make a couple of substo eat on theway."

She glanced over her shoulder a him. ™Y ou should make one for yourself, too."
"I've never seen anyone your size who could chow down like you do.”
"What can | say?It'sagift.”

His chuckle wafted back to her asthe door swung shut. She watched his car pull away, then got out the
notes sheld taken last night during her meeting with Kyle Raddliff.

Gwen found aWeb sitefor Erin's place of business, alittle shop in Tiverton caled The Green Man. But
when she started digging, she found that the shop was jointly owned by Alice Powers—the business
partne—and Kyle Raddliff. Kyle Radcliff, not Erin Westland.

So much for "her own little busness” Gwen wasn't too surprised; Kyle had always been acontrolling
bastard.

Cometo think of it, he'd mentioned that Erin didn't have an income.
Nor did she have assets.

Her name wasn't on anything—not the mortgage on Kyle's house, not Kyle's bank accounts, not even the
car shedrove.



How much of that was Kyl€e's choice, Gwen wondered, and how much of it was Erin's? Wasit possible
that Kyl€'s desire to dominate and control harmonized with Erin's need to be invisible?

According to Kyle, Erin had been born in Mystic, Connecticut. Her birthday wasin late March, so shed
recently turned thirty-one. But there was no birth record for anyone by that namein or around Mystic.
No school records, no voter registration. A search for Social Security numbersyielded afew Erin
Westlands, but none of them were from Connecticut. There wasn't much on Petrick, other than the SSI
number. The kid wasn't in school yet, so he was too young to have left many e ectronic footprints.

Gwen shut down her computer and was on her way out the door when the phone rang. She lunged for it
and hit the speaker button before the machine could pick up.

"Changeling Detective Agency.”
"Y ou busy tonight?" inquired Damian without preamble.
Gwen glanced at her watch. "No, but I'm busy now. Talk fast.”

"| set up ameet for tonight. The dedler is expecting meto bring agirl with me. Y ouwant in, or should |
bring another cop?’

"Yesto both. | want in, but you should till bring backup. When and where do | meet you?'

He gave her the name of alittle park on the East Side, acommon meeting place for drug dedls despiteits
proximity to the police department.

"l candothat,” Gwen said. "But with one dight change.”

In afew words, she blocked out an alternate scenario. Damian heard her out, then chuckled
gopreciatively.

"Damn! I'm glad you're one of us... So to speak.”

Gwen's heart did a sudden freefal toward the pit of her ssomach. " Geez, thanks for the reminder. I've
gonedl morning without once thinking about the whole not-human thing."

"Y eah? Sounds like your day's been more interesting than mine."
"That | doubt. I've been dragging my assdl over cyberspace.”

"Don' let Forest hear you say that. He'd probably think you were spamming for aporn Web ste—'Elves
on the Internet,’ or some damn thing."

Gwen supposed she should be pleased that 1an had accomplished his purpose so thoroughly, but she
didn't want to hear the E-word from anyone, even when it dripped with sarcasm.

"lan likesto yank peopl€e's chains. Forget about him. Listen, I've got to run. I'll meet you at the park
tonight.”

"Asfar as our guy's concerned, you're there to sample anew party drug. Don't forget to dressthe part.”
Sherolled her eyes. "And mewith acloset full of plaid skirts and sensible shoes.™
"Huh. Good point."



He hung up without saying good-bye, just like Quaid dways did. Apparently he was picking up afew of
his other partner's habits.

Gwen's grin faded abruptly. His other partner? Since when had she sarted regarding Damian O'Riley as
her rookie trainee aswell as Gary Quaid's?

Her gaze nicked to the disc Damian had given her last night. Some part of her hoped she could clear her
name, settle the books, and go back to her old life. Maybe on some level she even believed it could
happen. But cmon—an df on the Providence vice squad?

Wait aminute—a what?

For amoment Gwen stood frozen with shock. She dumped into one of the wingback chairs and dropped
her head into her hands. It was abit much, having two nasty little pieces of saf-knowledge hit her inthe
last five minutes. Thefirst was bad enough—what the hell busnessdid she havetraining arookie
cop?—hut the second was afull-fledged paradigm shift:

She believed lan Forest. Down deep insde, she knew he was right about who and what she was.
And the funny thing was, Gwen suspected that sheld aways known.

CHAPTER SIX

As Gwen drove down the long gravel driveway, she noticed something sticking out of her mailbox.

The postd ddlivery wasn't due until afternoon, but alarge manilaenvelope had been bent into an inverted
U and did partway into the mailbox, with at least athird of it exposed. Someone wanted to be sureto get
her atention.

Thevision hit her the moment her fingers touched the envelope. A lean, dark face, with cheekbones so
sharp they cast shadows on the hollows below. Dark eyes studied her with amixture of hunger and
resentment, and the thoughts behind those eyes flooded her with numbing clarity. Wallace Earl
Edmonson, her father's brother, had regarded her as both a necessity and a nuisance. Hed envied the
"gift" sheldd inherited, but he'd reconciled himsdlf to using her asatool and was eager to get on withit.

Edmonson's face dissolved, and the vison shifted into asmothering emotiona cloud, adark miasma of
dread and death.

Gwen quickly released the envelope and drew in along, shuddering breath. She reached into the pocket
of her leather jacket for apair of latex gloves and snapped them on, not so much to preserve fingerprints
on the envel ope—she doubted there would be any—as to mute the intense memories captured by
whatever was in the envelope.

Shetoreit open and pulled out two photos. One was a black-and-white picture of Frank's fishing boat
adrift on moonlit waters, just asit had looked the night he'd drowned. The picture was carefully
composed and beautifully printed, mocking her grief with art.

Gwen quickly shuffled it behind the second photo, and her eyes widened.

The second picture was a so black-and-white, but in this case a color shot would have looked much the
same. A small, ornate sllver handgun was displayed againgt black velvet. Gwen recognized the weapon



immediately. lan Forest had given it to her asa gift—and taken it from her hand the last time sheld faced
down Edmonson.

The warning was unmistakable: Tie Frank's death to Edmonson, and well tie Edmonson's desth to you.

Her lipsfirmed around asmdl, cynica smile. How stupid did lan think shewas? Aswarnings go, thisone
definitely lacked teeth. After dl the trouble they'd gone through to make sure no one missed Edmonson?
They weren't about to negate the effort by accusing her of hisdeath. And even if they did, what use was
aweapon if you couldn't produce a corpse? After her parentsdied in acar crash, their bodies had been
stolen from the morgue to avoid close scrutiny. Gwen didn't know much about the Elder Folk, but one
thing was very clear: when they died, they disappeared.

Her smirk faded as a new explanation occurred to her. They didn't need to tie her to Edmonson's degth.
Her fingerprints were on the silver gun. If she stepped out of line, someone would die. Almost certainly
someone she knew. That she'd be blamed for it was beside the point.

Gwen carefully set the photos aside. lan had it right—she was an idiot. Hed given her an unregistered
gun, and shed taken it. When he asked for it back, shed handed it over without question. That wasn't
like her, and the lapse bothered her dmost as much asthe threat.

Sheld noticed that 1an was unusualy persuasive, but it had never occurred to her that his particular " gift"
might enable him to override people's normal reservations and inhibitions.

Murttering imprecations, she siripped off the gloves and dided lan's number on her cdll phone. He
answered after thefirg ring.

"Hello, Gwen. I'm glad you cdled.”

For once his slky baritone had absolutely no effect on her libido. "Like | had achoice," she snarled.
"Okay, you win. | won't challenge the officia ruling on Frank's desth. If you want, I'll take an oath on it,
but first you have to give me back that little Slver trinket and give me your oath that it won't be used on
ayoneds"

"That sounds reasonable. Shal | bring the item by your apartment?'

"I'll be out late tonight. But then, that won't be a problem for you, will it?'Y ou aways seem to know
whereto rind me. Damian had it right when he called you astalker.”
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"Don't bother. Nothing you could say will change any of this. Overriding peoplé€'sjudgment, clouding
their ability to make their own choices? In my book, that makes you no better than arapist. Oh, and an
extortionist. Let's not forget that.”

A long silencefollowed. "In time, you'll understand why certain precautions were necessary.”

She threw the cell phone into the passenger seat and yanked the gearshift into first. Gravel spit from her
tires as she spun out of the drive. By the time she reached Jason's house in East Providence, her hands
had stopped shaking.

Despite the bad start, the drive down to Tiverton ended up being surprisingly pleasant. Jason drove his
car, vowing that that bottom was dueto fall out of Gwen's any day now. That freed Gwen's handsto
tackle the Italian subs Jason had put together for the trip. He had filled bakery-fresh torpedo rollswith



spicy medts, provolone, onions, and hot peppers—enough good stuff to drown out the requisite lettuce
and tomatoes. The car's top was down, the sun was warm, and jazz poured out of the sound system. By
the time Gwen had worked her way through the second sub, she wasfedling, for lack of a better term,
amogt human again.

They drove dong the Sakonnet River in companionable sllence, passing scene after scene ripped from
the pages of the Scenic New England book on Marcy's coffee table. The whole town had an
out-of-the-way feeling, and The Green Man, tucked asit wasinto agrove of beech and mapletreesona
narrow side road, wasn't exactly designed to pull in drive-by customers.

Gwen got out of the car and studied the carved wooden sign over the door—a man's face surrounded by
oak leaves, presiding over "The Green Man" carved in Celtic-style | ettering. The sign looked handmade,
artsy, and expensive. Apparently Kyle took hiswifée's hobbies serioudy.

The setup was bigger than it looked at first glance. The storefront was narrow, but the main room was
surprisingly long. The celling was opened to the rafters, giving the shop alofty, spaciousfed.

The Green Man looked and smelled like a cross between a health supplement shop, an old-fashioned
country store, an herbalist's warehouse, and an English tearoom. In the main room, pretty oak shelves
lined with rows of small boxes and pill bottlesfilled most of onewadl. A long table held acouple of dozen
smal wooden barrels of dried herbs, each with its own scoop and small stack of prelabeled bags.
Toward the back of the room, two newer wings jutted off to each side. On the | eft was cozy tearoom, on
the right, agreenhouse.

A smiling, ash-blond woman wearing asmall fortunein beige linen separates bustled over to greet them.
Gwen figured her for another hobbyist, awoman who enjoyed playing at running abusiness but didn't
need to depend oniit for aliving.

"Can | help you find something?" she asked, glancing from Gwen to Jason.
"Actudly, I'mlooking for someone. Thisis Erin Westland's shop?"

"That'sright. I'm her partner, Alice Powers. Isthere something | could help you with? Or are you afriend
of hers?'

"I've never met her. My nameis Gwen Gellman, and I'm aprivate investigator. I'm working for her
hushband, Kyle Radcliff. Erin hasn't been home since Sunday, and he hired meto find her.”

Thewoman's eyes widened, and the hand she lifted to her throat was more than alittle unsteady.
"Dear God. Shesmissng? Erinismissng?’
"l don't mean to be rude, but it seemslike you would have noticed by now."

She gave anervoustitter. "Y ou would think so, wouldn't you? But the shop doesn't redlly need more than
one person here at atime. Wetaketurns, so | didn't know—" Her voice trailed off, and she swayed on
her low-hedled Itdian shoes.

Jason took the woman's ebow and steered her toward the tearoom. "Let's all sit down."

Shelet him lead her to achair, and sank gratefully into it. "Give me aminute to absorb this. | wasjust
about to make afresh pot before you came in. We have our own herbal blend here. I1t's very soothing,
and | don't mind telling you that | could use acup.”



Gwen took the seat across from the woman. " Since you're here today, I'm guessing Tuesday isErin's

oy

"That's right. She works Tuesday and Thursday, from ten to five, aswell as an occasona half day on
Saturday.”

"Would you have any way of knowing whether or not Erin camein yesterday?'

"Oh, I'm sure she didn't. Were not open Sunday and Monday, so there are usudly quite afew messages
on Tuesday morning. The messages were ill therewhen | camein thismorning, so clearly Erin didn't
pick them up yesterday. Cometo think of it, there were severd callsfrom Kyle."

Either the woman was a complete flake, or Erin wasn't exactly the most religble partner. "Is skipping
work apattern for her?"

"Not redly, no. She takes aday off from timeto time, but she callsto let me know, so | have the option
of coming in or not. Our regular customers know that our hours are flexible, and they call before making
thedrive

"When wasthe lagt time you heard from Erin?"

"Let'ssee," shemused. "Thursday? Y es, that sounds right. She called me about an order. We're running
low on the chamomile citrus tea. And speaking of which, let me get that teagoing. Would you like some
lavender shortbread with it?'

"I'm sure shewould,” Jason told her, sending asmall smile at Gwen. "Thank you, Mrs. Powers."

"Alice, please." Shelifted one hand to smooth her hair, amovement contrived to show off a perfect
pale-rose manicure and a couple of snazzy rings.

"Jason," he said, offering his hand.

An expression of mock exasperation crossed her face when she touched his hand. " Another man who
thinks skin cream is only for women! We have avery nicelotion, dl natura of course, with alovdly,
woodsy scent. A very popular gift for men.”

"I'll take alook at it afterwards," he assured her.

She beamed at him. Her smile broadened when he stood up with her. "How nice. Y ou don't encounter
many gentlemen these days." She gave Gwen an aren't-you-a-lucky-girl wink and headed to thelittle
morning kitchen at the end of the tearoom.

"Suck up,” Gwen murmured.
He smiled complacently. "What can | say? My mommaraised meright.”

Aliceturned on the el ectric kettle and measured dried herbsinto a plump white tegpot, then piled asmall
dlver tray with lightly golden wedges necked with dried lavender. She brought the cookiesto the table
and returned for the teathings.

Gwen took an experimental nibble. The shortbread was rich and buttery, the lavender more ornamental
than anything else. That was ardlief. She'd expected it to taste more... purple. Maybe sheld try the tea
after dl.

After Alice finished the pouring, Gwen asked, "Would you object to me looking at the store's books?!



"Of course not! Anything | can do to help.”
She got up and bustled off, returning in afew moments with abinder holding acomputer printout.

"We have avery smple system. Neither of usare financia wizards, so this should be easy for anyoneto
follow. Thisisacopy. You cantakeit withyou if you like."

After Alice settled back down, Gwen handed her abusiness card and a copy of the release form Kyle
Raddiff had sgned.

Aliceflushed. "Oh my goodness. | didn't think to ask for your ID, or credentids, or anything. And here |
am, just handing over the books.".

"Y ou're worried about your partner,” Jason said soothingly. He lifted the smal cup. "Thisisvery good.”

"Itis, isn't it? That's our biggest seller. People come from dl over southern New England for it, and you
know how Rhode Idanders hate to drive any distance.”

"I'm finding that out," he said with agrin. "If someone hasto drive more than fifteen minutesto get to
work, they start wondering whether they should move closer to the office or start looking for anew job.
Around here, anything more than an hour away isaday trip."

She chuckled. "That's certainly true. And it'sinsidious! We moved here from Connecticut. My husband
used to take the train into Manhattan every morning, but now he complains about driving from hereto
Providence.”

The door chimestinkled, and atrio of matrons walked into the store. Alice glanced over. "I've got to see
to the customers. Please help yoursdlf to more tea”

Gwen spped hers while she looked through the records. "Thisisinteresting. Erin takesalot of days off.
And even when she's here, the receipts on Tuesdays and Thursdays are significantly lower than on other

days"
Jason poured himself a second cup. " Skimming, maybe?'

"I wouldn't be surprised. Hubby keeps atight hold on the purse strings. Thisbusinessistechnicaly his.
Widl, more than technicaly, | guess. Hisnameison the lease, and he wasn't kidding when he said Erin
didn't have anincome. This placeisn't exactly turning aprofit."

She glanced up at Jason and grinned. "l likeit. Kyle paysthe bills, Erin pockets the cash.”
"Y ou don't care much for the husband, | takeit."

"Hédll, no. Hewas married to afriend of mine." Gwen closed the book and pushed it aside. "I'm finished
here. Isthere anything you need to do around town? Want to stop at that kayak place by the bridge?!

He glanced out of the window. The sky was clouding over in one of those abrupt mood changes for
which New England westher was famed.

"Another time, | think. Since the westher'sturning, | think I'll head down to thelibrary. I've been meaning
to start some sort of volunteer work in the community. A lot of organizations post fliers on thelibrary
bulletin boards looking for volunteers.”

"l can saveyou atrip. Monday nights| teach aclassin self-defense for women. Interested in helping
out?'



He nodded avidly. "1 was thinking about doing some work with beach or wetlands maintenance, but
that's good, too. How are you running the class?

"Not much talk, demos as needed, lots of drills. I've had them practicing in pairs.
"But you want them to get used to employing these techniques againgt maes. That's smart.”
"Problem is, they'rejust starting out. And they're, you know, girly."

Hegrinned. "Y ou say that like it'sabad thing. Tell you what: Let's head back to Frank's place, and you
show me the holds and escapes you'll be using.”

She consulted her watch. "I've got alittletime. Sure, let'sdo that.”

An hour later, Gwen was in Jason's backyard, barefoot and disheveled, and grinning like akid in avideo
arcade.

She circled, moving opposite Jason, her eyes on his. Usuadly she could tell what an opponent was going
to do by watching hisface. Most people telegraphed their intentions in ahundred little ways. But Jason
was nearly impossible to read, and Gwen had ended up flat on the grass adozen times.

He lunged for her, cat-quick. Gwen dapped away his hand and pivoted on her left foot, leaning away
and snapping off akick with her right foot.

Shefully expected him to block. To her surprise, Jason grabbed her ankle and tugged in the direction she
was adready moving. The added momentum threw off her balance, and suddenly she was heading for the
grass again. Twisting on the way down, she caught hersalf with both hands and kicked out with her free
foot—

And met only air. Jason had aready released her and moved aside.

She flopped down on the ground and immediately flipped onto her back, pulling her knees up to her
chest. When Jason dove at her, she planted both feet on historso and pushed out hard. He soared over
her.

It was a near-perfect throw. It would have been perfect if Jason hadn't somehow managed to land on his
feet rather than his back.

Gwen rolled up to asitting position. Before she could scramble to her feet, Jason dropped to one knee
and got her in aheadlock, pulling her intight againgt his chest.

Since shewas saverd inches shorter than Jason, her butt fitted firmly against hislower body. To her
surprise, he was very happy to have her there.

Normally this sort of thing didn't surprise her. The mae psyche hed few mysteriesfor Gwen. Men, in her
observation, were driven primarily by adesirefor sex and territory. Modern life lent a veneer of
complication to these basisingtincts, but most masculine responses boiled down to thethree C's:
curiogity, competition, and conquest. The thing was, Gwen had never picked up even ahint of sexua
interest from Jason, not even during the physica contact of their mock sparring. But something was
definitely happening now.

Jason splayed his hand on her ssomach and pulled her closer still, making her avare that her tee shirt had
ridden up, exposing everything that wasn't covered by her skimpy excuse for abra. His hand suddenly



fet very warm againgt her bare skin. A rush of pure, prima lust was coming off him in waves.

He relaxed his hold on her neck. Before Gwen could pull away, Jason turned her to face him so they
kndlt together, thigh to thigh. He buried both handsin her hair and tipped her head back for akiss.

Helowered hishead until they were nearly touching, until Gwen could see her face reflected in his
chocolate-brown eyes.

Jason stopped suddenly, a breath away from her lips. Chagrin washed over hisface. Apparently hed
glimpsed hisreflection in her eyes, too, and didn't like what he saw.

Even before he released her, the palpable sense of desire switched off, as abruptly and completely asa
door shutting between them. He eased away, then rose and put severa paces between them, hands
thrust in his pockets asif he didn't trust them to be out on their own recognizance.

"That wasn't planned,” he said quietly, hisback till to her. "Infact, | have no earthly notionwhy | just did
that.”

"You Tarzan, me Jane?' she suggested.

"That'snot it." Heturned to face her. "It's not my style to jump awoman just because she happensto be
there and femde. Especidly not you."

Gwen roseto her feet. "Okay," she said cautioudy. "But just out of curiogity, what did | do to rate
‘especidly'?”

"We're sort of like family, once removed. I'm not saying | look at you asasister, but maybe—I don't
know—acousin or something."

"And asfar asyou're concerned, thisisn't Appaachia”
"Not even close." He studied her face. " Are we on the same page with this?'

Gwen thought that over. "Being in aclinch fdt alittle strange to me, too. | don't know about the cousin
thing, though. Never having had any family, | don't know how that works."

"Okay, scrap that analogy. Y ou've got one that works better?
"I'll giveit somethought." She glanced at her watch. "Ligten, I've got to go.”
"Areyou sure you're okay with this? Y ou're not pissed off a mefor grabbing you?'

Helooked so contrite, even worried. Gwen sent him areassuring smile. "Were okay. Listen, you want to
take the boat out this weekend? We might aswell take advantage of it before you sl it.”

Jason greeted this suggestion with obvious relief. " Sure. How about Saturday morning?”

"Sounds good. Y ou make the coffee, and I'll bring a dozen donuts.”

"Make sure you bring something for me, too."

Gwen paused in the act of putting on her boots and shot asidelong glance a him. "Smart-ass.”

He chuckled, obvioudy reassured by this exchange. Gwen waved good-bye and jogged to her car.

Rush-hour traffic clogged the Streets as she drove toward Marcy's condo in downtown Providence.



Impromptu vistsweren't usudly their style, but Gwen figured it couldn't hurt to check in. Marcy had been
shaken by Kyle Radcliff's regppearance in her life, and Gwen wasn't about to see her friend lose
hard-won ground.

She parked in the lot across from the condo and dashed across the street, dodging a small crowd of
canvas-toting art students released from late-afternoon classes. When the intercom hummed into life, she
gave her name and grabbed the door when the buzzer sounded.

Trudy Wasserman met her a the door to the condo, a steaming mug in hand. She waswearing a
deevelesstunic of some dlky fabric in swirling, watercolor shades of blue and green over black
leggings—sort of an updated, upscale verson of atie-dye tee shirt. It suited Trudy, who was one of
those people who definitely would have gone to Woodstock if she hadn't been in digpers at thetime,
Sheld done something different to her deek red hair, crimping it so that it fell nearly to her shoulder ina
soft, wavy triangle. Her bangs were cut straight across. To Gwen, the look said Cleopatrawith ahenna
rinse and abad perm. Or maybe early Tina Turner.

"Marcy'snot home," Trudy said without preamble.

Gwen rocked back on her heels, surprised by the edge in the woman's voice. Trudy had aways been a
little wary of Gwen. Every now and then alittle jeal ousy showed through, but never had Trudy been so
openly hodile.

"Il come back another time," Gwen said.

Something flickered in Trudy's eyes, and the resentful expression dropped off her face. In fact, her whole
demeanor changed so suddenly that Gwen could envision a switch being flipped.

"Don't go. I'm glad you're here, redlly. Please, comein.” She seized Gwen'sarm and al but dragged her
into the room.

Gwen disengaged and took a step back. "L et me guess. you want know what's going on with Kyle
Raddiff."

Her hostess blinked, clearly surprised by her own transparency. She quickly gathered her composure
and sank gracefully into one of the white leather chairs, then took asip from her mug before answering.

"Of course I'm concerned that Kyle has come back into March'slife. | don't trust him."
"Neither do |, but I'm a. private investigator, asin, no, I'm not going to discuss the case with you."
"Did | ask you to?'

"| figured you'd get around it. Just like you pumped me for details about Jeff Monroe, not to mention
Marcy's three ass stants before Jeff.”

Trudy sat asde her mug with exaggerated care. "Marcy isthe Single most important thing in my life. Of
course I'm interested in her job and the people she dedswith on aday-to-day basis. It'sonly naturd.”

"l don't know about that. It's'only naturd’ for people to keep having alife after they get arelationship.
Not every aspect of Marcoslife revolves around you. Ded with it.”

Trudy'sgray eyes narrowed. "Redly, Gwen, let me know what you redly think."
"Okay, | think it'sinsulting that you expect meto talk about a friend behind her back. | think you need to



get over yourself and get alife of your own. And | think | should leave right now and come back when
Marcy'shome.”

"And | think you don't know the firgt thing about ared relationship,” Trudy shot back. "L ook at
you—jumping into bed with anyone who catches your eye, never willing to commit. Y our vocabulary
includes every four-letter word but ‘love." Y ou're—you're as bad as a man!"

In Trudy's lexicon, those were fighting words, but Gwen had to fight back agrin. "Yeah, | canbeared
bastard."

The redhead threw up her handsin exasperation. "Isit any wonder people talk about you and Marcy?
Y ou're more of aman than that husband of hers ever was!"

"Yeah, but so are you," Gwen pointed out, "and you're the poster girl for lipstick leshians.”

Without warning, Trudy launched hersdlf from the chair and came a Gwen, swinging a handful of
manicure at her face. Gwen leaned out of reach, grabbed her wrist, and yanked it hard to one side.
When Trudy spun away, Gwen planted one foot on the woman's rump and shoved her toward one of the
sofas. She plunged forward and sprawled facedown on the white leather.

Trudy scrambled up and tensed for another spring, but something in Gwen'sface froze her in place.
"You'rejust dying to haul off and punch me, aren't you?' she hissed. "Y ou'd just love that, would you?'

"Now that you mentionit,” Gwen said dryly. "But thisisn't about you and me, fingernails versusfigs.
Bottom line: Kyle Raddliff isawaste of skin. Marcy knowsthat. Y ou've got nothing to worry about from
him, and your only problems are the ones you're causing. Tell Marcy | was here, would you?'

She spun on her hed and left Trudy to fume and sputter. Enough time wasted—Damian was expecting to
meet her at the park in less than an hour.

Suddenly, the prospect of adrug bust was actudly sort of inviting. People were so much easier to dedl
with when you were alowed to kick their asses.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Later that evening, Gwen sauntered into the park on stiletto hedl's, one hand tucked in the back pocket of
Damian'sjeans. The dedler would assume that Damian had brought agirl dong to help him test out the
drug's supposed gphrodisiac effect, so she figured she should start acting the part. They'd come early to
check out the area, but most likely their contact was doing the samething.

After aquick stroll around the park they headed for the designated meeting spot—a bench tucked back
among severd old maples. Once they sat down, Gwen noticed that the trees blocked out the lamplight,
leaving them in a deeply shadowed a cove. No passersby would see what happened in this place.

The minutesticked by. Unseen cars swished past. A big man with sheepishly hunched shoulders skulked
down the path behind atiny dog, atoy breed of some sort with aprancing, mincing gait and apink
ribbon on its head. Gwen wondered if the sengitivity pointsthe guy was racking up with hiswife or
girlfriend outweighed the humiliation of being seen walking the little mutt. Moments after the unmatched
pair passed out of view, ashrill soprano yapping gave challenge to some passerby.



Damian nudged an elbow into her ribs, warning her to be aert.
She saw the man approaching before he did, and her heart began to race.

Sheleaned in asif to nip playfully at Damian's earlobe. "1t's one of the blond kids who trashed the DNA
lab," shewhispered. "If he recognizes us, hell run. Don't let him see your face until he's close enough for
meto grab him.”

"Why do you get to do the grabbing? Whose bust isthis, anyway?' he whispered back. But he lifted a
hand to play with her hair, shielding her face from view.

Gwen pulled her knees up so that her feet were braced against the edge of the bench. She nuzzled at
Damian's neck and murmured, "Givemean ETA."

"Counting down: ten, nine, eight.”

She completed the rest of the countdown silently, trusting Damian's ability to judge the timing of the blond
man's gpproach. She didn't have much choice—the guy approached with ghostly silence. When she
figured the moment was right, Gwen pushed off the bench with both feet, launching hersdlf off into aflying
tackle.

The blond guy went down with Gwen on top of him. Before he could move, she had her gun out of her
thigh holster and pressed againgt histemple.

"Remember me?' sheinquired sweetly. "And surdly you recal my friend, Officer ORiley?"
The young man's blue eyes darted toward Damian then returned to Gwen. "Y ou're the police?’

He spoke softly, but hislight tenor voice had aresonance that suggested a theatre background. His
accent was more pronounced than lan's, not to mention crigper and harder to place. The closest thing
Gwen had ever heard was the accent of a short-term boyfriend, an Hungarian grad student whose
English had adight British flavor.

"Areyou going to arrest me?" continued Gwen's captive.
"That'sthe plan, yesh."

"You can't do that," he stated, more camly than most people could have managed under the
circumstances. "Not if you expect to live until the next full moon.”

"Don't be threatening her,” Damian warned. "That'sared bad idea.”

Gwen sent the cop aquelling glance. She dowly roseto her feet and stepped away, keeping her gun on
the man.

"Y ou know," she said conversationaly, "not many people can pull off snooty when they'reflat on their
backs. | admireyour style."

"And | your speed and agility. May | rise?’
"Doit dowly," shewarned.

He got to hisfeet in afluid sweep of motion that was absurdly graceful and impossibly dow: ballet played
back half-speed.



"Damn," Damian muttered. "The man can move."

"Ascanyou," the blond man told Gwen. "Thefirdt time | saw you, | knew what you were from the way
you moved. Given your heritage, surely you know that turning mein to the authoritieswould mean a
desth sentence for me."

As much as she hated to admit it, there was a certain grim logic to that. It would be hard to keep a
collective low profileif the police started taking too close alook at individuas. Mogt likely one of the
Elder Folk who landed in jail had about the same life expectancy asaMafiainformer.

"I've heard that killing each other isabig no-no,” Gwen said. "So the dedl is, if you die because of me, |
die, too?'

"Y ou grasp the Situation precisdly.”
"I grasp that it's supremdly fucked up,” Damian observed.
"This doesn't concern you," the blond man said coolly.

"Actudly, I'd say it does." Gwen tipped her head toward Damian. "That guy isn't one of us. Even better,
he doesn't answer to me. I'm not his boss, partner, wife, mother, or girlfriend. | amin no way responsible
for what he does, nor do | direct hisactionsin any way. In fact, at the moment it's the other way around.
Thisishisparty, and I'm thetagalong.”

The young cop knew a cue when he heard one. He pulled hisgun and amed it at the man's kneecap.
"You think?" he asked Gwen.

She shrugged. "L et's see what he's got to say first. Start with your name," shetold him.

"Adrian," he offered. "When I'm required to offer asurname, | use Archer.”

"Okay, Adrian Archer, what's your gig these days, now that Edmonson's gone?’

"Much the same as before. | do whatever the earl's business affairs require. At present I'm running the
clubsuntil hisher sepsforward to claim them.”

Gwen suddenly had abad feding about this. "Hisheir?
"Theclosest kin. Intheearl'scase," he said meaningfully, "hisonly kin."
"Oh, shit," she murmured.

Damian caught on fast. "Wait adamn minute," he demanded. "Y ou're related to this Edmonson guy? And
you just inherited a couple of high-ticket titty bars?'

"Shewill comeinto a considerable amount of property,” Adrian responded. A tiny smile nickered & the
corner of hislips. "Provided, of course, she meetsthe terms of inheritance.”

"Geg, | can't wait to hear those," Gwen said with heavy sarcasm. Y ou guys have lawyers?!
"Of course. Y ou would have been contacted once the official mourning period ended.”
"Sincel've shed dl thetears| plan to, why don't you just give me the highlights.”

He shook hishead. "1 am bound by certain oaths. | will turn the earl's affairs over to you, but severa



days remain to the mourning period.”
Gwen thought thisover. "I suppose you know where live?"
"Of course.”

"All right, then, wélll let you go if you give me your oath that when the mourning period ends, you'l
contact me and lay out everything you know about the earl's drug business. Swear it by moon and star,
wind and word."

Adrian looked at Gwen asif shed findly said something interesting. "That isamost solemn oath.”
"Yeah, it'safavorite of mine, too. Let's hear it."

When he said the words, Gwen returned her gun to its holster and gave him acurt nod. " See you around,
Archer."

He touched two fingersto hisforehead and melted off into the shadows.

An angry crashing erupted from astand of bushes behind them. Gary Quaid came wading toward them,
crumbled leavesin his brown hair and an angry scowl on hisface.

"What the hell'swrong with you two? Y oure letting deders wak now?"
"Hell be back," Gwen stated.
Quaid's eyes narrowed. "And you know this how?"

"Because | can't eat French friesanymore,” Gwen told him. She shrugged at his puzzled frown. "Long
dory."

Quaid's breath hissed out in obvious exasperation. He sucked air in dowly, through clenched teeth,
clearly fueling up for amgor ass-chewing.

"Hold on," Damian told Quaid as he stepped between the former partners. "Before you two start
throwing punches, there's something you need to see. We came out here for more than one reason.
Follow me, and keep it quiet.”

Hetook off without waiting for aresponse. Quaid glanced at Gwen. When she didn't offer any
explanation, he shrugged and fell into step behind hisrookie.

The three of them left the path and walked quietly to the other side of the park and around behind a thick
stand of trees. Damian motioned for them to get down.

After afew minutes, three men dipped out of the shadows and off into the night.

When they were out of earshot, Damian said, " See that bench there, right by the trees? When | did the
paperwork for this bugt, that's the place | said we were supposed to meet the dealer. Anyone at the
station could haveread it. But | told you and the contact to come to another place, a alater time. Those
guys have been waiting here for maybe an hour.”

"It'safreaking ambush,” Gwen summarized.

Quaid nodded dowly. "And the only way those guys would have known where to meet you isif someone
in the vice squad told them. Smart move on your part.”



His choice of words made Gwen wince. Quaid's chowder-thick Rhode Idand accent left him severdly
R-impaired. Sentences such as " Smot move on yoah pot" were particularly painful.

On the other hand, Quaid's reaction answered an important question. He had no idea about the ambush.
It wasn't absolute proof that he wasn't dirty, but at least he wasn't the one who'd betrayed his young

partner.

"Switching the meeting place was Gellman'sides,” Damian said. He sent her awry grin. "1 gottatell you,
I'm pretty fucking glad | ran the plan past her."

Hisvoice came out alittle shaky. Gwen did an arm around the young cop's shoulders, but no reassuring
words cameto her mind.

"So what do we do now?' Damian demanded.

Quaid turned a cool, measuring stare toward Gwen. "We continue what Gellman started: figure out who's
feeding infoto Wash."

"What do you—" Damian stopped short as understanding hit. "Damn, Gellman—you thought Quaid was
therat?'

"It'simportant to rule out possibilities," the cop said evenly. "In her shoes, | would have done the same
thing."

They walked severa blocksin somber silence, coming to Damian's car first. The rookie nodded good
night and took off. Gwen batted away the resulting exhaust fumes and turned to face her former partner.

"Since we waked past your car on the last street, | figure you've got something to say to me."

Quaid folded hisarms and returned her sare. "'l saw Kate Myerslast week. She said the two of you
darted running together.”

Gwen frowned. Quaid had never been much for smal talk, but that was abrupt even for him. "That's
right. So?'

"If you don't mind me asking, how did that come about?"

She shrugged. "We both live on the East Side. We both run. It's convenient.”
"But whoinitiated it?'

"Katedid," shesaid dowly. "What's this about?"

Hethrust his handsinto his pockets and stared moodily at the house across the street. "1 started dating
Kate shortly after you and | were partnered up. A week or two after | break up with Kate, | find out that
you two are buddies? It doesn't play right.”

"Y ou think she might be keeping an eye on me?"
"It crossed my mind."
"For whom?'

"Well, that'sthe quegtion, isn't it?"



Gwen thought this over. The most likely culprit would be Dennis Wash, but it wouldn't be thefirst time
Internd Affairs decided to observe a cop under investigation through an unconventiond angle. After the
raid on Wington's, A had been dl over her. It wasn't outside the realm of possibility that Kate Myers
had been recruited to pick up secondhand info from Gwen's partner, then to observe Gwen hersdlf.

Serioudy deazy, yes, but the Providence police force wasn't exactly ahotbed of trust and brotherly love.
Likethetimeasmal dlver disk with flashing lights was found in an interrogation room, and the police
department, assuming IA was checking on the cops, had an outside company evaluate the object. The
hired geeks declared it a high-tech listening device. Loca newscastswere al over that, and eventualy it
came out that the "high-tech device" had broken off a cheap piece of costumejewdry. An earring, to be
precise. Gwen had laughed hersdlf silly over that one. For starters, you'd think the thick shitheads at the
station would think to ask why anyone would design a"secret device' to look like atiny disco lamp.

It just went to show how paranoid cops in the post-Buddy era had become. The police force had often
been described as Buddy Ciencids private army, and the former mayor's ouster on corruption charges
made alot of government employees nervous. Gwen had experienced firsthand the let's-clean-house
mentality that could transform accusation into nightmare and turn long-term friends and coworkersinto
cold-eyed strangers. Against that backdrop, Quaid's concerns didn't seem quite so outlandish.

"Did Kate ask alot of questions about your work?" she asked.

"Some," Quaid admitted. "I didn't think much of it. Since she'san ME, some of her cases overlapped
withmine"

"When Kate and | run, I'm the one asking questions, but | suppose that's another way of gathering info.
Asking questions gives a pretty clear picture of what | know and where I'm thinking of heading. If
someone wanted to find out my thoughts concerning Frank Crosss death, Kate would be the person to

"Thereyou go," he said glumly.

"| asked Kate to do Frank Crosss autopsy,” she reminded him. "When it comesto coincidence, I'm as
skeptica asthe next guy, but that puts adent in your 'let's keep an eye on Gellman' theory.”

"Y eah, but did she bother to tell you that she was the only ME working that week? She would have done
the autopsy regardless.”

"Hmmm. Must have dipped her mind," Gwen murmured. "Interesting theory you've got going about your
ex-girifriend.”

He dhrugged. "Y ou're not the only one crossing names off alist.”

"Y ou mind telling me why you thought to look at her?1 mean, shesan ME. That'srelated to the job,
sure, but a corpse-cutter playing Mata Hari?*

" She gtarted pressuring me to back away from the investigation of that nightclub bust,” Quaid said softly.
"When | asked her where that was coming from, she tells me about what was done to Moniz and Y oland
in the morgue. Saysit was awarning to the copsto stay away. The weird thing was, no one else at the
sation said word one about it. | figured shewas making it up.”

"No, it happened,” Gwen told him. "Teresa Moniz confirmed. Sheingsted on seeing her husband's body,
and she made a sketch of the design cut into him.”

Quaid looked genuinely shocked. "No way."



"In context, it made sense. The design was some sort of mystical symbol, and she'sinto that Stuff. It'salso
the same markings we found on the women the Jamisons tortured and killed. When they weren't playing
those games, the Jamisons dedlt party drugsfor the guy who owned Wington's. It dl tiesin.”

The cop's brow furrowed. "But Tiger Leonedied intherad.”

Since Gwen was the one who'd killed him, thiswasn't exactly news. "Tiger wasn't the owner. The
paperwork was set up to makeit ook that way. Tiger worked for aguy named Wallace Edmonson.
Him, wewon't find—he'sin thewind. As of last week, he's out of the country. Last known destination,
Athens”

Quaid took thisin. "So Kate was telling the truth about what happened to those cops. About the
waning."

"Yes," Gwen said dowly, "but cometo think of it, maybe the warning wasn't directed at the police.
Maybe the message was for Kate. That would explain why no one at the station heard about it. Both
men were cremated, so there wouldn't be any buzz coming back from funera directors. If Kate hadn't
sad anything to you, it would have stayed with her."

"What about TeresaMoniz?"

"Psychic. She'sthered dedl, S0 you can stop rolling your eyes. I'm betting she got afedling that
something had happened. If she came down to the morgue and demanded to see her husband's bodly,
there's not much Kate could do."

Quaid huffed out along sigh and folded hisarms. "For argument's sake, let's say you'reright. That means
Kate would betied in with this Edmonson guy, right?' He shook hishead in disbdlief. "A drug dedler, a
guy who owns deazy clubs, and Kate? How the hell did that connection happen?'

"Edmonson was redlly good at roping peoplein. Y ou said you've been talking to Kate. Did she by any
chance know that we were coming out here tonight?"

"Not unlessyou told her," he said.

Gwen shook her head. "'l haven't talked to her snce Monday night. She knew | had a class on Tuesday,
and | left amessage on her machinetelling her | couldn't run tonight.”

A dlencefdl between them. "Can you look into possible ties between K ate and Edmonson?”
"Fird thing tomorrow," she assured him.

"Good. I'd love to be proven wrong on this."

"But you don't think you are."

Quaid shrugged. "Gut feding."

"Y eah, but your gut's been wrong before," Gwen said lightly, hoping to tease some of the veiled sorrow
from hiseyes. ™Y ou thought | was one of the bad guys."

Heturned to her, and hisbleak expression didn't brighten in the dightest. "This Edmonson isin Athens,
you say?"'

"That'swhat his passport says. But by thistime, | doubt you'd find him there.”



The cop nodded dowly, never taking his eyes from her face. "Y eah, | doubt that, too."

A knot started to form in Gwen'sthroat. Had Damian passed along what she'd told him about
Edmonson? Surely not—he couldn't let dip that Edmonson was dead without reveding what he knew of
Gwen's odd heritage.

"You gill don't trust me."

His smilewastight and humorless. "Let'sjust say I've noticed people you don't like tend to disappear. As
far as| cantdl, the Jamisons dropped off the face of the earth. Now you're telling me that Tiger Leone's
bossis nowhere to be found. I've got to admit, I'm alittle concerned.”

Gwen let abest or two pass before asking, "Isthisyour way of asking meif | like you?"
For severa moments he smply stared. "Do you find thisamusing?*

"No, but I do find it amusing that you're so worried about who's on my shit lit," she snagpped. "If you'd
been paying attention, you might have noticed that my friends have more to worry about than my
enemies. Tom Yoland died in theraid on Winston's. Frank Crossis dead. Someone tried to ambush
Damiantonight. When | start liking you," she concdluded grimly, "that's when you should worry."

CHAPTER EIGHT

A tentative sunrise was experimenting with pastel pinks as Gwen jogged down Sylviaslong gravel drive.
Shelet hersdf out through the pedestrian door beside the main gate and started down the road.

The door on aparked car swung open abruptly, swinging right into her path with atiming that was too
perfect to be accidenta . Shelegped out of range and took a step forward. Pulling her gun from her thigh
holster, she dropped to one knee, using the open door as ashield.

When no further attack was forthcoming, she dowly rose, holding her gunin front of her with both hands.

To her surprise, the driver was afat man with abad comb-over and awho-shot-the-sofa plaid sport
coat. DennisWalsh, captain of the vice squad and her former boss, dowly lifted his hands from the
steering whed and held them up, empty.

Gwen glanced at the passenger seat for aready weapon, then into the backseat. Both empty.

She holstered her gun and sent apointed glance at Sylvias stately brick home. "'l hast got to get a better
address. Any lowlife can wander into this neighborhood.”

Walsh hauled himsdlf out of the car and leaned his arms on the top edge of the open door. "It seemslike
you'd want peopleto find you, seeing that you'rein businessfor yourself now."

"Busness," he repeated emphaticaly, "in aresdentid area. We have zoning codesin this city, Gellman.
Y ou can't run ashop out of thisplace.”

"Maybe naot, but | can have ahome office," Gwen countered. "I don't have aprincipal place of business.
I'm like a consultant; | meet most of my clients off-site and do nearly dl my work inthefield.”

"Y eah, but what address do you advertise?"



"Youwont find meinthe Yelow Pages. | work grictly on referras.”

"Smart," he gpproved. "1 can see how you'd want to keep alow profile. This state has some pretty hefty
finesfor people like you, doing busnesswithout aPl license”

Gwen'slaugh held more derision than humor. "People like me? Jesus, you're redlly fishing. I'm completely
legd, Wash. My bond ispaid, and my licenseisn't up for renewa for another three months.”

"And that'sinteresting, you having aPl license," he went on doggedly. "I thought one of the requirements
was good mord character. Good mora conduct,” he emphasized. "Maybe the |A couldn't proveit, but
everyonein the department knows you were pretty friendly with adrug-dealing pimp. They sure ashell
know the two cops who were looking into your little game ended up dead.”

Gwen had taken two quick steps toward him before she redized she was in motion. She caught herself
and clenched her fists at her Sde until her nailshit into her pams.

"Y ou do not want to go down that road,” she warned, "because you won't like whereit's going to lead.”

A mottled flush crept up Wash'sface. "Listen, Gellman, when you're not on the job, you can't seethe
whole picture. Look what happened when you butted in with the Cody girl."

"I didn't exactly crash the party. Meredith Cody's mother hired me to find her missing daughter, and with
good reason. The girl had been gone for four days."

"And the kid would have been back at the end of those four days, if you hadn't started nosing around.”
The chief held up ahand to cut her off. "Ryan Cody filled mein on the details. After he brought mein, |
ingged onit."

"Did he dso mention that he was working for adeaze peddier, and that his daughter was snatched to
keep himinline? But you'd know al about that, wouldn't you? By that point you and Wallace Earl
Edmonson were well acquainted, and | got the very distinct impression that you weren't very happy
about that relationship.”

Hiseyes narrowed. "Whereisthisgoing? All | know is Edmonson was Cody's lawyer."

"Edmonson owned Ryan Cody. | guess Cody figured it wouldn't be too good for his career if it got
around that he gets off on kiddy porn. I'll bet alot of people would love to hear what Edmonson's
holding oversow.”

Walsh sent her areptilian smile. "Don't take up poker, Gellman, because you can't bluff worth shit. If you
had something, you would have put it on the table by now."

"I'm working my way around to it. Tiger Leone was adso reporting to Edmonson.”

"Y eah? That wasn't in the reports you filed after the bust.”

"I didn't know about it at thetime. Since then I've learned dl kinds of interesting things.”
"Like?'

Gwen suppressed agrim smile. Walsh usualy wasn't so trangparent. He stopped by to lean on her abit,
hoping afew threats might persuade her to back off. Barring that, he wanted info. Fine. She couldn't wait
to see hisreaction.

"Tiger Leone got aphone cdl the night Y oland and Moniz cameto the club. An old friend, he



sal0—someone who'd been busted by Y oland and Moniz. Someone who conveniently called when the
cops were standing right there. That was Eddie Davis, wasn't it?"

Wash shifted one plaid-covered shoulder. "Might have been. Him and Leone came up together.”

"Davisgot out just that day. Y ou want to know why | know that? Because I'm looking into every case
handled by Edmonson's pet lawyers. Ryan Cody, of Simmons, Fletcher, and Rye, handled Davis, and
Edmonson handled him. | figure you assigned meto Tiger before Edmonson sucked you in. Y ou couldn't
pull me off the case or keep Y oland and Moniz from following their [eads without raising questions, but
you could set usup. Y ou expected al three of usto diethat night.”

"Thet'sbullshit."
"Maybe, but the truth frequently is.”

He shrugged, proving hewas till cop enough to concede her logic in this matter. "Even if that wastrue,
you couldn't prove it and you'd sound crazy just sayingit.”

"It'samazing what people will believe. Like the A buying your story about the Tiger Leone paperwork
disappearing, aong with the formsfor the leave of absence | supposedly requested.”

Walsh shrugged again. "One of those regrettable errors known to occur in busy offices.”

Gwen leaned in close. "Y ou're anidiot, Wash, and what's worse, you're afucking dinosaur. Y ou know
those little beige boxes sitting on all the detectives desks? They're called 'computers.” Tenaciouslittle
bagtards. Once they've got hold of some information, they hang onto it."

He had the senseto look wary. "What are you saying?'

"I sent you a preliminary report when you first assigned meto shadow Tiger Leone. It might have been
deleted, but when my old computer was scrapped, the files were stripped off the hard drive.”

For along moment Wash stood very still. Then hiseyes cleared, and asmile crept over hisface. "Even if
that'strue, it doesn't mean adamn thing. That was just you covering your ass—"

He broke off and raked a scathing gaze over her outfit: good running shoes, a custom-made thigh holster
with straps at the top and bottom to keep her gun from bouncing, and ablack sports bra that matched
her shorts.

"Covering your ass," he repeated, his gaze fixed pointedly on that portion of her anatomy, "and, as usud,
not doing avery good job of it. Y ou didn't send me thisaleged report by e-mail, did you? If someone
got into the guts of my computer, would they find a copy of that report?”

Gwen's somach suddenly took anose divein the general direction of her Reeboks.

"Theredidn't seem to beapoint,” she said dully. "Y ou never read e-mail. | printed acopy and put it
under your door."

"Then theré's no record you actually sent that report.” Walsh winked at her. "Sometimesit paysto bea
fucking dinosaur.”

He swung his consderable bulk into the car and gunned the engine. As she watched him spin
triumphantly off, Gwen thought about 1an's claim that she had some sort of ability to causerain. Too bad
that talent didn't extend to meteor showers. If ever adinosaur deserved to have his ass bombed into



fossl fud, it wasWalsh.

Two hours later, Gwen flicked on her computer and waited impatiently for the files shed stolen from
Ryan Cody's computer to upload. They formed the basisfor agrowing database into the activities of
Simmons, Hetcher, and Rye, the law firm that Edmonson owned—

No, that she owned. She was, after dl, Edmonson's heir.
This had possibilities. She quickly dialed Cody's private line. He picked up on the second ring.

"It's Gwen Gdlman,” shetold him. "I'm looking for some information on Kate Myers. There might bea
connection between her and Edmonson. She's not the drugs and dancing type, so | thought I'd start with
hislaw firm."

The only sound for severa moments was afaint static. 'Y ou were a police officer. | shouldn't have to
remind you about client privilege."

"But you could confirm whether or not shewas ever aclient?’

"l suppose,”" he said cautioudly.

"How long would that take?"

"Abouit fifteen seconds. The law firm has a searchable database. Spell that last name?”

Gwen gave him the spelling and listened to the faint, rapid clatter of computer keys.

"Kate Myerswouldn't by any chance be related to Sergeant Brendan Myers, Providence city police?"
"Probably. She mentioned her father was acop, killed in the line of duty.”

"About twenty-five years ago, yes. His daughter Katherine received afull scholarship through college and
medica schoal."

"Fromthelaw firm?"
"That's right. Over the years, Smmons, FHetcher, and Rye has assisted severa promising students.”
"Interesting. Survivor benefitsto off-the-books employees? Or maybe an investment in the future?"

Cody sighed heavily. "I wouldn't be a al surprised. But snce Myerss name only appearsin the
scholarship fund, | couldn't tell you what business Edmonson might have had with the sergeant or his

daughter.”
"Y ou're being unusudly candid. Thinking of moving on?"
"If I could, I'd quit tomorrow," he said bluntly. "Y ou know | can't.”

Gwen knew. Cody had been recruited by Simmons, Fletcher, and Rye because his persona flaws gave
Edmonson ameans of control. When that failed, Edmonson had Cody's fourteen-year-old daughter
snatched to remind the attorney who held his leash.

"How isMeredith?'

"She'staking some time off from school. We felt she needed a change of scenery. Dianne took the
childrentovigt friends”



In other words, hisfamily was gone. "Y our choice or hers?'
"Doesit matter?'

Asamatter of fact, it did. If Dianne Cody wanted to dump her husband because he was a deaze, Gwen
had no arguments. If the family wastrying to put things back together, that was another story. Her gut
told her Cody genuinely wanted change. Hed outgrown his hobby when he started redlizing that the hot
young things held been watching onstage were kids, not much older than his own daughter. To his credit,
that had proved to be amagjor buzz kill. But when hetried to leave the corrupt law firm, his daughter paid
the price for hisrebdlion. Aslong as Cody thought Edmonson had a hold over him, he wouldn't do
anything that might put hisfamily at risk again. Knowing that Edmonson was dead could make dl the
differencein the world to the Cody family.

On the other hand, Gwen had no reason to trust Ryan Cody. For now, abit of cautious optimism was
the best she could offer.

"I'm working on something that might have an impact on your career plans. If it pansout, I'll let you
know."

Severd beats of slence passed as he processed the possibilities. "If you require representation, 1'd be
happy to recommend another attorney,” he said softly.

Another criminal attorney, Gwen noted, reading between the lines to the phishing expedition. Cody
suspected that she was taking aless-than-lega approach to the problem of Edmonson, and hisfaintly
eager tone suggested that he more than approved.

Gwen made some noncommittal noises and ended the cdll, glad sheld gone with her ingtincts about
passing along information on Edmonson. Maybe Cody had changed his mind about kiddy porn, but he
was dill adeaze.

Shortly after noon, Gwen walked up the sairs of a state-run nursing home, wearing aball cap embossed
with the name of amade-up florist and carrying achegp floral arrangement sheld purchased at the nearest

grocery store.

She stopped at the front desk, a battered wooden relic hegped with medical charts. A thin, tired-looking
woman in an old-fashioned white uniform was working her way through the stack. Gwen got the nurse's
attention and asked for Irma Williams.

The woman'sferret-eyed gaze took in the flowers. "Hmmph. About damn time, isall | got to say."

Gwen blinked in feigned surprise. "Ddlivery was guaranteed by end of the day. I'm actudly alittle earlier
than | expected.”

"Oh, I wasn't talking about you, honey. It'sthat son of Irmas. Son of a bitch ismorelikeit, no reflection
on poor Irma. Haven't seen him around here in maybe two, three years."

"Sorry to hear that."

"Benicetoyour kids, | awayssay," the nurse went on. "Not that you're old enough to have kidsjust yet,
and don't you be in any hurry. Just remember, someday those kids will decide where you end your days.
Not that there's anything wrong with this place," she added hadtily.

Gwen managed asmile. "I'll kegp that in mind."



"No, youwont," the nurseretorted. Y ou kids dl think you're immortd."

"Not me," Gwen said fervently. "What could be more depressing than knowing you weregoing to live
forever?'

The nurse snorted in agreement and gestured toward her littered desk. ™Y ou might aswell take those
flowersright down to Irma. God knows there's no place to put them here.”

Gwen got the room number and genera directions, and set off down a series of halsfloored in cracked,
ydlowed linoleum. Thewallswere long overdue for painting, and many of the rooms she passed were
gtill the shade of ingtitutional green that was considered soothing fifteen or twenty years back. The
unsavory scent of lunch—Iiver and onions with aside of broccoli would be Gwen's guess—competed
with astrong undercurrent of unwashed bodies and unchanged Depends.

Gwen couldn't help wondering what happened to her kind of people when they got old—or for that
matter, if they got old. She couldn't see the Elder Races warehousing their oldest members. In her more
facetious moments, Sister Tamar claimed the Canadian government could afford auniform hedth-care
system because they set their elderly adrift on ice floes. From what Gwen had seen of the Elder Races so
far, she suspected they'd employ some similar method.

She found room 321 and tapped on the open door. A tiny woman with skin like thin, crumpled brown
parchment was seated by the window. She regarded Gwen with bird-bright eyes.

"Yes, dear?’
"Areyou Mrs. Williams?'

The woman looked puzzled for amoment. Her expression cleared and her eyeslit up. "Yes, that's me!
Lord, | haven't heard that name in years. The people around here are'Irmathis, Irmathat.’ Taking to me
like | wasachild. I'm not, you know. I'm amarried woman."

Gwen responded with a noncommittal hmm. "Where would you like meto put your flowers?"

Irma Williams flashed aradiant, toothless smile and held out her armsfor the flowers. "Those would be
from my Henry. He never forgets an anniversary. Weve been married for some time, you know."

Thanks to the report Gwen had recelved that morning from her information broker, she knew that Henry
had been Roy Williamssfather. Roy had told Shawna O'Riley haf thetruth: hisfather waslong dead. His
mother was dive, but when her mind fatered under the weight of her years, shed forgotten him and held
apparently decided to return the favor.

She placed the flowers on the peding windowsl1, right next to Mrs. Williams.

"Enjoy them," she said as she backed out of the room. She swiftly retraced her steps down the
depressing halls, knowing that shed completed the job Damian had asked her to do: she'd found a
reason for the vague unease the cop had felt around Roy Williams.

Gwen had afairly good ideahow Shawna O'Riley would react to this news. Knowing he'd warehoused
his mother would be a deal-breaker.

She could picture Shawnas stunned indignation, but she couldn't understand it. Y es, Roy Williams had
dumped his mother in astate-run home, to an unknown fate at the hands of strangers. That was no
different from what had been doneto her, and Gwen couldn't manage to summon the same level of
indignation. What she had was questions. Lots of them.



Shed only recently learned that James and Ruby Avalon, not David and Regina Gellman, were her red
parents.

When her parentsdied in acar crash, another baby girl had been strapped in Gwen's car seat—or
whatever people used thirty-four years ago when they traveled with small children. They'd taken that little
girl from her crib and left Gwen in her place. Apparently thiswas standard practice among her kind.
What had prompted her parents to do this, and what did it say about them?

It wasn't apretty picture from any angle. At the very least, James and Ruby Avaon had put another child
at risk to save their own daughter's life. According to Edmonson, they had brutally daughtered the girls
parents and | eft their own daughter, achangeling child, to be raised by the state.

And why were her parents running? What did they have that Wallace Edmonson wanted? Wasit just the
blue crysta held shown Gwen, or something more?

Over the years, Gwen had never given much thought to her family. During her childhood, practica
meatters—such as surviva—had taken most of her focus, and sheld never seen much sensein dwelling on
the past. But dl of asudden family was very, very important. There was no getting around it: to
understand what she was, she had to know more about where she'd come from.

Even if—no, especially if—those answers were hard to face.

CHAPTER NINE

The scent of cinnamon greeted Gwen when she walked into The Green Man later that afternoon. Alice
Powers hastened over, a steaming mug in hand.

"Any word of Erin?' she demanded before Gwen could spesk.
"Nothing yet. Infact, | have afew more questionsfor you, if you don't mind."

"Of course not. Would you like some teawhile we talk? It's the same kind you had the other day, only
with abit of cider and cinnamon added.”

It sounded like one of the concoctions Trudy routingy made. She was aways drinking some sort of
green-smelling brew laced with juice and spices and god-only-knows what ese. And she wasn't donein
this. Y ou could actualy buy the stuff in bottles at otherwise respectable coffeehouses.

"No, thanks. I'm a degenerate coffee fiend, mysdlf.”

Alice clicked her tongue reprovingly. "A good herbd teais much hedthier, not to mention far more
soothing.”

Who wanted soothing? Gwen was used to being tense and saw no reason to change.

On the other hand, Trudy would probably love this stuff, and considering their |ast exchange, perhapsa
keep-the-peace offering was in order. Gwen picked up abox that had alabel smilar to the shop'ssign.
"Isthisit?’

"Yes. Those areloose tealeaves. It dso comesin acondensed syrup that's very convenient for making
fruit-blend teas, warm or iced.”



"I'll take one of each."

Alice's gppraising gaze did down Gwen, taking in her ancient leather jacket, the dozen or so cheap silver
rings on her hands, and the boots from Payless, buy one pair get the second pair half-off.

"This particular teaisn't inexpensve.”

What the hell, thought Gwen—it was on Kylesdime. "Inthat case," she said dryly, "I'll take two of

The woman gave her an uncertain smile, but she rang up the sde and led Gwen into the tearoom. Alice
sat down and pushed up the deeves of her sweater in a getting-down-to-business gesture not usually
associated with lavender cashmere.

"Now, what can | tell you?' she asked briskly.

"Anything you can think of. Any names Erin might have mentioned—ifriends, babystters, her kid'sfriends,
whatever. Any people who came here to see her recently.”

Alice shrugged. "We're seldom in the shop on the same day. When we are together, Erin is pleasant, but
very private. Sheredly doesn't share much. Funny,” she mused, "but I've never really noticed that
before.”

Apparently sharing wasn't something Erin did. Kyle gave her a generous household alowance, but he had
no ideawhat she spent the money on. At Gwen's request, held sent adisc containing arecord of their
household bills, which he had scanned into a compuiter file and meticuloudy organized. Odd, that
someone who was that particular about his financeswould let huge chunks of cash go unaccounted for.
Erin used one of Kyl€'s debit cards for mundane purchases—gas, groceries, clothing, and so on—»but
gpparently she paid cash for anything that might leave a clueto her habits.

"Has she ever mentioned afavorite restaurant or shop? Or maybe where she gets her hair done?’

The older woman brightened up. "Y es! She had some very nice reddish highlights added about a month
ago, and | asked her where she had them done. She mentioned aday spain Newport: Esprit. It'sdown
on Bdleview Avenue, not far from the TennisHall of Fame."

In Gwen's opinion, that was along way to drive to get ahaircut. Usualy when people went that far out of
their way, they were going to afamiliar sdlon or alongtime hairdresser.

That was good news. There seemed to be something about the fumesin those girly placesthat made
women want to tell complete strangers about their lives. Maybe Erin had let something dip.

She thanked Alice and hit the road, heading back north to catch the bridge leading to the bay's biggest
idand. Thedriveto Newport was decidedly unscenic, winding asit did through streets lined with strip
malls. Golden arches and smilar signs hinted enticingly of off-limit French fries, breaking Gwen's heart
every few blocks. It took her over ahdf hour to wind through this culinary purgatory to theidand's
southernmost town.

Apart from acouple of visitsto the summer jazz festival, Gwen had never had much reason to visit
Newport, but she figured Belleview Avenue couldn't be too hard to find. All the Gilded Eramansions
were aong this street—the "summer cottages' built by the Vanderbilts and their buddies back in the days
before income tax and minimum-wage laws cut into arobber baron's profits.

After doing afew circles on narrow, one-way streets lined with historic clapboard houses and the



occasiona folksy tavern, Gwen found Belleview. She parked at the smal, upscae strip mal and walked
the rest of the way to the day spa, armed with Erin's photo.

Jason had scanned the photo Kyle had given Gwen into his computer and fooled around with it until he
managed to crop little Patrick out of the picture and superimpose Erin's picture on awoody background.
He'd made agood job of it. That was no mgor surprise to Gwen. Some peoplejust had the
knack—god knows Frank had taken to the computer likeit was anew kind of donuit.

Gwen showed the altered picture to the receptionist, a young woman with honey-blond hair gathered
back into an artfully careless knot. The blonde pursed her lips and studied the photo.

"Shelooksfamiliar. Lisa? Takealook at this."

A thirtysomething woman with deek black hair cut in an asymmetric wedge came over and glanced & the
photo.

"Sure, that's Helene. Helene Tremaine. I've been doing her hair for years.” Her eyes narrowed in sudden
suspicion. "Why?'
Gwen gave aquick, fictitious explanation: she couldn't remember the name of the day spa Helene had

recommended, only that it was on Belleview Avenue. Sheld tried to call Helene to check, but she wasn't
answering her phone.

Lisacast acritica eye over Gwen's short hair, which had been styled only moments before by abrisk
wind and afew impatient passes of Gwen's hands. "Unfortunately, | don't have any openingstoday.”

"No problem—I'll call in later and make an gppointment. What | was wondering is, can you tell me what
sort of styling products Helene uses?!

"I could, but your hair is... alot different from hers.

Gwen grinned. "That's more tactful than | would have been! | like the way herslooks—nicelong layers,
lots of shine—and I'm thinking of |etting mine grow out. | know I've got awaysto go, but what can | do
to help bridge the gap?'

The stylist explained in considerable detail the virtues of various bottles of overpriced hair goop. But
where Erin/Helene was concerned, she sang pretty much the same song that Alice Powers had: the
woman was pleasant, but didn't talk about hersalf very much.

"She'savery pretty woman," Lisaconcluded, "but you shouldn't try to copy her look. For one thing,
she'squite abit older than you. Infact, her hairstyleisalittle young for someone her age.”

A jolt of surprise hit Gwen. She saw Lisaregister the reaction, so she decided to hideit in plain sght.
"Wow. | thought she was closeto my agel”

The stylist smiled. "Now you'rejust being nice. | remember what it waslike when | was ateenager.
Anyone over thirty was ancient. Heleneis a pretty woman and | can help her look her best, but shelll
never look seventeen again. That's anice photo, but it's years out-of-date."

That was interesting. The picture Kyle had given Gwen couldn't have been taken more than afew months
ago. Init, Patrick had looked around four or five, and Erin looked like shewas till in high schooal .

"How long have you been doing Helenés hair?”



Lisapursed her lips and gazed toward the celling as she counted the years. " Twelve, maybe thirteen
years? Maybe alittle longer."

"Wadl, shelooks gredt. I'll bet you have alot of customer loyaty."
The stylist beamed. "Thanks. Helene's a pretty woman, but it'simportant to have your own identity."

Gwen didn't have to feign the rueful edge to her answering smile. Apparently "Helene' didn't share that
opinion.

Well, thiswas just grest. Kyle's runaway wife had multiple identities, one of which was established well
before she'd met Kyle. Gwen had found missing persons who'd had more than one identity, but
something told her that finding Erin Westland or Helene Tremaine or whoever the hell shewaswould be
about as easy as herding cats.

Gwen stopped to restock her fridge on the way home: milk for coffee, rolls and mest for sandwiches,
and lots of fruit. She was barely in the door of her office when the front-gate buzzer rang. Grumbling, she
dumped the bags on her desk and stabbed the intercom button with her car key.

"Whoisit?'
"Whoa! Snarl much?"

The light, humor-edged baritone was familiar, even through the crackle of the intercom. Plus, she only
knew one guy whose syntax was influenced by Buffy the Vampire Sayer .

II‘Hf?I
"Sheremembers me! Did you forget about our date, or are you just fashionably late?"

She glanced at the calendar and suppressed a groan. The appointment was clearly marked: "Jeff & Jazz,
7:00."

Jeff Monroe was Marcy's legd assistant, a pleasant-looking young man who shared Gwen'stastein
music. Three or four times ayear, they went up to Woonsocket, amill town in northern Rhode Idand
and the home of Iimmy Chen's, the only Chinese restaurant in the Sate thet featured live jazz. Tonight
was supposed to be one of those nights. A few egg ralls, alittle music, and afriendly tumble to round out
the evening. She'd been looking forward to it.

"| forgot,” she confessed. "It'sjust that this case I've been working—"

"Say no more. When you didn't show, | picked up some takeout. We can put on aCD whilewe egt. It's
not the origina plan, but it's close enough.”

A smile played at the corners of Gwen's lips as she buzzed him in. Jeff was a good-natured guy, and easy
to be around. His face was pleasant rather than handsome, he wore glasses to work, and he wasthin
enough and clean-cut enough to look sort of nebbishy in awhite shirt and tie. Thanksto an addiction to
racquetball, he looked alot better when the business clothes came off. Nothing too exciting, but he was
the kind of guy that went well with jazz and lo mein. He was definitely vanilla, but vanillasex wasagood
flavor for aweeknight.

She reclamed her bags and sprinted up the stairs. It took al of five minutesto put the groceries away,
and she was finished by the time she heard his footsteps on the sairs.



Jeff had switched from office atire to his equaly conservative casud 1ook: khaki Dockers and apolo
shirt. Tonight's polo shirt was pae yellow, and over it he wore a cotton swester in forest green.

He greeted her with aquick kiss, then handed her ablack leather CD case. While Gwen flipped through
the CDsfor something interesting, he made himsalf a home in her miniature kitchen. He quickly dished
up two plates and brought them to the coffee table.

"The chicken Hunan isway too spicy," hewarned. "Do you have anything cold to drink?

Gwen glanced up from the stereo, CD in hand. " There's some herb-teamix in that little bottle and some
cranberry juicein thefridge. Y ou can mix it if you want—there's a pitcher in the cabinet over the sink.
Glasses, too."

Jeff tirred up the concoction and took an experimental sip. He made a""not bad" face and drained the
glass. Herefilled his and poured another for Gwen, and brought them over to the sofa

A saxophone began amournful exploration of lost love as Gwen settled down beside Jeff. Shetook a
mouthful of the chicken—Jeff hadn't been exaggerating about the spices—and promptly reached for her
fruit tea. Like Jeff, she drained the glass. It took that much just to put out the fire. Herefilled her glass
from the pitcher, and topped off hisown.

As shetook another sip, the flavor began to edge its way past her seared taste buds. It wasn't anything
like the bottled blends Marcy and Trudy were dways getting at Starbucks. Gwen couldn't figure out why
anyone would enter that cathedra of caffeine without taking Mass, but the fruit teathere wasn't haf bad.
This stuff was so sweet and strong it was dmost medicind.

"Yikes! Didn't you add water?"

Hetook acongdering sip. "l didn't know | was supposed to. Maybe it'salittle strong, but | like the
tegte."

She set her glass aside and tucked into her pork fried rice and the lo mein, then went back to the kitchen
for seconds on both. The Hunan chicken wasn't so bad once she stirred in extrawhiterice. Jeff,
however, continued to eat the spicy stuff straight up, washing it down with the fruit tea.

"Good thing it's herbal," she observed as he poured hisfourth glass. "If that wasregular black tea, the
caffeinewould keep you up dl night.”

Jeff responded with asidelong glance and a decidedly masculine chuckle. I don't think 1'm going to need
ceffenefor that.”

It took Gwen amoment to catch the double entendre—she just didn't expect them from Jeff. But neither
did she expect that predatory gleam in hiseyes.

Or hisimpatience.

He took the plate from her hands and tossed it like a Frisbee in the generd direction of the coffeetable.
Before she could comment, he pulled her into hislap so that she wasfacing him, her knees straddling his

lap.

Their first kiss was Hunan-spiced, and from there things heated up fast. He devoured her, exploring with
ravenous hands as they kissed. When they came up for air, Jeff pulled off his sweater and polo shirtin
one quick, impatient motion, then reached for the top button on Gwen's shirt. Hisfingersfumbled in their
hurry. Grimacing in annoyance, he took hold of her shirt with both hands. Buttons flew ashe ripped it



open.

"Why the rush?" Gwen's protest was dightly breathless, and more amused than annoyed. "What's another
minute or two?'

"An eternity,” he murmured, his breath whispering against her neck as he worked hisway down.

Shereached around to unclasp her bra, lest it meet asimilar fate. Jeff tossed it aside, then cupped her
bottom with both hands to raise her to nuzzling position. He teased her with hislips and tongue while his
hands did around to tug at the leather thongs fastening her lace-up jeans.

Several minutes passed in this fashion. He wasn't making much headway with her pants, but Gwen didn't
mind. It dowed things down abit, and besides, her boobs were definitely enjoying the attention.

Findly he gave up. A groan of frustration escaped him as he dropped his head to rest on her shoulder.
"Ever think about wearing askirt?'

She grinned. "1've been known to. Hang on."

Scooting off the sofa, she tugged the laces|oose and shimmied out of her jeans. He was diving at her
when her cell phonerang.

Gwen stepped nimbly beyond reach of his grasping hands and walked naked toward her kitchen.
"Y ou're not going to answer that?' he asked, incredulous.

"I haveto. | have severd cases going. This could be important.”

Damian's number flashed on the readout. She clicked on the phone. "What's up?'

"l just came from the Extreme. Y ou know, the place where Jackie Tedl was dancing? Shewasa
no-show."

Guilt and concern hummed through his voice, but Gwen had no timefor that right now. "Areyou insane?
Y ou went to the club to see her after what happened last night?*

"Wanted to make sure she was okay, isdl. When a cop turns up on the other end of adrug dedl, people
get unhappy, you know?"

"Only toowdl."

Jeff came up behind her and nuzzled at her neck. Held shed the rest of his clothes, and it was obvious
that the interruption hadn't seriousy dampened his mood—Gwen felt the hard evidence of that pressed
agang her.

Firgt Jason, now Jeff. What was going on with the menin her life?

Not that she was complaining. She reached over her shoulder with one hand and did her fingersinto his
crisp, short brown hair.

"The guy from the park—he runs the club now," she reminded Damian. "Y ou're lucky you were ableto
walk out of there."

"Let's hope Jackie was that lucky,” he said grimly.



Jeff dipped both arms around her waist. His hands skimmed up to cup her breasts and he began to tease
her with urgent, insstent fingers. Gwen's knees suddenly felt less stable, and she leaned back againgt his
chest.

"Il help you look intoit,” shetold Damian.
"Tonight? Can you come down to the club?’
"No, she cant," Jeff said coldly.

Gwen dtiffened in surprise. Sheturned in hisarms and stepped away. Her hormoneswere ill singing, but
for amoment incredulity was stronger than lugt.

"What the hell iswrong with you? Ligtening in to my phone cals? Telling my friendswhat | can and can't
do?'

"Shit, you got company. Sorry about that. I'll call you tomorrow,” Damian said hagtily, and the line went
aboruptly slent.

An expression of contrition crossed Jeff'sface. "1 don't know what came over me. It'sjust the sight of
you standing there naked, talking to another man, made mefed like a green-eyed monger.”

Gwen switched off the phone and placed it on the counter. "No strings, no commitments, No possessive
bullshit," she reminded him. "That'sthe dedl, and you've dways been okay with it."

"| fill am. A momentary aberration, that'sdl.”

He pulled her to him and lifted her in one quick movement, his hands on the back of her thighs. Gwen
wrapped her arms around his neck and held his smoldering gaze as he lowered her, pushing into her in
one dow, extravagant stroke.

Lust shimmered through her, chasing away her pique. Granted, jealousy could be aproblem. There was
no way in hell she'd put up with the crap Marcy took from Trudy, and she'd definitely haveto do
something about it.

But not right now.

She wrapped her legs around Jeff's hips as he carried her toward the bedroom, reveling in the sensations
that coursed through her with each dow, languorous step.

By thetimethey got to the bed, the banked fire in Jeff's eyes had flamed into something approaching
madness. They fell together onto the bed, rolling twice before they fell off the other Sdein atangle of
limbs and shests.

Gwen had timefor asmall, breathlesslaugh before Jeff claimed her lips. Their fingers met and entwined,
and he raised her hands over her head, pinioning her to the floor asthey took each other in aravenous

frenzy.

Much later, Gwen crawled back onto the bed and flopped onto her back. Her limbsfelt like pasta that
had been boiled way the hell past d dente, and her ears were actually ringing.

"Whereis Jeff," she demanded, "and what have you done with him?”

The only response was afaint groan from the tangle of bedclothes on the floor.



Gwen glanced a her watch and barely kept from echoing the sentiment. Dawn was less than an hour
away—not much sense going to deep now. She had an early appointment and along drive to get there.

She dragged hersdlf out of bed and ssumbled for the bathroom. lan Forest had told her that rain was
restorative for her, which sounded as crazy as everything e se she'd heard from him over the past severd

days.

Thistidbit of information, however, wasn't hard for her to accept. Not that she wasthe typeto dancein
puddles and swing hersdlf blithely around lampposts, but for aslong as she could remember, sheld
awaysliked rain, and she found that a shower was nearly asrefreshing as deep. It wasthefirst postive
aspect to thiswhole changdling business. As the steaming spray beat down on her, Gwen was amost
willing to believe that there might be others.

All her life sheld had questions, but sheld grown up in aworld where answers were in short supply.
Raised by the state, alongside other kids who'd been abandoned, discarded, or just generdly fucked
with, she eventualy stopped asking and put her energy into surviving.

Then sheld met a chain-smoking, foul-tempered nun, who was and remained the most inherently decent
person Gwen had ever known. Sister Tamar had an Old Testament viewpoint when it cameto evil, and
her approach to helping the victims of evil had given shape and purpose to Gwen's persona brand of
rage. Becoming acop alowed her to give back or get even—nher priorities varied according to
circumgtances. Finding lost kids had kept her from spinning offtrack after her career was pulled out from
under her. And now she had anew shtick: seek out other changelings, help them find their placein the
world. It waswork worth doing, and she was uniquely suited for it.

Optimism was anew flavor. Gwen liked it more than she expected to. It was a nice balance to the voice
in the back of her mind, the warning that no amount of good sex and faling water could silence:

Once shefound these changelings, what awaited them? Induction into the hidden society of the Elder
Folk, certainly, but what, ultimately, would be the price of admission?

CHAPTER TEN

Gwen found her way into downtown Plymouth without much problem. She drove dong the harbor and
pulled into the public parking lot around nine o'clock. She got out of the car and Stretched, catlike,
working away the stiffnessthat came of atwo-hour drive.

Oddly enough, she'd never been to Plymouth before, even though sheld spent her entirelifein southern
New England. It was anice placeif you liked this sort of thing—a pretty seaside town with lots of old
buildings and a couple of nifty historical landmarks.

Gwen watched as a school bus disgorged its cargo. A trio of frazzled-looking teachers tried without
much successto interest their kidsin the rock entombed in aminiature Grecian shrine. Asfar as Gwen
could tell, Plymouth Rock looked pretty much like any other big hunk of stone. And the reproduction of
the Mayflower docked nearby was tiny. No wonder so many of the pilgrims had died the first winter. It
wasamarvel any of them survived the sea crossing. Hell, if Gwen had been forced to live in such close
quarters, she would have been responsible for most of the shipboard desths.

Having gotten in touch with her nationd roots, Gwen |left her car and walked up a side street, following
the directions on the Y ahoo! map Jason had printed out for her.



Jason Cross was redlly getting to know hisway around cyberspace. He'd spent the previous afternoon
helping her search for Helene Tremaine. Between the two of them, they'd pieced together a partia
picture. Helene was born in 1944, which meant shewould bein her late sixties. Assuming Helene and
Erin were one and the same, that wasn't out of the relm of possibility, aslong as Erin aged asdowly as,
say, lan Forest.

Of course, that was arather large assumption. Helene's stylist had recognized Erin's picture, but shed
inssted that "Helene' looked considerably older than Gwen. The photo was recent, and it showed agirl
who could have been in Gwen's high-school graduating class. The numbers didn't add up, so Gwen
decided to come to Helene's hometown for a closer look.

The only member of the Tremaine family Jason could track down was an older brother, ill living in the
house he and Helene had grown up in. It had taken some talking to get the man to agree to ameeting.

Clyde Tremaine sat on the step of asmall porch, arickety affair fronting atall, narrow house painted barn
red. Hewastall and rangy, with acraggy, pitted face. Rheumy eyes regarded Gwen with a sour
expression.

"Y ou'rethe girl who's asking about Helene?'
"That'sright."”
"Don't seewhy. Shedied in acar crash way back in '61."

That date seized Gwen's attention. After 1962, lists of Socia Security numbersfor the deceased became
alot easier to come by. Interesting coincidence?

She showed him the picture Kyle had given her. "Isthis Helene?"
The old man patted his shirt pocket for glasses, dipped them on, and leaned in close.

"That's her," he said, hisvoiceflat. "Pretty much as| remember her, too. She was seventeen when she
died."

"What was your sgter like?"

Thelines on hisface degpened in disapprova. "Let's just say she died the way shelived. Sheld run off
that night to meet some boy my parents said she couldn't see. The boy, or what was |eft of him, waswith
her when the car crashed—my car, by the way. She took my car, and when they found her, she was
wearing my mother's necklace. That was Helene. She helped hersdlf to any little thing she wanted.”

" She wasn't adopted, by any chance?'

The man looked surprised, then thoughtful. "No, but cometo think of it, | once heard my folkstalk about
some sort of confusion at the hospital, a possible switch. Me, I'd dways thought it was wishful thinking
ontheir part.”

Gwen wasn't S0 sure about that. "I know thisis ahard question to answer, especidly so long after the
accident, but do you think there's even aremote possibility that the girl who died was not your sster?”

He thought about that for quite awhile. ™Y ou know," he confided, "down deep, | never redly felt that
Helene was my sger.”

Gwen returned to her car and switched on her phone to check messages. Thefirst one was from Quaid.



She hit Return and waited through severd rings.
"Did you find out anything about Kate?' he asked without preamble.

"Y eah. Apparently she went to college on full scholarship, courtesy of the law firm Edmonson controlled.
Anything happening on your end?"

"| called her a work. She hasn't been in since Monday."

Anicy shiver danced down Gwen's spine. Jackie Ted didn't show up for work after she set up the drug
meet for Damian, and now Kate? Someone was very serious about keeping people from looking too
closdy into Edmonson's business.

""Has someone gone over to her house to check on her?'

"| caled, but she's not answering the phone. She was off Tuesday and Wednesday, so she only missed
one day of work. Enough to annoy people, but not enough to worry them.”

"Maybe you could drive by and knock on the door?
"| stopped by last night. No answer."
"Was her car parked on the street?”

"Not that | could see, but | don't know what she's driving. She was shopping for a car when we split up.
Did shetdl you what she bought?"

"It never came up.” Gwen sighed in frustration. "Without a missing-person report, you can't check her
place out, at least not officidly. How are you with locks?"

"I'll pretend | didn't hear that."
"You do that. MaybeI'll swing by for alittle girl talk later today."
"Let meknow how it goes."

Asusud, he hung up without saying good-bye. Gwen listened to the rest of her messages and headed
toward the nearest restaurant to refuel.

After aquick breakfast and severa cups of coffee, Gwen headed for the town library and asked to see
the microfilm archives of theloca papers. If there was some sort of scandal about apossible
baby-switching, it might have been covered.

The hoursrolled by more dowly than the miniature pages. Gwen findly found the article around two
o'clock that afternoon.

There were afew follow-up articles, too. She was not entirely surprised to learn that the other baby's
parents had dropped off the face of the earth shortly after the birth, and the daughter had ended upina
foster home. Thelittle girl was one of the system's rare success stories—she'd been adopted.

After making afew phone callsand calling in afew favors, Gwen tracked down the adoptive parents.
John and Emily Meekins had spent most of their married lifein Dartmouth, Massachusetts. John
Meekins, aretired professor, ill lived in Dartmouth. It was more or less on the way back to Providence,
so Gwen decided to giveit ashot.



Dr. Meekinswas even lessinterested in Gwen's search than Clyde Tremaine had been. She had to play
the missing-child card to convince him to give her five minutes.

They met on the college campus, by the history department where, Gwen assumed, he used to teach.
Certainly John Meekins |ooked like aretired history professor, right down to the tweed jacket with
elbow patches. He was ancient, his body worn down to a shadow and his voice to awhispery quaver,
but once he started talking it became plain that his mind was till very sharp.

"Vivian changed rather suddenly when she was seventeen,” he told Gwen. "Before then she was a sweet
girl, agood student. Seemingly overnight she was crazy about boys, and she started drinking and staying
out dl hours of the night. She left home the day she turned eighteen and that was the last we saw of her."

"Do you know where she went?"

"She moved to Providence. My wifetried to keep in touch, but Vivian couldn't be bothered—not even
when her mother was dying. | haven't heard from her since.” He glanced up at Gwen, a mixture of anger
and resgnation in hisfaded eyes. "l suppose you have news."

For amoment, Gwen debated how much to tell him. She settled on the truth—or at least, what she
suspected wastrue. "I'm sorry, Dr. Meekins, but your daughter is dead.”

He nodded, accepting validation of an opinion hed held for along time. "I suppose you have your
reasons for asking about her, and | trust you won't mind if | don't careto listen to them. Vivian has been
dead to mefor avery long time."

The professor cocked his head asif listening to the echo of hisown words. "1 know how that must sound
to you. Y ou musgt think me sadly lacking in family feding."

"Not redly,” Gwen sad dowly. "I'm gtarting to understand just how complicated family ties can be."

Kate Myerss car was parked right outside the narrow two-story building. Gwen knew the gleaming
black Passat was K ate's the minute she touched it—the mental image of Kate behind the whed was so
redl that she could dmost smell the woman's perfume.

She walked up the stairs to the screened-in porch and tried the doorbell. The deep, sonorous tolling was
clearly audible, but it didn't raise aresponse. Gwen tried the door. It was securely locked.

No problem. She took her key-and-pick combo from her pocket and dipped it into the lock on the
doorknab. Thelock popped in about five seconds. The door bowed out alittle when Gwen tugged on
the handle, but it held secure. There was no other lock on the outside, so she figured it had a dead bolt,
onethat could only belocked from theingde. A little paranoid, maybe, but effective.

Gwen circled around the house. A pile of garden mulch was heaped against the foundation. It smelled a
bit odd, so she crouched down for a closer |ook.

The shredded wood was sodden, even though the last rain had been four days ago. Some of the chips
appeared to be blackened. She picked up one and sniffed. Therewas afaint smell of lighter fluid.

Sherocked back on her heels and stood, her gaze sweeping the backyard. There was aflower bed with
afew May-flowering tulips and arow of spent daffodils. A clump of lilac bushes, the purple buds il
tight, grew by the back stairs. The yard was dominated by asingle largetree. It grew close to the back
fence, but its branches spanned haf the yard and shaded the neighboring property, aswell.



Gwen checked the back door. Someone had kicked it in, splintering the old wood around the various
locks. Gwen glanced at the ruined door. A lock in the doorknob, two dead bolts, one with achain. Kate
was definitely security conscious. Much good it had done her. If someone was determined enough, no
locks could provide much of adeterrent.

Gwen moved cautioudy into the kitchen, called Kate's name. There was no response, but she hadn't
gone more than afew steps when it hit her—the sickly sweet, coppery smell of desth.

Two doorsled out of the kitchen, oneinto asmall dining room, the other into a centra hal. Gwen headed
down the hal. Thefront door drew her eye, though for no reason she could ascertain. Shelaid her palm
againg the door and wasimmediately flooded by sensations of mute terror and agonizing pain, and
behind it, asmple, dien mind numbed with the astonishment of betrayal.

Gwen snatched her hand away and rubbed it on the leg of her jeans, asif doing so could erase the odd
vision. She peered at the door but could see nothing to explain her reaction, other than adight tackiness
that felt like the resdua gumminess aprice sticker left on ahard surface.

The smell was stronger now, and definitely coming from upstairs. She climbed the stairs and stood at the
bedroom door only long enough to identify the body.

The woman had been shot severa times. One bullet had goneinto the back of her head at close range,
blowing off most of her face. Her hair was so thickly matted with dried black blood that it wasimpossible
to tell what color it once had been. But it was Kate, al right—or at least, someone wearing the clothes
sheld worn for their Monday-night workouit.

Gwen headed outside and took severd long, cleansing breaths before pulling her cdll phone from her
pocket. Quaid would be pissed at her for not calling him firg, but the farther he stayed away from this
case, the better off held be.

She dided the gtation and asked for homicide. After passing dong the basic details, she sat down on the
front step to wait for the detective.

Her firgt ingtinct had been to make an anonymous cal, but that struck her astoo risky. Judging from
Kate's clothing and the state of her body, she'd been dead since Monday night. That meant Gwen was
one of thelast people who'd seen her alive. If she was going to get pulled into this, there could be no
guestion about where she stood.

Unfortunately, the responding officers were not inclined to think the best of her. Ben Cerulo and
Kimberly Jackson had been partnersfor years, reaching back into the time before Frank's retirement.
Thefour of them had gone out for abeer from timeto time, or to shoot agame of poal... but Tom

Y oland had been Kimberly's cousin, and she'd taken his death hard—and blamed Gwen for the mess
that had caused it.

Her plain, much-freckled face was hard as she regarded her former colleague. "L et's hear your report,”
shesad curtly.

Gwen went through the basic details, leaving out only her lock-picking activities and the Strange, painful
memories haunting the front door.

"The back door was open when you got here," Kimberly repeated.

"It was unlocked and dightly gar," she confirmed. "That, plusthat fact that Kate's car was here, seemed
sufficient reason to check things out.”



"Probable cause, yes, but that doesn't apply if you're not a cop.”

"Likel told you, Kate and | tarted running together last week. She hasn't been answering her phone, she
didn't show up for work. | came over to seeif shewas okay. That'swhat friends do."

"And you and Kate Myers were friends.”
"Heading in thet direction, yesh."
Kimberly sniffed. "Seemslike you've been losing alot of friendsrecently.”

The snide, hateful tone in her voice snapped Gwen's patience. She rose and took one step forward,
looking the taller woman hard in the eye. "True enough, but apparently not al of them were worth

keeping."

A hand settled on her shoulder. Gwen spun toward Kimberly's partner, aready snarl on her lips, and
was stunned by what she saw in hiseyes.

Compassion.

Ben Cerulo squeezed her shoulder and then released her. "Y ou've had atough time of it, Gellman. Go
home, pour yoursdlf adrink. We might have more questions later on, so stay in town, okay?'

Gwen nodded, not quite trusting herself to speak. Kimberly's hostility she could take and return in kind,
but Ben's kindness smply undid her.

Sadly, shewas cynica enough to wonder if hed known it would, and had chosen hisweagpons
accordingly.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Shortly before closing time, Gwen waked into a pediatrician's office in East Greenwich, the pretty, rurd,
and mogtly upscae community where Kyle Raddliff had lived with hisfamily.

She went to the counter window and handed the receptionist aform letter Kyle had signed, requesting a
copy of hisson'smedical records.

The woman glanced at it. "Where do you want these records sent?"

"Couldl, like, wait for it? My dad wants a copy." Gwen rolled her eyesin sillent commentary on
incomprehens ble adult demands.

The nurse smiled. "Usudly Friday isour busest day, but thingsare alittle dow. Let me seewhat | can
find for you."

Sheturned her chair to face the computer keyboard, and her fingers clicked busily for severd moments.
Her eyebrows drew together in apuzzled V.

"Areyou sureyou'rein theright place, honey? We don't have any patient by the name of Patrick
Raddiff."

Well, if Erin Westland went by more than one name, it was possble her kid had an alias or two. Gwen



showed her the picture of Erin and Patrick.

"Thisismy brother. Maybe theré's a problem with hisrecords?’ she suggested. "Y ou're sure you haven't
seen him here?'

A younger woman, a ponytailed nurse wearing alavender smock covered with Scooby-Doo cartoons,
noted the photo in the receptionist's hands and bent down for a closer 1ook.

"l don't recognize the little boy, but the girl looks familiar. I'll get Jen—shell know. She's been here
forever."

Jen, it turned out, was an older woman with deep, parenthetical frown lines framing her mouth. These
lines deepened when she glanced at the picture. She shoved it back across the counter at Gwen, her face

gony.

"Wait, now | remember her," announced Scooby. " She was an office temp, but | don't think she lasted
more than aday or two."

The reception’s eyes widened. " Oh, she's the one who—"

She broke off abruptly and exchanged glances with the nurse. Jen marched off, her jaw set and shoulders
rigid.

As Gwen reclaimed the photo, her mind was flooded by a sudden image of ashort, balding manina
white medica coat, Sanding very close to the young woman seated on the examining table. Thering on
his|eft hand was a match to the one Jen wore. His brown corduroy pantswere in apuddle around his
ankles, and apair of dim, feminine legs wrapped around him.

Oops. That was moreinfo on Erin Westland than Gwen wanted.

Gwen made a hasty retreet, leaving Nurse Scooby to deal with the metaphorica pile of shit sheld
inadvertently stepped in.

Friday afternoon was alousy timeto be on 1-95, but for once Gwen didn't mind the traffic. She had
plenty to think about, starting with the question of who had died in Clyde Tremaine€scar, al those years

ago.

Had it redlly been Helene Tremaine, or did people see the mangled female body in her brother's car and
makethelogica assumption?

And what about Vivian Meekins? Her persondity transformation had occurred right around the time of
Helene's death.

Weasit possible that Helene and Vivian had switched places when they were seventeen? Was the dead
teenager in the car wreck Vivian, and did Helene take her place? Surely the Meekinses would have
noticed if adifferent girl wasliving under their roof. Gwen could buy the theory of two teenaged girlswho
looked enough dike that abody, post car crash, could muddy the waters, but the girls would have to be
damn near identica for Hlene/Vivian to pull off aswitch.

Or would they?

Two people had identified Erin Westland's picture as Helene Tremaine: Helene's brother and the stylist at
Esprit. Clyde Tremaine said the picture looked like Helene had when she died, but the hairdresser



thought that Helene was considerably older than seventeen. But Kyle Radcliff said the photo was recent.
Comparing the perspectives of Kyle and Clyde, Erin/Helene looked exactly the same today as she had
fifty yearsago. According to Lisathe stylist, Helene was an older version of Erin.

There weretwo logical conclusions: either Erin and Helene were two different people, or they were two
names for one person who could alter her appearance.

Well, make that one logica conclusion, and one conclusion that, though illogical, might be competible
with Gwen's broadening definition of redlity.

If her theory was correct, the girl who died in the crash wasin fact the real Helene, the daughter born to
the Tremaines, switched in the hospital, and adopted by the Meekinses. The changedling child, a child of
unknown heritage, grew up as Clyde's sster, and was now Kyle Radcliff'swife.

Hisrunaway wife. It looked asif "Erin Westland" waswell on her way to yet another identity. At least
thistime, no one had died to help smooth her path.

Was this common practice with the Elder Races? Did they routingly change their identities by arranging
the death of a substitute? It appeared that they did, and in incredibly cold-blooded fashion. The amount
of planning it would take to pull off the double switch—firgt asinfants, then as teenagers—was

mind-boggling.

The next question was whether or not Erin participated in Vivian's death, and to what extent. These
questions were of more than academic interest to Gwen. It was always good to know whether you were
tracking a scared rabbit or a cornered wolf.

Erin was no innocent. The vigt to the pediatrician had proven that. Kyle's meticulous financia records
showed anumber of billsfor Patrick's routine checkups, but the pediatrician had no record of the child.
The only explanation was that Erin had finagled her way into the office as atemp and stayed long enough
to stedl astack of blank hills.

That was definitely thinking ahead. It covered Erin's assin case Kyle wondered about medical care for
hiskid, while neatly avoiding the possihility that adoctor might find some medica anomaly. And most
likely, it wasn't asif the kid needed medica treatment. If he was anything like Gwen, held never been sick
aday in hislife, and any type of medicine would work itsway out of his system fast enough to render
inoculaionsawaste of time.

When Gwen got back to her office, she pulled up Kylesfile and studied the eectronic copies. Asshe
clicked her way through them, her eye fell on the numbers on the upper right corner. The invoice numbers
didn't seem to bein any particular sequence, but the numberswere within afairly limited range.

Curious, she printed out the recei pts and arranged the bills according to number. The pattern that
emerged brought awry, amost admiring smileto her face.

When the recei pts from Patrick's five years of checkups were put in numerica order, they were dl
sequential. Erin had put them out of order to make detection lesslikely.

Her own medica bills were more sporadic than her son's. She seemed to have a congtitution smilar to
Gwen's. Her only medica expenses dated back to her pregnancy, and there weren't many of those,
either. Apparently she'd opted for amidwife and a home birth.

Gwen glanced at the clock. It waswell past seven. Sheld have to wait until Monday morning to start
checking out Erin's medica situation, which wasfinewith her. If Erin waswilling to boink abading



pediatrician just to get her hands on a stack of blank invoices, God only knew what she'd do for a copy
of her ultrasound.

Gwen trudged up the stairsto her gpartment. Her bedroom door stood open, and the covers from her
bed were still heaped on the floor after last night's marathon. She paused at the door and debated
whether to remake the bed or just flop facedown on the mattress.

"Don't let me stop you," announced an amused mae voice. "In fact, | may adlow mysef to be persuaded
tojoinyou."

Gwen jumped and whirled toward the sound. l1an Forest, damn his pointy little ears, was lounging on her
sofa

"Chrigt on giltsl Don't do that," she snapped. "What the fuck are you doing here? And cometo think of
it, why are your ears pointy al of asudden?’

He cameto hisfeet in agraceful, fluid movement. "Y our perceptions have changed, that's al. People
seldom notice ear shape unlessthe differences are extreme. A dight point toward the back of the ear is
easly concealed and likely to go unnoticed. Only the jug-eared tend to draw attention.”

"Like Ross Perot," she noted. "Or better yet, Prince Charles. That man could hang glide over haf of
Waeswithout equipment.”

lan's blue eyes widened in surprise, and he burst into genuine laughter.

It was, in Gwen's opinion, abig improvement from his superior, smirking humor. Againgt her better
judgment, shefdt pleased and even alittle charmed.

Shereminded hersdlf that thiswas his gift—the ability to manipulate emotions. She remembered the
too-young girlswho danced at the club he managed. She reminded hersdlf of the elaborate scheme held
created to maneuver Edmonson out of power, using her as an unwitting tool. And findly, the reason why
he was here. lan Forost was a manipulator, ablackmailer, and quite possibly amurderer.

"Kate Myersand Jackie Ted," she said coldly. "Do you know anything about them?"

The amusement faded from hiseyes. "Thefirst nameisfamiliar to me, but only because you two have
been together severd times of late. Why do you ask?'

"Kateisdead and Jackie's missing. She used to be one of Tiger Leone's girls. Lately she danced at the
Extreme."

"l see," lan mused. "That's one of Edmonson's establishments. | assume Kate Myers aso had some
connection with the earl?

"He paid her way through college. I'm guessing she covered for him every now and then by fudging
autopsy results.”

lan studied her. "Y ou think those photos were athreat to frame you for murder. Edmonson's, perhaps
even thisKate's"

"Wouldn't put it past you. Wheresthe gun?'

He reached into the insde pocket of his suit coat and drew out the small silver weapon. He placed it on
the coffee table, which was il littered with the remnants of last evening's takeouit.



"I know thisisdifficult for you, Gwen," he said softly. "Y our friend's honor isimportant to you, and that's
asit should be. But you must understand that your first loyalty isto your own kind. Looking too closely
into Frank Cross's death would draw too much attention to us. We caniill afford that kind of scrutiny.”

"Y ou have my oath,” she snapped. "Now let me hear you say that you had nothing to do with Kate's
death and Jacki€'s disappearance.”

"Eadly done. | brought no harm to either of these women. This| swear.”

Gwen felt some of the tension between her shoulders seep away. " Since you're here, you might as well
make yoursdlf useful and answer afew questions. You said | have two Qualities—"

"Three, actudly. The ability to remember things you haven't seen, an affinity for rain, and onethat isasyet
undiscovered.”

Okay, that wasn't too disconcerting.

"Three, then," Gwen said, adding this new revelation to her growing list of Thingsto Ded With. "What |
need to know is, can some of you guys—"

"Someof us," lan interjected patiently.
"Would you stop with theinterrupting?* she snapped. "Okay, can some of us change how we look?!

The supercilious little smile was back. "I assure you, Gwen, the apparent change in the shape of my ears
is nothing more than sdlective observation on your part.”

"Hate to be the one to bresk the news, buddy, but it's not al about you. | need to know if thisis
something one of us can do."

His smile broadened. " Ahhh, findly she says'us." We're making progress.”

"Ahhh. Blow me." Gwen took a deep, steadying breath. "I used to go out with aguy who wasinto
Arthurian stuff, and he nagged me until | read this book he was crazy about. Mists of Avalon. | wanted
to bitch-dap most of the characters—"

"Y our namesakein particular, no doubt.”

"Didn't we talk about thisinterrupting? But yeah, you're right. The book made Gwenevere out to bea
spineless smp. But the thing is, some of the magic in that book sort of ... made senseto me.”

"l can seewherethisisgoing. Y ou're spesking of the glamour cast by the priestesses of Avaon.”
"Wel, yegh."

Heleaned againg the wall and crossed hisarms. " The writer wasn't far off. The ability to cast aglamour
was one of the Old Gifts. There have been severd attemptsto reviveit, but too often that gift conflicts
with another Quality. And sometimes, it'sthe sole Quality the bearer possesses.”

"If you have to be a one-trick pony, that's one hell of atrick. There actually were people who could
change what they looked like?"

"Beauty isin the eye of the beholder,” lan said, "and perception isapowerful thing."

Gwen bit back the impulse to comment on his sudden penchant for cliches. " So, they didn't actudly



change how they looked, but how people perceived them.”

"That's correct."

"How?"

lan lifted one eyebrow. "Y ou're asking for a scientific explanation?!
"Giveit your best shot."

"All right, then. The mind functions on a sort of eectrochemica energy. When that chemidry isatered,
the mind can be persuaded to change how it interprets the data collected by the senses. Excessive
acohol, psychotropic drugs, even pheromones can influence perceptions.”

"Maybe pheromones can influence more than perception,” Gwen mused. "Not long ago afriend of mine
gave methis article about prayer and healing. There was this study done on people who believein that
sort of thing. Apparently they give off this pheromone when they pray. Other people pick up on it without
conscioudy noticing it. If someone sick isin range, so to speak, prayer might actually speed up the
healing process through a sort of chemical jump start.”

"Aninteresting point,” lan said. "Humans draw lines between magic, religion, and the natural powers of
the mind, but those boundaries keep shifting. According to this study you mentioned, it would follow that
people who have exceptionally strong and varied pheromones could dter the perceptions—and, as you
have observed, perhaps even the physicdl redlities—of the people around them."”

"And we have stronger and more varied pheromones.”

"Surely you've noticed that your arousd is highly contagious. Men respond to your sexudity because they
percaveit physcaly. Chemidry, in your case, isquiteliterd.”

"And herel thought it was my ladylike charm,” Gwen said dryly. "So it could be done. Changing
gppearances, that is—making people see you differently.”

"Theoreticdly, it's possible that this Qudity might till exist," he specified, "but it'sunlikdly. In fact, we no
longer breed for thet gift."

For along moment, Gwen smply stood and stared. "Y ou did say "breed,’ didn't you?'

He nodded. "That will no doubt offend your human-ingtilled sengihilities, but consider the situation: each
of us hasthree Qudities, dl of which ebb and flow in certain predictable patterns. It's vitd that these
qualities be compatible."

There was probably some sensein what he said, but Gwen wastoo tired to care.

"Okay, I've officidly goneinto information overload. Why don't you let yourself out the same way you
got in—whatever the hdllthatwas—and well tak about thisin, oh, another month or so."

lan held hisground. "Don' let it wait, Gwen. If you have any reason to believe this particular Qudlity is
surfacing in you, you must let me know at once. Me," he emphasized, "and no other.”

Histone was serious, dmost ominous. Gwen shrugged and headed for the shower. "I suppose my life
dependsonit,” she tossed back.

"For once," he said somberly, "you are most definitdly right.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

The disturbing conversation with lan echoed through Gwen's thoughts as she drove to Sister Tamar's safe
house. Saturday night wastheir pizza-and-poker night, weether permitting and if no mgjor crisis
contravened. Missing anight'sdeep smply didn't qualify asan excuse.

The safe house was asprawling old Victorian located afew blocks from Providence College. The
proximity to the school alowed the dozen or so young female residents to come and go without much
comment, and the old-fashioned iron fence around the property was easily dismissed as the remnant of
the original owner's pretensions.

Few people noticed the state-of -the-art security system, the bulletproof windows, the guard dog. The
latter, an English sheegpdog, was certainly visible from the street, but he looked more like an affable pet
than atrained assassin. Gwen noticed it was hard for people to take any long-haired dog serioudly.
Dobermans, pit bulls, German shepherds, rottweilers—those clean-cut guys got al the press.

The nun's dogs tended to be as unconventiond astheir mistress. All dogs were pack animals, and any
cresture with functioning brain cdlls recognized Sster Tamar asthe resdent dphabitch. If her lifewasdl
about serving and protecting, who were they to do otherwise?

The shegpdog's MO was to gamble over, histongue lolling in agoofy canine grin and hiskiller eyes
shielded by long, shaggy fur. He looked like an oversize stuffed toy, but he could take several chunks out
of anintruder before the guy redlized that FHuffy liked to play rough.

Gwen parked on the street and walked over to the intercom. Because she knew where to look for it, she
glanced toward the camerain the old beech tree just insde the fence long enough to let it get agood shot
of her face. The gate buzzed, and she walked through, making sureit clicked shut behind her.

The sheepdog greeted Gwen with alittle woof, then followed her through the small yard and around to
the back door like ashaggy, four-legged shadow.

Sgter Tamar had asmall apartment on the firgt floor, three roomsthat she kept fiercdly tidy and sparsely
furnished. Her only luxury was acollection of high-qudity ionic filters, dl of which were kept running
condantly.

The reason for this hit Gwen aswaked in. Tamar was Sitting at her small table, feet propped up ona
second chair. Asusud, shewas smoking like abad chimney.

Gwen grimaced and swatted at a plume of menthol-scented smoke. "1 thought you were going to give up
the habit."

The nun glanced pointedly down at her skinny, jean-clad legs and bare, bunion-lumpy fet. " 'Give up the
habit? Since when did you start talking in bad puns?’

"Serioudy. Thosethingswill kill you."
Tamar sucked at her cigarette and blew out aleisurdly cloud. "Never happen. Not in this business.”
"What? Brides of Christ have aspecia dispensation against cancer?"

"No, but | figureI'll be shot by someone'sirate husband, knifed by someone's pimp, or run over by



someone's staker first. Something with alittle dramaand pizzazz."

She had a point. Gwen had never been optimistic about her own life expectancy, ether.
Until recently, that is.

The nun's gaze sharpened. "Why so glum?’

"Maybe| don' liketheideaof outliving you," Gwen said. And because that was too closeto the truth,
she added, "Besides, who would take care of your girls?’

Tamar glared, then ground out her cigarette in a degply stained ashtray someone had bought in Niagra
Fdlscirca1964.

"Not bad," she said grudgingly. "When results count, go straight for the guilt button. Whered you learn
that trick?’

"Well, my best friend grew up Irish Cathalic...”
One corner of Tamar'slips twitched. " Shut up and deal the cards.”

They played a few hands of Texas Hold 'Em, but neither of them had much luck concentrating. The pizza
was more successful; between the two of them, they demolished a deep-dish pizza piled with extra
cheese, Canadian bacon, green peppers, onions, and pineapple.

"Y ou're playing worse than usua tonight,” Tamar pointed out as she snagged the last dice. " Something on
your mind?'

"A lot of things" Gwen admitted. "But there's onething in particular | did want to discuss with you. |
haven't made any progressfinding Irenasfriends. If you think shesuptoit, I'd liketo talk to her.”

Tamar looked dubious, and Gwen could see why. It had only been aweek or so since the teenage girl
had escaped from enforced progtitution and made her way into the nun's care,

"She doesn't speak much English, and you don't speak Russian or Polish. Unless you plan to get out the
hand puppets, I'm not sure what you think talking to Irenais going to accomplish.”

"Itshard to explain,” Gwen said. That, she added slently, just might be the largest understatement in the
history of Rhode Idand. How could shetdll Sister Tamar there was a chance that she might pick up a
mental image from Irena, something that might help her find the pimp who'd imprisoned Irenaand two
other girls?

Evenif pragmatic Tamar bought into the whole psychic thing, recent events had added awhole new layer
of weird. Gwen's psychic flashes, which had always been capricious, had recently become even more
problematic. A few days ago, she'd had severd vivid, hologram-type visions that anyone could see. It
hadn't happened since her showdown with Meredith Cody's kidnappers, but the risk was there.

Stll, when you consdered the two girls il in the pimp's hands, the biggest risk was doing nothing &t all.

Since Tamar was obvioudy waiting for an explanation, Gwen shrugged and said, "It'salong shot, but I'd
liketotry."

The nun rose and brushed crumbs off her gray sweatshirt. "I'll ask Irenaif shell talk to you. Shescomea
long way thisweek, so | think she might be ready. She has ahard time formulating her thoughtsin
English, but she should be able to understand you if you speak dowly. If you like, | can stay and



trandate
"No, | think well befine" If things went wrong, Gwen thought grimly, the fewer witnesses, the better.

Severd minuteslater Tamar was back with ablond girl who looked to be about sixteen. Irenawastoo
pae and thin to be pretty, and her narrow face was nearly overwhelmed by alarge nose. She glanced at
Gwen and said sometimeto Tamar in either Polish or Russian, something that made the nun snort with
laughter.

"Do | want to know?' Gwen asked.

"Probably not. I've explained to her that you find people, and that if she answers your questions, you
might be ableto hedp Marinaand Anya."

Gwen smiled reassuringly at the teenager. "Tdl her | think shesvery brave.”

Tamar'strandation brought afaint smileto the girl'sface. Even o, her gaze followed the nun as she left
the room and closed the door behind her. She turned back to Gwen, her eyeswary.

"I need you to picture the man who kept you, Marina, and Anyain that house."
Thegirl frowned and pantomimed drawing. "Make picture?"
"No. Make picture here,” Gwen replied, tapping her head.

Irenanodded and closed her eyes. Her desire to help her friends must have been strong, because the
picture that flooded Gwen's mind was vivid and immediate.

A piercing shriek shattered Gwen's concentration. She opened her eyes—

And saw her vison reproduced in trand ucent colors and startling precision. The ghostly form of aburly
Latino wasright therein the room with them.

Irena scrambled away from the gpparition, screaming something in Russian.

The door flew open hard, damming into thewall hard enough to send athin crack snaking up the old
plaster. Tamar rushed in, wrath in her eyes and asmadll bottle in one hand. Without amoment's hesitation,
she pummeled the vision with holy water and colorful curses. The Situation might have been darkly
amusing if it wasn't for Irendsterror.

Gwen doubted the holy water had much effect, but her own guilt appeared to be ared vison-quencher.
The apparition faded quickly. While Tamar soothed the sobbing child, Gwen caled the last doctor in
New England who made house cals—most likely because hed been one of Tamar's pupils back in the
day, and till had alively fear of her.

It took more than an hour to restore order. Finally Irenawent off to bed, taking with her Tamar's favorite
dog, agaunt greyhound the nun had rescued from his"retirement.” The girls seemed to find comfort inthe
ugly guard dog. The beast might not be able to race anymore, but he sure as hell remembered how to
bite.

When Tamar and Gwen were finaly aone, the nun took a bottle of brandy from the kitchen cupboard
and poured generous three-finger portions into two glasses. Gwen tossed hers back and waited for the
nun to catch up.

Tamar took asip and sank into her chair, holding her glassin both hands.



"Ugly son of abitch, wasn't he?' she murmured. "I'd aways had my doubts about the whole 'fallen angel
of light' crap, but the devil 1ooks like some guy who pumps gasin Cranston.”

"I don't think that was ademonic vigtation,” Gwen said hesitantly. "Infact, I'm sureit wasn't. Tamar, I've
got aconfesson.”

"Do | look like afucking priest?' the nun snapped. "Besides, no sensible person expects devilsto look
like Clark Gable. Evil works best when it's mundane and banal and normal . That way, it can sneak up
and bite you in the ass. Every one of the men who tormented Irenaisadevil, and how many of them do
you think are sexy, Hollywood vampire types?’

"Not too many of them were transparent, either.”

The nun dismissed thiswith an impatient gesture that sent the contents of her glass doshing onto the table.
"That... thing we saw. Isthat the man who has Irenas friends?'

"Yesh"

Tamar nodded—asingle, decisiveinclination of her head, then she tossed off the rest of her drink and
reached for the bottle. "Wéll, go find him."

Gwen gtared at her. "Just like that. Y ou don't want to know what happened in here?"

Tamar poured hersalf another drink and regarded the smoky gold contentsfor along time. Her thin
shouldersrose and fell. "I used to demand explanations. Mostly about the sort of things you'd expect a
young religious to contemplate: the paradox of an all-powerful God and a profoundly imperfect world,
the nature of good and evil. In my business, answers are in short supply, so | stopped asking certain
guestionsalong, long time ago.”

"Y et you never |eft the order.”

The nun laughed shortly. "I didn't have acrisis of faith, kid. To the contrary. Enlightenment isn't
guaranteed. Useful work is. | just figured out | have al the answers | need to do the work that'sin front
of me"

"Must be nice," Gwen murmured.
"So you don't have dl the answersyet. Keep at it. You'll find this bastard.”
"I planto." Gwen took along, settling breath. "Actudly, | wastaking in amore generd sense.”

Tamar's shrewd eyes studied Gwen'sface. "L ooks like we need to have along talk... in amore genera
sense. But another time," she concluded briskly. She held up the bottle. ™Y ou've got work, and I've got
some serious drinking to do."

Gwen dialed lan Forest's number while she was driving home.

"S0 you decided not to wait a month before contacting me," l1an said by way of greeting. "I'm glad you
changed your mind."

"Y eah, hello. Y ou know those visons| told you about? The hologram things? Well, they're back.”



"What did you expect?'
"That'swhy I'm caling you! Y ou're the guy with dl the answers.”
"| consider that admission atrue sign of progress on your part.”

"Whatever. Can we get back to the home-movie thing? I've got to get a handle on this before someone
drownsmein holy water."

For along moment, the only response was the static on Gwen's cell phone.

"I'm suretherésagtory there," lan said in adightly bemused voice, "but it will haveto wait for another
time. | prefer to spesk of thisin person.”

"Like anyone who overheard uswould believe any of this" she scoffed.

"Y ou might be surprised who listens to conversations, and why. Shal we meet in Sylvias moon garden
in, say, ten minutes?'

Gwen's eyes narrowed. "How come you're so close? Y ou're not till following me, are you?'
"Not as such. It just so happensthat | can walk from my hometo yoursin that length of time.”
"Greet," she muttered. "Ring theintercom at the gate. I'll buzz youin."

"That won't be necessary. Meet me by the old maple tree in ten minutes.”

"Makeit fifteen. I'm il driving."

She shut off her phone and tossed it onto the passenger seet. Thelightsin Sylvias house were on, but
that was because they were on atimer. Gwen's landlady wasn't home and wouldn't be for another week
or more. A bad shock had sent her to the hospital. After her release, sheld decided to take acruise. The
first one had gone so well she signed on for another. Mot likely sheld found an el derly admirer or two.

Or maybe she needed time away from the weirdness that Gwen had brought into her life.

And that was something to think about. Gwen gazed wistfully at the calm, green haven behind the black
iron fence. Sheliked living here, but doing so was putting Sylviaat risk. Sheredly needed tofind a
different place.

Gwen pulled into the drive and stopped her car by Sylvias garden. This chapter of her lifewas drawing
to aclose, but for tonight she would enjoy the heady sweetness of lilac, the luminous glow of the white
flowers

lan emerged from the deep shadows under the maple and came to stand at her side. He observed the
garden for along, contemplative moment. A cloud drifted lazily over the moon, dimming the wattage
coming from the flowers,

Heglanced a Gwen. "Tdl methis what isthe moon phase?'

"What phase?' Gwen huffed in exasperation. " Adolescent”? Premenopausa ? How the hell should |
know?'

"It'sone of the things you must know," he said adamantly.



"Y ou're obvioudy manifesting your moon-cycle Qudity in the waning phase. Thisisnot acommon
pattern, but it does occur."

"How about repeeting that in English?' she demanded. "Preferably asit's spoken in the twenty-first
century?'

"Very well. Each of usis capable of learning anumber of ... unusud skills, but we're born with certain
gifts, dso known as Qualities. These abilities are closdly tied to the cycles of the year and the position of
the moon and the gtars. Y our ability to Remember—to powerfully envision things you yourself have never
seen—is gpparently tied to your moon phase.”

"So I'm... what? Like some kind of werewolf?' Gwen demanded.

lan chuckled. "Hardly. Our cycles are far more subtle and complex. Y our ability to Remember wanes
and waxes with the moon. Y ou can call storms. That Quality istied to the turning of the year, soit'svery
powerful right now."

"Beltane," Gwen murmured, naming the old Cdtic holiday that fell onthelast day of April.

"That'sright," he said, sounding pleased. "It remainsto be seen whether your third Quality will manifest at
the corners of the year—summer and winter solstice, spring and autumn equinox—or on the dancing
days Bdtane, Samhaim, Lammeas, and Imboalic.”

"|'ve heard those names."

"No doubt. Some of the Old Ways have modern counterpartsin this or that bit of folklore or religion.
Once you understand the pattern, you'll be able to chart your path, and make decisions based on the ebb
and flow of your abilities.”

Gwen thought this over. "Okay, what happenswhen al three linesintersect?!

"That depends, of course, on what these Qualities might be."

"And if they don't get dong with each other? Or maybe they work well together, but too wel?'
lan suddenly appeared to be very interested in the flight pattern of amoon-white moth.

"Wdl?'

He sighed and turned to face her. "Y ou needn't worry about that. Y our parents bloodlineswere carefully

Gwen suddenly understood the resigned expression on lan'sface. The outburst he clearly expected from
her smmered just under the surface, but shefedl too numbed by informationa overload to get at it.

The Elder Races had bloodlines, like stalions and champion dogs, carefully matched to produce the right
kind and balance of ahilities.

She shook her head in utter bemusement. "As God is my witness, | don't know what to say."
lan'slipstwitched. "If that is o, then ignorancetruly isbliss.

Gwen's cell phone chirped. She glanced at the screen. The number took her back—it was the number
for Tiger Leones cdll phone. She glanced at lan. "I need to take this.”



He swept one hand out, palm up, in an eegant "by dl means' gesture.
"I'm aprivate investigator,” she reminded him. "Notice the emphasison private."

He nodded and headed for the mapletree. "Weve just begun,” he warned her. "I'll meet you again,
soon.”

Shewaved him away and walked toward her car. "Gellman,” she said curtly.

Therewas alot of background noise—voices and music—and it took her afew momentsto place the
voice: Adrian, the blond kid who'd sworn to help her figure out Edmonson's drug business.

"Whereareyou?' she shouted into the phone.
"Do you know Extreme, the dance club?’

"l know whereitis"

"Come down. | have things to show you."

She clicked off her cell and jogged up to her gpartment to get her gun out of the gun safe. Adrian might
be oath-bound, but she wouldn't put any bets on his buddies.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Musi ¢ thumped and throbbed, binding the gyrating crowd like a collective heartbegt. A dim Black girl
swayed lazily onstage, one hand moving dowly across her body in alanguorous caress. With some rdlief,
Gwen recognized Jackie Tedl. She was bardly dancing, and seemed dmost unaware of the crowd. Gwen
averted her eyes from what gppeared to be an intensely private moment.

She caught sight of Adrian's pale blond hair in the crowd. She pushed her way over to him and used his
earlobe asahandleto pull hisear low enough to shout into it. "What's so important that | had to cometo
North Providence at this godforsaken hour?"

Adrian pulled away and tipped his head in the direction of anearby door. Gwen followed himto it, then
up asmal flight of stairsto asmall, glassed-in room overlooking the club. Soundproofed, too. The
relative slence washed over Gwen in blissful waves.

"So, why am | here?" she repeated.

He gestured to the smoked window. "I thought you would want to see the clubs. Since you arethe earl’s
only heir, you should start learning about his affairs.”

"Why? | want to shut them down, not improve operations.”
"Y ou might want to reserve judgment until you know al thefacts. Look at that dancer.”

Her gaze flicked back to Jackie. "Y eah, | noticed her. Kind of risky, putting someone who's under the
influence ongtage.”

"If shewere arrested tonight, she would be released within the hour. There are no intoxicantsin her
sydem.”



Gwen raised an eyebrow. "Then whatever she'staking has one hell of a placebo effect.”

For no reason that she could fathom, that seemed to amuse him. Before he could speak, srenswailed
outsde, dicing though thedin.

Adrian took her arm and led her to awall pand. He rapped on it sharply, and it swung open. "Y ou have
contactsin the police department. Ask them tomorrow what happened here, and you will begin to
understand. Now go."

He gave her ashove that sent her redling into the darkness. She caught her balance against arough
concrete wall, then looked around to get her bearings.

Shewasin anarrow stairwell, built into what appeared to be adoublewall. The narrow aley was open
at thetop, and faint city light filtered down.

Gwen waked down the stairs and through anarrow door. She emerged into a basement stairwell inthe
aley behind the club. She waited until the noise died down, then clicked on her phone and dided
Damian's number.

His deegpy voice came onling, grunting something that might have been "hello.”

"Therésadrug bust going down at the Extreme. | need to know everything you can tell me about it. But
be careful—Jackie Ted was picked up. Y ou might not want her to recognize you."

"She's okay?"
He put enough into that question to pique Gwen'sinterest. "Y ou sure you didn't play?"

"With adrug-dedling stripper? What are you smoking? The drug business coming out of that titty bar is
our best link to Walsh. If Leone's people get shut down, we get shut down. And it's not like we've got a
lot of time. Quaid and me got oursalves on Wash's shit list, remember? Or maybe | should say bit list.”

"l hate to interrupt someone who's got agood rant going, but listen up. Jackie was on some sort of horny
high. I've seen her dance before, and trust me—she doesn't have that much juice. Adrian assures me she
won't be held for illegas. Y ou and Quaid need to follow the evidence every step of theway. If you can
catch someone fixing things for Jackie—"

"Werethat much closer to nailing Wash," hefinished. "I'monit.”

Thedia tone hummed. Gwen clicked off her phone and listened to the clamor in front of the club.
Jackie's shrill protests rose above the murmur as she was taken away.

Gwen quietly climbed the stairs and edged around the building. Four black-and-whites blocked the
sreet, red lights strobing into the night. A dozen or so cops, both uniformed and plainclothes, hustled
dancers and partygoersinto cars.

A faint smile curved Gwen'slips. For once, departmental politics would actualy accomplish something
worthwhile. A lot of peoplein the law-enforcement establishment hadn't been wildly enthusiastic about
the vice squad. Thiswouldn't be thefirst time astreet cop called for backup without referring acaseto
Wash's department. With this many peopleinvolved, it would be harder for Walsh to lay clamto his
territory.

A profound sense of relief washed over her, easing some of the tenson that had kept her moving for too
many hours. Suddenly Gwen's eyedlidsfelt incredibly heavy, and the prospect of crawling into bed had



never been so gppealing. She dipped down aside street to the nearly deserted parking lot where she'd
|eft her Toyota

To her reief, everything was quiet a Sylvias house. No handsome but irritating visitors lurked in the
shadows of Gwen's gpartment. She stumbled into her bedroom and fell facedown on the bed, not even
bothering to kick off her boots.

But deep proved dusive. After afew minutes of tossing and turning, Gwen decided she might aswell get
some work done.

She grabbed a quick shower and dressed in jeans and a black tee shirt, then padded downstairsto her
office to type up her report to Shavna O'Riley.

Gwen's four-fingered technique wasn't designed for speed. She worked carefully, listing the steps shed
taken and the information she'd uncovered. Roy Williamswas asolid citizen with agood job, money in
the bank, agood portfolio, no police record, and no interesting vices. He wasn't cheating on Shawna, he
didn't fudge histax returns. He'd lied about one thing, but it was adoozy.

Somehow Gwen doubted there would be awedding invitation in her mailbox any time soon.

She completed the report and sent it to Shawna as an e-mail attachment. Her phone rang while thefile
was gtill uploading, and Quaid's number floated onto the tiny screen.

Gwen took a deep breath and clicked on the phone. "Listen, about Kate: | couldn't call you in on the
murder of an ex-girlfriend.”

"Youdidtheright thing."

That wasn't what she'd expected to hear. "Do they have any leads yet?'
"They think they do," he said heavily.

Gwen blinked. "Doesthat mean what it sounds like?!

"Unfortunately. When | stopped by Kate's house the other night, one of the neighbors saw me. She just
can't remember exactly when that was."

"They can't charge you on something like that."

"It gets better. They found the murder wesgpon in the lilac bush behind Kate's house. No prints—it was
wiped clean—nbut it turns out the gun was taken from the wegpons locker over at vice. Naturally they like
acop for it."

"And because you and Kate have history..."
"Yougotit."

"Jesus, Quaid! What can | do to help?'

"Keep an eyeon O'Riley," he said softly.

Gwen sat bolt upright. "What aren't you tdling me?

"I'min holding now. They madethe arrest late last night. | was arraigned in night court. Bail was st at
two hundred thousand.”



"That'sridiculous!" she sputtered. "No cop has that kind of money. Not an honest one, anyway."

"Y eah. Kindalike the Monty Python witch hunt, isn't it? Throw the witch in water. If shefloats, she's
guilty. Burn her. If she drowns, she'sinnocent but dead.”

The andogy cametoo close for comfort. A convicted vice cop wouldn't be very popular with the other
inmetes.

"Have you tried a bond?"

"The union rep wouldn't even make the cdls. He figures at this hour, on a Saturday, there wasn't much
point."
"If and when the lazy bastard calls, tell him your new lawyer and your bond money are on their way."

"Gdlman—"

"Don't start with me. The lawyer and the bond agent owe me. And if you skip out, I'll hunt you down and
take out your kneecaps with acrowbar."

"Jesus, you say that like you're hoping I'll skip. Who'd you havein mind for alawyer?!

"Ryan Cody."

Hewhigtled, long and low. "Talk about the devil's advocate. That'll get their attention.”
"That'stheidea."

"Problem s, with the clients Cody represents, hiring him is second cousin to an admission of guilt.”
"L et's hope you stay dive long enough to worry about it."

Gwen hung up before he could embarass them both by thanking her. She dialed Ryan Cody's home
number, letting the phone ring until Cody picked up.

Gwen quickly described the situation. "I need you to call around right away and assure everyone that
Quaid isyour client and that helll make bail.”

"Will he?'

Amazing how the mention of money brought Cody wide awake. "Write acheck on Simmons, Fetcher,
and Rye. I'll meet you afterward at the breskfast place in Barrington—that little diner on Old Country?!

"l know whereitis"

"Good. I'll bring enough cash to cover the bail and your fee.”

A long silence followed. ™Y ou can put that kind of cash together in an hour?
"Sure, but you might have to pick up breskfagt.”

She hung up and dided lan Forest. "1 need aquarter of amillion, in cash. How much do you think |
could get on eBay for that big blue gem of mine?'

"That's nothing to joke about. \When do you need the money?'



"Forty-five minutes?'
"Il bethereinthirty.”
He made it in about twenty-five and handed her a small backpack of the sort middle-school kids carried.

Gwen unzipped the bag and peered inside. Fat stacks of twenties filled the backpack. She shook her
head in astonishment and closed the bag. "I'll make sure you get it back.”

"No need. The money isyours—or will be, as soon as Edmonson's estate is settled. Since that task has
falen to me, you can consder thisan advance. Do with it asyou like."

She shouldered the bag. What sheld like to do is shoveit up the ass of every pervert who put the money
in Edmonson's pocket. Keeping Quaid out of jail was not quite as noble, but it'd have to do.

Later that morning, Gwen headed over to Jason's bungal ow.
He met her at the door, grinning when he noted the size of the bakery box she carried.

"That should do for both of us. I've dready made coffee. Give me aminuteto put it in sometravel cups.
We can take it out on the boat, if you want."

She nodded and followed him to the kitchen. While Jason fixed the coffee, she gazed over the backyard
totheriver. A light wind ruffled the water into a shimmering silver blue, and the boat anchored afew feet
offshore bobbed invitingly. It was one of those spring mornings that made everything look bright and
fresh. And speaking of which, Gwen noted that Jason had made some repairsto the small dock. Asthey
approached, she was glad to note that Frank's old rowboat was reassuringly unchanged.

She got into the backseat and took the oars. Jason deftly untied the mooring rope and hopped in.
"Y ou want meto row?"'
"Kind of hard to do from where you're sitting.”

He shrugged and settled down in the front seat. Gwen rowed out to the fishing boat. She pulled up to the
float that marked the second anchor line and tied the rowboat, then scrambled up into the boat.

To her surprise, the temperamental motor turned over for Jason at thefirst try. Most likely he had
tinkered with that, aswell.

"What'swrong?' he asked her.
Gwen smoothed the frown from her face. " Caffeine deprivation. Hand me one of those cups.”

Jason didn't look convinced, but he refrained from further questions. He steered the boat down theriver
and into the bay. The wind was brisk enough to entice early morning sailors, and he moved among the
dower craftswith ease and Kill.

"| forgot to ask you if you could drive thisthing,” Gwen said, "but you've sort of covered that. Whered
you learn?'

"My stepfather liked to fish. Hunting, too. He took me out quite a bit. Growing up in Florida, you can do
both year round. In fact, | spent alot of summersworking as aguide down in Big Cypress, the Seminole
reservation." He grinned. "Y ou look gppalled. Are you one of those people who frown on hunting?”



"Hell, no. I'd whack a.cow any day, if that wasthe only way to get aburger. It seemsto methat if you're
going to eat meat, it's more honest to kill your own."

"It'sjust that I've never met ared country boy before. Won't you missdl that, if you settle down here?”
He sent her aquizzical look. "1f? I'm pretty settled aready.”

"Youreredly diving into the computer stuff. Thinking of changing careers?'

"What, and give up the lucrative lifestyle of amartia-artsinstructor and occasiona carpenter?'

Gwen grinned. "Y ou don't seem to care much about lifestyle. Except for the car. That'sasweet little
ride"

"It'saMiata," hetold her. "They're about the same price as an econobox, and alot more fun. Y ou can
get some great deals on used cars. If you want, I'll help you look around.”

"Why not? I've got nothing better to do than go car shopping.”

Her sarcasm prompted aquick smile. "l can seethat. Y ou must have searched high and low for that heap
of blue scrap metd "

"It runs. Mogt of thetime.”
She hel ped hersdlf to acinnamon donut. " So, you still up for that self-defense class Tuesday night?!
"I'll be there. I've been meaning to ask how you got started teaching.”

She swallowed asugary mouthful and chased it with agulp of coffee. "It'sacommunity school. Severd
classesareheld inaloca church. A friend of mine goesthere. She heard about the program and talked
me into doing a self-defense class.”

"Doyou liketeaching?'

Gwen shrugged. "None of the women are dl that serious about it. I'm guessing none of them have had to
mll

"Not likeyou."

She sent him aquick, sidelong look. "1 was a cop, for chrissakes.”

"But you started learning martia arts when you were, what? Around twelve?'

"Y ou've got agood memory. Yeah. | wassmal for my ageand | got beet up alot.”

He shook his head. " Somehow | have ahard time seeing you as anyone's victim, no matter what your age
andgze"

"Who said | wasavictim?1 said | got beat up alot. The other people didn't walk away without a
scratch.” And some of them, Gwen added silently, didn't walk away at al.

Jason throttled down and settled the boat into a more leisurely pace. "'1've been meaning to ask how
you're doing. Y ou know, with Frank gone."



Gwen'sthroat tightened. "I misshim. Other than that, | don't know what to tell you."
"So you're content to let the officia verson of his deeth stand?”

"Actudly, I'm along fucking ways away from ‘content,’ but it's out of my hands. The man who killed
Frank—or at least, the guy who was responsible for it—is dead.”

"The guy who ordered the Cody girl's kidnapping.”

"That'sright."”

"Aren't the police still looking for the kidnappers?* he asked cautioudly.

Gwen met histentative gaze squarely. "They'll op eventudly.”

He gave that some thought, then nodded dowly. "I can live with that.”

It suddenly occurred to Gwen what he thought she wastelling him. "Y ou think | killed those guys!”

He studied her face for amoment before answering. Y ou never told the police Frank's laptop was
missing. When you gaveit to me, | figured that was your way of |etting me know the score had been
Settled.”

"And you were okay with that."
"It'sone solution. Infact, | can't think of a better one."
"'Some people could. Most of my former colleagues, for example.”

"I'm not going to run to the police, Gwen," hetold her. "Y ou seem surprised by my attitude. Keepin
mind that | grew up asacitizen of the Seminole Nation. | never went out of my way to break American
laws, but | didn't hold them in high regard, either. My mother'sinfluence, in part.”

"Cops ex-gpouses are seldom crazy about the system,” she admitted.

"Add to that the fact that I'm a Southerner and amae. Our motto is'Dedl withit.' To be honest, I'm glad
Edmonson isdead.”

Gwen jolted in surprise, sending coffee doshing onto the deck. Her hands were shaking as she put down
the cup. "Edmonson?’

Something nickered in hiseyes. ™Y ou mentioned him when you told me about Meredith Cody's
kidnapping. | put the pieces together from what you said and figured he was the guy in charge. Was|

wrong?'

She didn't remember mentioning Edmonson's name, but Jason's explanation was plausble. With dl shed
had on her mind, it was no surprise shed let something dip.

The conversation switched to generd topics: movies, music, the Red Sox. Gwen liked football and
couldn't give arat's ass about the Bambino and his curse, but it turned out that Jason was alifelong Sox
fan, and till damn near giddy over the 2004 World Series. Morning ran into afternoon, and they docked
a the Wharf Tavern in Warwick for abowl of chowder.

Her first creamy spoonful triggered amemory, and a profound sense of loss. She swalowed hard,
forcing the soup past the lump in her throat.



"Y ou look sad," Jason observed.

She shrugged. "Frank used to make chowder about once aweek. It was sort of atradition.”
"Sorry | missed it."

"Me, too."

She would have said more, but suddenly yawning seemed much more imperétive.

She noticed Jason's stare and stopped in mid yawn. " Sorry."

"When wasthe last time you dept?' he demanded.

"What day isthis?'

"Very amusng. I'm serious.”

"And you think I'm not? | don't deep alot. Sometimes | go anight or two without bothering to deep, but
it catches up with me eventudly.”

"Apparently." He nodded to her chowder. "Eat up, then I'll take you home. Y ou're going to fal face-first
into that bowl."

Because Gwen couldn't argue with that assessment, she finished up her soup and didn't complain when
Jason drove the boat back to Riversde at alessthan-leisurely pace. But she put her foot down when he
tried convincing her to let him drive her back to her apartment.

She made her way home and headed for the bed. No need to set an alarm—she aways woke up the
moment the sun hit her.

Cycles of nature, she thought as she drifted off to deep. Maybe lan was on to something.

First thing Monday morning, Gwen went to the office of the obstetrician Erin Westland had seen when
she was pregnant with Patrick. Thanksto yet another form Kyle had signed, she was given accessto
Erin'schart.

It waan't gtrictly legdl, but fortunately for Gwen, the medica professon was till sorting through the do's
and don'ts of the Privacy of Information legidation. Medica-office workers spent alot of time shuffling
papers. Handing them something that looked offlcid waslike ringing abell around Pavlov's dogs: they
automatically went with familiar patterns.

According to the records, Erin had comein only once, just to get areferra for asonogram. She
preferred ahome ddlivery, so the doctor had referred her to a midwife.

Gwen went back to her car and fired up her cell phone. After afew calls, she tracked down the midwife,
who'd apparently taken up organic vegetable gardening in Vermont. Sheintroduced hersalf and explained
briefly why shewas cdling.

"I remember Erin very wdl," thewoman sad. "It's hardly something I'm likely to forget.”
"Why'sthat?'

"For one thing, the baby was born very late."



"Isthat redly so unusud, especidly for first babies?”
"I'm not talking about afew days, or even aweek or two," the midwife said.
Gwen took a moment to absorb that. "Was the baby norma?"

"Y es, he gppeared to be fine, if somewhat small. Erin had aremarkably easy ddlivery, consdering thet it
was her firg child.”

"What about Erin's ultrasound? Did that show anything strange?'

"I didn't actudly seethe ultrasound, but | received areport. Apparently the baby was developing
normaly. Thetest showed afetusin the sixth week of development.”

"You say thet asif it'saproblem.”

"Wadll, the dates just don't add up, not on either end. Patrick was born more than nine months after that
ultrasound was taken. And the date on the test report was nearly two months after Erin's appointment
with her obgtetrician.”

"'So when you do the math, it turns out that Erin wasn't pregnant when she went to her doctor."

"Y et her pregnancy was confirmed by physica exam. The doctor estimated that she was nearly two
monthsaong.”

"Dont they usudly do blood tests to confirm?”

"Erin said she had a phobia about needles. That'swhy sheingsted on ahome birth. Theideaof giving
birth in ahospitd terrified her.”

Smart girl, Gwen noted. Most likely members of the Elder Races who checked into hospitals met the
same fate asthose who ended up in jail. Keeping alow profile was very high on the priority lis.

"Wasthere anything e'se unusud about Erin's pregnancy?'

"Y ou'd think that would be enough,” the midwife said, "but actudly, there was. The report noted that
athough the the fetdl development was normal, there was some concern about the mother. 1t showed
what appeared to be three ovaries, raising questions about the possibility of atumor. The report strongly
advised that she have another test.”

"Did Erinfollow up?'
"Shetold me she did, and that everything wasfine."
"Y ou don't sound convinced,” Gwen observed.

The midwifewas silent for severd moments. "'l asked questions. After all, | was responsible for two lives.
After awhile, | opped asking."

Thetone of her voice suggested that lack of interest was not the reason she stopped seeking answers.
"What happened?' Gwen asked softly.

"A lot of things. Harassment. Hang-up phone callslate at night, dashed tires. Nothing | could traceto
Erin—not that | thought there was any connection. Then my dog was killed. Hannah, a beautiful golden



retriever. She was pregnant at the time. She wasleft by my door. Her belly was dit open, the puppies | eft
todie"

"And you think Erin had something to do with this?*

"Hannah aways barked when Erin camein for her checkups and prenatd classes. Shewasalovely dog,
very friendly, but shedidn't likeErinat al.”

Gwen heard thefaint sigh of along, steadying bresth as the woman prepared to spill the rest.

"One night Hannah set up an awful racket. She was outside—she had adoghouse in the yard. | went
downstairs and looked around, but there was no sign of any intruder. Hannah calmed down, or so |
thought at the time, and | went back to bed. The next morning I... found Hannah. | wasterribly shaken,
but | had several appointments that afternoon. One of them was with Erin. When | went to get her chart
out, | found that all of my noteswere missng."

"So you think Erin was responsible?’

"I know shewas." The woman's voice broke, and she cleared her throat. "She didn't say anything, but
thelook in her eye when she camein that day was... like nothing I've ever seen before. Maevolence
came off her inwaves™"

"I'm surprised you kept her asa patient.”
"Oh, | tried to drop her, but she let me know in no uncertain termsthat wouldn't be agood idea.”

Gwen thought this over. It didn't seem very smart to piss off the person who'd have your life and that of
your unborn child in her hands—unless you had some sort of guarantee.

"What e sedid shedo?'

"Again, nothing | could traceto her. | received some picturesin the mail—pictures of Hannah, after..."
Again she broke off and cleared her throat. "And in the same envelope, a picture of my daughter. She's
going to college in North Carolina. The picture was taken in her dorm room, while she was adeep. There
was anewspaper lying on her quilt, showing the date, and her darm clock was placed besideit.”

"The picture was taken around the same time that Hannah died,” Gwen concluded.
"es"

Well, that message was clear enough.

"Y our namewon't comeinto thisinvestigation,” Gwen assured her.

"It doesn't matter.” The dullness of old grief colored the woman'svoice. "I redly don't care what happens
to me, and my daughter's dead.”

"I'm sorry,” Gwen murmured. "Wasit—"

"Erin Westland? No. Oddly enough, | think that would have been easier for me to dea with. Sometimes
it helpsto have someoneto hate. My daughter died in childbirth, in ahospita. She went that route on my
advice because she was having mild symptoms of preeclampsia The doctors did nothing wrong. But
Sarah had a congenital heart problem, something we'd never picked up. It was asymptomeatic until the
grain of childbirth..." Her voicetrailed off.



"I'm sorry," Gwen repeated. "Thank you for taking the timeto talk to me. It has been abig help.”
She ended the call and drovein silence, thinking through this new information.

Themost logica conclusion wasthat Elder Folk had longer pregnancies, with the extratime most likely in
the early stages. Women who walked around with abump for ayear or so would draw attention, but
who the heck could tell if awoman was six weeks pregnant? If Erin wasfiguring this out as she went
along, it was possible that she'd been to more than one doctor, and had had more than one ultrasound
taken.

Thanksto the whole Privacy of Information thing, getting that information wouldn't be easy. Gwen was
lucky to have gotten asfar as she had with signed releases from Erin's "husband.” It was definitely timeto
bring in aheavy hitter.

She pulled into the parking lot of afast-food joint and dided Harley Faden. His voice-mail announcement
told her to leave amessage. She followed the drill and hung up.

Her cdl phonerang dmost immediately. "Thisis Harley," announced anasal tenor voice. "What have you
got for me?'

"No story. Sorry about that. I'm working on acase. Thanksfor calling back so soon."
"Y ou don't need to thank me," he said. ™Y ou need to pay me. The clock starts now."

"I need you to check on some medica records for me. One person with at least three names: Erin
Westland, Vivian Meekins, Helene Tremaine. There might be more.”

"I'm getting it down," Harley murmured. "What e se?*

"Sheld have to go to someone specidizing in obstetrics and gynecology to get referrals for ultrasounds.
Severd of them. | need those tests. The actud films, if you can get them, not just the reports.”

"Y ou dont like to make things easy, do you?'

"Wheat fun would that be? Here's something that might help: this woman might have three ovariesrather
than two."

"Cool. How many tits?"
"Standard issue, asfar as| know."
"Just checking. These tests—what's the time frame?”

Gwen considered this. Patrick Radcliff was born about six years ago. "Go back eight years,” she
suggested, "and cover aperiod of at least two years."

"Wait a minute—one woman, two years, three egg crates, multiple names, and a photo abum of
ultrasounds? What's going on here?”’

"Thiswoman gets pregnant alot,” Gwen said blandly. " Shel's supplying alab doing illega stem-cell
research. One of the researchersis knocking up the volunteers himsdlf, and sdlling the videos as I nternet
porn. Y ou think there might beagtory in that?"

His moan sounded faintly orgasmic. "Damn it, Gwen, it'snot niceto tease."



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

On her way through the East Side, Gwen stopped at an art-supply store near the school of design and
picked up aroll of white paper and severa drawing pencils. She tossed her purchases into her car and
called Damian about last night's bust.

"Got anything for me?'
"Not adamn thing,” he grumbled. "Archer told it straight; Jackie Ted was clean.”
"Y ou followed the evidence?'

"I met the beat cops at the station, followed our girl through the whole routine. Stuck to her like atick. |
took her over to thelab mysdlf, stood right there while they ran atox screen. That came up negative for
al knownillegds. Y ou sure shewas usng?'

"I'd put good money onit." Gwen hesitated. "Y ou talk to Quaid since then?"
"Hédl, no. It was past midnight by the time they were finished.”

"You should cdl him."

"Tried to. HE's not answering hiscdl.”

"Then cdl hishome number. If he doesn't answer that, stop by hisplace.”

A couple beats went by as Damian took thisin. "What's going on, Gellman?”
"It'snot my placetotell you. Quaid's okay, or waswhen | talked to him last night.”
"I'monit. Anything ds?'

"How areyour art skills?

"Not worth a steaming purple crap. Why?!

"I need you to help me do adrawing of someone.”

"Huh. Something tells me you don't want to sit down with asketch artist.”
"Good cdll. I'm heading to my gpartment. How soon can you be over?”
"Givemean hour. I'll talk to Quaid, comeright over.”

"Thanks. I'll leave the gate open. Park by the garage, and comeright upstairs.”

She drove home and set to work, cutting long sheets of the paper and taping them to her bedroom wall.
Shewas judt finishing up when she heard footsteps on the gairs.

Damian ambled in and regarded her handiwork. "I'm tempted to make some comment about needing to
seethebig picture.”

"Fortunately, you're man enough to resist temptation.”



"Not that I've noticed. Okay, what now?"
"Watch. And try not to talk too much. It's hard to hold onto theimage if | get distracted.”

Gwen took a deep breath and called to mind the man sheld pulled from Irena's memory. The trand ucent
image began to take shape as Gwen projected it powerfully onto the papered wall.

"Holy shit," Damian murmured. To Gwen'srdlief, he sounded impressed, not freaked out. "l get it. It's
like one of those lame light projectors teachers used back in the day.”

"Lesstaking, moredrawing.”

He picked up a pencil and started to trace theimage. By the time the vision faded, he had a reasonably
good sketch. He stepped back, pursed hislips, and considered.

"Not exectly wallet-gze."
"I know aRISD student who can scdeit down for me."
"Soundslike aplan. In the meanwhile, I'll take alook at the books, seeif | can find this guy's mug shot.”

"Areyou sure that's agood idea? Showing up on the weekend isthe sort of thing that'll put you on
Wadh'sradar."

Hisface hardened. "Do you want to catch thisguy, or not?"
"But Quaid—"
"Held bethere, too, if he could. So would you, if you were ill onthejob.”

Since Gwen couldn't argue with that, she gave Damian a see-you-later wave and reached for her cell
phone. Sheld switched it off to avoid interruption. During that brief blackout, shed missed three cdlls, dll
from the same number.

Harley Faden answered on thefirst ring.

"Wherethe hell have you been)" he demanded "And I'm not talking about your physical location. | don't
know what parts of cyberspace you visited, but something redly big and ugly followed you home."

"Wheat the hell are you talking about?"

"I found those sonograms for you, and tried to send you a scanned copy. No can do—there's spyware
on your computer, and fairly sophisticated stuff. When | send you something, it triesto follow the path
back to me. Wait aminute.”

Gwen heard abrief clicking of keys, and helet out alow whistle. "It did better than just try—it got past
my firs firewdl. Hang on."

Thistimethe clatter of his keyboard went on for severa moments.

"Hal Got the little bastard nailed down—nope, there it goes. Holy shit, Gwen! Serioudy, where have you
been recently?'

"Online? Nowhere exatic."

"Well, whatever you've been doing has attracted some high-powered attention.”



Gwen thought back to Winston's, and the pictures taken of everyone who came to the club. Someone
had used those picturesto identify and locate everyone who'd been there the night of theraid. Y eah,
someone on the Sdelines of her game definitely had some megageeks on the payrall. It was disturbing to
know that these guys were still working even though Edmonson was out of the picture.

"Got any advice?' she asked.

"Give me your address. Red world, not e-mall. I'll comeright over with a software program thet'll hunt
down and kill most spy-ware. Once your system is clean, we can go over my reports.”

She gave him the address and hung up, then carefully took down the life-size sketch and rolled it up. She
|eft amessage on the phone machine of the art student who did an occasional odd job for her, telling him
to pick up the scrall at the gate and have the elght-by-ten version back as soon as he could possibly
swingit.

She left the scroll where sheld said it would be and opened the gate for Harley's little red two-seater.
Harley was one of those people whose voice didn't match the visud. Hisnasd, dightly whiny voice
suggested ageek stereotype—a scrawny, twentysomething, low-budget Bill Gates. Intheflesh, he
resembled an out-of-shape lineman, from the big cubic-zirconium studsin his earsto the flabby remnants
of once-heroic bicepsto the belly that hung over his belt and stretched the faded Patriots jersey to the

limits of the fabric'stengle strength. His head was bald, his black beard was sprinkled with gray, and
rumor had it hed worked in military intelligence toward the end of Vietnam.

Apart from the inherent oxymoron in "military intelligence," Gwen waswilling to buy that. Harley definitely
knew his shit. Thefact that he was dso a church-lady gossip with less mora backbone than your average
squid made tabloid reporting anatura career choice.

She hopped into his car and rode up to the garage with him. He inserted adisc into her laptop's drive and
tapped afew keys. While his spyware hunted down invaders on Gwen's computer, he spread a series of
seven fuzzy black-and-white pictures on the desk.

"These are the sonograms for Erin Westland, Helene Tremaine, and Vivian Meekins. These were taken
over aperiod of three years, but they're al the same person.”

Gwen squinted at the blur, trying to make sense of it. "How can you tell ?*

"How can you missit? Look here; see these three small blobs, with the tubes running down from them?
Those arethe ovary triplets. Samein al saven ultrasounds.”

"So they're the same person.”

"I'll go you one better," said Harley. He gathered up the photos, fanned them like adeck of cards, and
brandished them with aread-'em-and-weep flourish. "These are dl the same pregnancy.”

"How canyoutdl?'
"What's thefirst thing new parents ook for?'

"How the hell should | know?" A terrible thought occurred to her. " Sweet Jesus! Don't tell me you've
reproduced.”

"Ha. Much laughter on my part. Cmon—ten fingers and ten toes? It'sacultural cliché, chickie. If you
look very, very closdly, you'll seethat thislittle dude has an extradigit. Check the piggieson this



shot—it'sthe one with the best angle.”

Gwen took one of the pictures and studied the blurred squiggle that |ooked more like a chicken embryo
than afuture child. Sure enough, there was an extratiny stub on one of thelittle feet.

Erin Westland had been pregnant for dmost four years. Which meant, among other things, that Kyle
Radcliff was not Patrick's father.

An hour later, Gwen was Stting in Kyl€e's downtown office and none too happy about being there. Sure,
he was a son of abitch, but she wouldn't wish the news she carried on any living soul.

"Did you find them?" he demanded.

"I'velearned afew things," she said cautioudy, "but mostly everything I've found just leads to more
questions.”

"Gresat. That'sjust great." He dumped into his chair and gave her aresigned look. "What do you need to
know?'

Gwen settled down in one of the wing chairs opposite his desk. "For Starters, does Patrick have an extra
toe on onefoot?'

Helooked startled. "No. Hewas perfectly normd. In fact, he was a beautiful baby."
"Were you right there in the room when he was born?"

He shook hishead. "I know that's the fashion these days, but neither Erin nor | wanted that. Asl've said
before, she was very private about certain things. She just wanted the midwife, no oneelse."”

Gwen made a mental note to place another cal to Vermont and stedled hersdlf for the hard part.
"Tdl meabout Erin's sex life. Leave out the boring parts, which would be anything including you.”
Helet out ashort bitter laugh. " So, you did manage to find out athing or two about Erin."

"Y ou knew she wasfooling around?'

"Shewasadut," hesaid flatly. A bitter smile stretched hislips. "Wdl, what do you know. | findly figured
out what you two havein common.”

Gwen folded her arms. "Redl nice. Y ou're talking about the mother of your child, right?"

"Asfar as| know," hesad glumly.

"Y ou have any reason to doubt paternity?'

"l dways assumed Petrick was my son, even though he looks so much like Erin. Now I'm not so sure.”
"When did you find out she was involved with other men?"

Hisjaw clenched so hard that amuscle twitched dongside his mouth. Y esterday,” he admitted.

"I'm going to need aname." Something flickered in his eyesthat prompted her to add, "Or alist.”

"| can do better than that. | can get you pictures.”



He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a manilaenvelope, which he threw into Gwen'slap.

She did out asheaf of eight-by-ten prints and began to leaf through them. The pictures caught Erinina
wide variety of compromising positions—the girl was nothing if not flexible—with severd attractive
partners. Gwen shuffled through them until one caught her attention. He was young, blond, and very
familiar.

Gwen knew this man—or more accurately, this changeling—as Adrian Archer.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The rest of the weekend passed quickly. Gwen left amessage at Extreme for Adrian Archer, making it
plain he needed to cal her immediately. She called Jason and left a message warning him about the
spyware that had shown up on her computer and letting him know there was agood chance his system
had & so been infected.

She stuffed three twenties into an envel ope to mail to the artist who'd scaled down the sketch. It was a
quick job, but hed faithfully trandated the big sketch, and even added some depth and shadow without
changing the subject's appearance. Gwen fed the origina into her scanner and sent a copy to Tamar. By
sunset, the nun's contacts would haveit al over the streets.

After abrief hestation, shedided lan's number. She had alot of balsintheair right now, but lan was
right—she needed to explore and master her "Qualities’ as soon as possible.

For thefirgt time she was actudly looking forward to it. After al, look at how successful shed been with
Irena. Granted, she'd scared the crap out of the poor kid, but the end result was a damn good lead on
the girl'sformer captor and her friends current location.

lan answered on thefirgt ring. "Ready to resume the lesson?”

"Asameatter of fact, that'swhy | called. Can you come over again tonight?'

"L et's see—moonrise is around seven tonight. | can meet you in the same place, shortly before.”
"I'll bethere

She hung up and dialed Marcy's work number. Jeff Monroe answered with acrisp, "Didtrict attorney's
office, Ms. Barlett'sline

"Hey, there. Isyour boss around?’

"Gwen," he said, suddenly sounding much more tentative. "1've been meaning to cdl you.”
Her brow furrowed. "Problem?”

“I'm... not sure.

"Just spitit out," she said impatiently.

"Not easly done during work hours," he said softly. "And speaking of which, | waslate to work the night
after our date. Marcy wasn't very happy with me."



"What?Y ou want meto put in agood word for you with the boss?*

"No!" hesaid sharply. In alower voice, he added, "I don't think the assistant DA needsto know | was
deeping with her best friend.”

She il wasn't following, but she did catch his use of past tense, asin was sleeping.

Damn. A good man was hard to find, and vice versa.

"l getit," shesaid, letting him off the hook easy. ""One of those office-palitics, conflict-of-interest things."
"I redly can't talk about it right now. I'll call you."

The phone went dead. Gwen shook her head in bemusement and diaed the number again. Jeff reprised
hissid.

"Marcy?' sherequested.

"Oh. Sorry. I'll put you through.”

Marcy answered her phonein the same brisk tone her assistant had used.

"Not much news on the investigation yet,” Gwen said. "I'm just calling to see how you're doing.”
"No news," Marcy said dowly. "But you have no reason to think they might be..."

"None," Gwen assured her. "Bt I've got to tel you, Kyle's luck with women went straight downhill after
you showed him the door."

"Y ou know, that should brighten my mood considerably. Thefact that it doesn't worriesme alittle.”
"No shit. What'sgoing on?"'

Marcy sghed. "Kyle's not the only onewho's having problems at home. Trudy has been... I'm not sure
how to put this."

A human leech? Aninsecurelittle bitch? A spoiled, moody daddy's girl? A contender for the
Jewish-American Princess crown? Hell, Gwen could take that ball and run with it in any number of
directions.

"Takeadabat it," she suggested.

"She seems distracted, and more than alittle disconnected. She's more jedl ous, sometimes to the point of
paranoia.”

This sounded fairly serious. Unitil this moment, Gwen had had no intention of telling Marcy about her
encounter with Trudy. But if there was a pattern hgppening, it might be an important piece of information.

"I guess| should tdll you that Trudy took aswing a me the other day."
"Sarioudy?'

"Assarious as abitch dap isever going to get. One of these days you should let me show you two how
to throw a decent punch.”

She could amost hear Marcy's shudder over the phone. " Oh yeah—that's exactly what Trudy needsright



now. But we dl have our moods," she added hadtily. "Thiswill pass."
"Okay," Gwen agreed. "Moving on?"

"Please. And may | say, you showed remarkable restraint.”

"| thought s0. About Kyle—has he contacted you recently?"

"No. Why do you ask?'

Thewary sound in Marcy's voice suggested that this hadn't been an unfamiliar question of late. "Just so
you know, I'm going to betaking a close look at your ex. It ssems hiswife wasfooling around. A lot.
There's some question of paternity.”

"Kyleknowsthis?

"Yeah. He said hejust found out yesterday, but with Erin and Patrick gone, the timing doesn't look

Marcy blew out along breath. "Kyl€'s not stupid enough to do a Scott Peterson imitation. A wife and
child are not easily discarded.”

"It's not aquestion of stupidity; it'saquestion of arrogance.”
"Isthererealy much difference?'

"Good point. Listen, | just wanted to let you know how this might go.”
"Thanks. Keep me posted, okay?'

Gwen clicked off her phone and started to look toward the clock. She caught hersdlf in time and turned
toward the office window, instead. If she was going to do this"cycles of nature’ thing, she'd better Sart
paying attention to what was going on.

Daylight was fading, and the velvety green shadows that gathered under the old trees were venturing out
to wel come the coming night. The moon would soon be rising. The scene was very pretty and possibly
even poetic, but it didn't do adamn thing for her.

She gave up and looked at the clock. It was a quarter of seven. So much for being at one with therising
moon.

Gwen shut down her computer and headed for the garden.

lan Forest was waiting for her under the old maple. One of these days, sheld have to ask him how he got
around.

He greeted her with asmile that did interesting things to her heart rate. " Can you tell me where the moon
will risetonight?*

She shook her head. "I have no idea when and where the moon plansto rise, or what phaseit'sin. | don't
fed adamn thing. But | can tdll you the names of the astronauts who landed on it, if that's any help.”

A frown flickered across hisface. "l suppose acertain lack of awarenessisto be expected. Until just
recently, you haven't been among others of your kind."



"That makes adifference?’
"Of course. Qualities get stronger in proximity to others.”

Gwen thought about that. " Then why are some of usleft among humans as changdings? Y oud think kids
would grow up stronger if they werewith their families, or at least with other people like them.”

"You'vejust answered your own question. Not al Qudlities are desirablein and of themsalves, and some
combinations can be dangerous. That'swhy we pay careful attention to genealogy.”

"Except when you don't,” Gwen said, suddenly understanding where thiswas going.

"Except when we don't,” 1an agreed. "Sometimes we get. .. cardess, and children are born of
incompetible bloodlines. These children are put into fosterage with humans until their giftsbeginto
emerge. At tha time, adetermination is made.”

"And then what?"'

"It would depend, of course. Most often the young ones are brought in, taught what they are, and given a
place among us.”

"What about the rare exception? And what happens to the human babies?’
He hesitated. "Each caseis decided separately.”
"Y eah? Who decides?'

"That's not something of immediate concern to you. It's more important for you to concentrate on learning
and controlling your gbilities.

Therewas a strange note in hisvoice, and Gwen didn't think it was remorse over those lost young lives.
"Y oureworried about thisthird Quality, the starlight thing.”

"These gifts usualy begin to manifest in adolescence. Y es, I'm concerned that you have shown only two
of thethree." He gave her adow, devastating smile. "' Perhapsif we spend more persond time together,
thisgift will emerge”

"Nicetry," shesaid dryly. "But if thisworks on athe-more-the-merrier basis, | know this guy who used
to work for Edmonson. Adrian Archer. Maybe we should cal him over, join hands, sing 'Kumbaya."'

lan reacted like a clap of thunder.
"Theres another?' he demanded, seizing her arm. "Here in Providence? Describe him."

"Jesus, did it down anotch or two, would you? He looks sort of like ayoung Brad Pitt, minusthe
subble. Tdler, thinner, blonder. What's the problem?"

He dropped her arm and began to pace. "I don't know this Adrian Archer. To the best of my
knowledge, | wasthe only one of our kind in Edmonson's... employ. What were the circumstances of
your mesting?'

"Medtings. Plurd.”

She described the theft in the lab out in Lincoln, the recent drug meet on the East Side, the recent mesting
at the Extreme, and the strange result of the drug testing of one of the dancers.



lan nodded thoughtfully. "Of course| knew that drugs were available at Underhill and the other clubs, but
it was my understanding that the humans—Tiger Leone, the Jamisons, and afew like them—handled that
end of the busness™"

"Doesit make adifference?’

"It might. It would certainly explain the results of the tests conducted on that dancer, and might also
explain why your Captain Wa sh wasinvolved with Edmonson.”

"They're sdlling something new, something law enforcement hasn't seen before.”

"Not for several hundred years, certainly. Our people have long made potions from rare herbs, things that
can have arather profound effect on humansand noneat dl on us.”

"What'sthe effect?"

"It would depend on the herb, and a so its preparation. A mild infusion can be soothing. In stronger
doses, these herbs usudly act as some sort of stimulant.”

"A mildinfuson, you sad,” Gwen murmured. "Likeatea"
"Yes, that'sright."

She considered the soothing herba brew Alice Powers offered them at The Green Man. It did seemto
have an effect on the woman—she camed down as quickly as someone who'd popped aVaium. It had
had asomewhat different effect on Jason, but then, he'd had about four cups of the stuff. And Jeff...

Suddenly the explanation for their two-person orgy became abundantly clear. Ditto hisreserve on the
phone. People coming off Ecstasy had one hell of adrop. Since Jeff was sufficiently hung-over the next
morning to misswork, he probably thought she'd dipped him something.

Which, in effect, she had.

"How could you make sure thisdrug iswhat you think it is?"
"I'd need asample.”

"I'm pretty sure I've got some."

A peculiar expression flitted over hisface. "Have you tried it?"

"Y eah, when | thought it was some kind of herbd tea. It didn't do athing for me, but afriend of mine had
some. A lot of it, actudly. It definitdly had an effect on him.”

"Ishedill dive?'
Shelaughed shortly. ™Y egh. It wasn't quite that good.”
"I'm not sure I'm following you."

"Thisfriend was over a my place. He mixed some concentrated teawith juice. He should have added
water, but he didn't, and he drank alot of it. It made him really frisky."

lan's eyebrows rose. "The tea acted as an aphrodisiac?’

"That'sright. The effect wasfairly smilar to how someone might act after ahit of X. Theweirdthingis, a



normal cup of teaseemsto have acalming effect.”

"I know thisherb,” lan said. "In different doses and manner of preparation, it mirrorsthe effect of popular
street drugs. marijuana, amphetamines, and, as you have observed, Esctasy. Like marijuang, itisa
completely natural substance, but the intoxicantsit contains are quite different from any of the known
illega substances™

"Soif thisstuff wastested, it would look like herb tea”

"Or acapsule of powdered herbs, or even asmdl tablet," 1an concluded.

"Soinany form, it'svirtualy undetectable,” Gwen mused. "Isthere alot of this stuff around?”
"That ssemsunlikely."

"Then | can see why Edmonson wanted Walsh in on this. If one of his people got picked up for
distribution, Wash could arrange a switch. Thetealeaveslook and act like weed. I'm guessing the pills
and capsules are made to look like street drugs.”

"l would assume o, yes."

"So the dedler'slawyer hasthe Stuff tested, and it looks like the only thing hisclient isguilty of is
scamming abunch of party people.”

"Y$"

Gwen shook her head. "It'salot of trouble to go through just to avoid aroutine bust for weed and

"That would depend. Most low-level dedlers are expendable. Few are sufficiently well informed to
implicate their suppliers. The police can arrest as many street dealers asthey like, and no one shedstears
over the death of aTiger Leone. But what of the people who use the drugs? For some, the pendlties can
be inconvenient.”

"A ging, then? Extortion?" She turned the possibilities over in her mind. "Edmonson's people could s
the herba drugsto rich college kids, professiondss, paliticians—anyone who'll pay to avoid adrug
conviction. If they're picked up, arrange the switch with Walsh, resdll the original drugs, pocket the cash.
A lot of people would pay good money for that kind of service. If they had enough chutzpah, they might
even threaten the arresting officers with alawsuit for false arrest. Edmonson would profit from that,
too—he had hisown law firm."

"All of thissounds plausble.”

"Of course, you couldn't go to that well too often. If the ability to switch the drugs depends upon Walsh,
the department couldn't screw up too often or held lose hisjob."

"Unless he was seen as a crusading, incorruptible police chief because he weeded out tainted members of
theforce."

"Likeme," she said bitterly. " Son of abitch.”

Ragerosein her like black mist, dimming her vison. A moment passed before she redlized that the
dwindling clouds had reformed into a dense blackness that blocked out the stars. In the back of her
mind, asmall traitorous voice suggested that Gwen was responsiblefor this, aswell.



She turned her back on lan and drew along, shuddering bresth.

"We can do nothing moretonight,” he said quietly. "Whatever the starlight holdsfor you isblocked by
your anger."

Gwen whirled back toward him. "Then unblock it. Let's put dl the cards on the table.”
"Can you dance?'

For along moment she stared at him. "Jesus Christ on tilts. Y ou're serious.”

"Of course.”

"C'mon! Dancing inthe garlight? How Tolkien isthat?'

"Mind and body are closdly related. Movement frees the flow of power. Y ou can probably accept that
humans can treat depression through exercise, that yogaand tai chi make their practitioners more
centered and connected, that martia arts develop the ki. Given your background, you may believe that
prayer ismore powerful when focused by the movement of rosary beads through the fingers of a
penitent. If thesethingsare plausible, why isit so difficult to believe that dance, particularly inthe
company of others of our kind, strengthens our Qualities?'

"Y ou makeit sound amost reasonable,” she grumbled.
"It is reasonable. Moreover, it works. Come." He extended ahand to her.

Gwen shook her head. "They didn't exactly have cotillionswhere | grew up. | can shake my stuff, but |
don't think that's what you've got in mind. Is there another option?"

He lifted one eyebrow. "Now that you mention it." He pulled her to him and claimed her lips before she
redized hisintention.

The kisswas different than those sheld recently shared with Jeff. Her sensesfilled with the scent of
woodsmoke and green forests, and the lure of darker, unknown places. Any thought of resistance faded.

They sank together to the grass. Gwen stripped off her shirt, hungry to feel hisskin on hers. But in her
building sexud excitement was another note—something dark and fierce, dien yet disturbingly familiar.
She got the impression that every nightmare she couldn't quite remember was trying to push through a
wadl inher mind.

If thiswas the Quality, she wanted no part of it.

Gwen pulled away, chilled in away that had nothing to do with the evening breeze on her skin. Sherolled
up into aStting position and wrapped her arms around her knees. If she hugged hersdlf hard enough, she
could dmost control the shaking.

lan rolled to one side and propped his head up on one elbow. A casual pose, but Gwen detected a hint
of worry inhiseyes.

"Something was happening. Tell me about it."
"It wasn't good, but it was big."

"Perhaps a bit too much for afirst manifestation. Our Qualitiestend to manifest more powerfully around
others of our kind. That's one of the reasons why we're rather widely scattered.”



"Put too many in the same room, we reach critical mass and blow up?'

"Not as such. But yes, it can be dangerous. That's why some of the young whose bloodlines arein
questions are placed among humans.”

Gwen's phone rang. lan shook his head in resgnation and got to hisfeet.
"I know," hesaid. "Y ou've got to take this."

He picked up hisdiscarded coat and shirt when did that come off, anyway?—and melted into the
shadows beneath the old tree.

Gwen snapped her gaze away from lan and clicked on the phone. "Talk."
"It's Tamar. That picture you sent to merang abell. Can you meet someone tonight? Right away ?"
She reached for her tee shirt and rose to her feet.

"Just tell mewhere, and I'm on my way."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Gwen sashayed into the pool hall down by the river and presented her GiGi Silver ID at the door. The
bouncer glanced at it and gave a skeptical grunt—most people thought twenty-one was a bit of a stretch
for her—but he handed back the card and waved her into the room.

Therewas only one man in the room wearing a bright yellow shirt. Hewas abig guy, Latino. According
to Tamar, he was on the same kind of hunt as Gwen. Two young cousins had disappeared and he'd
followed their trail from Mexico to Cdifornia, and from there to Providence.

The man gave Gwen an appreciative once-over as she strode over to histable, but his jaw dropped
when she mentioned her name.

"Y ou are she the holy sister sends?!
"That'sright. Y ou got a problem with that?'

He spread both hands, palms up, in an dmost courtly gesture. "Forgive me, chica, but | was not
expecting..."

Hiseyesdid over her, taking in her gel-spiked hair, her heavily made-up eyes and her crimson mouth, the
snug black top and the even tighter black jeans (not to mention the wide strip of skin in between), the
garnet stud on her belly-button ring, the stiletto-hedled ankle boots.

"Meg" Gwen summed up.
"Truly. Thesigter spoke of an... angel que se venga?'
Anavenging angd? That was alittle dramatic, even for Sster Tamar.

"My wings are a the cleaners. Sorry about that,” Gwen said dryly. "And if | come as a shock, you're
lucky the'holy Sgter’ in't riding shotgun tonight.”



Hisdark browsmet in afrown of puzzlement. Idiom overload was Gwen's guess.

Since he seemed allittle uncomfortable with English, Gwen dropped into the street Spanish sheld picked
up fromthegirlsin juvenile. "Sister Tamar said you recognized the man in the sketch. Tell mewherel can
find the motherlessfuck.”

"Mierda! Thisishow the Spanish istaught in American schools?"

"Depends on where you went to school. Thisguy, did he have any girlswith him? Two of them, blond.
Probably Russian girls, and about the age of the kids you'relooking for."

"If | found any girlchild in the possession of such aman, would | leave her with him?' he demanded.
Gwen shrugged. "Somewould.”

His offended expression mdted into something very much like sorrow. "That istruth. Y ou don't know
me, S0 how el se could you answer such aquestion?

"Glad we cleared that up. Where can | find this guy?*
"Do you know Atwdl Avenue?'

Gwen nodded, and he gave concise directions from that main road to one of the less savory
neighborhoods on the west side of 1-95. When hefinished, he gave her an uncertain stare.

"Thisman isawolf who preys upon young girls. Y ou will not go to him aone?
"I'm thinking hell be morelikely to open the door to aclient.”

He nodded, clearly relieved by what he thought she was saying. "I would go with you, but this man, he
knows my face."

Gwen saw no reason to point out that she could pose asaclient aswell asany man. A guy who sold
sex—especialy someone who wasn't peddling his own ass—usualy wasn't too picky about whom he
sold to.

"Thanksfor the offer. | hopeyou find the girlsyou're looking for."
"Andyou aswell, chica." He gave her aquick amile, little more than abaring of teeth. " Buena caza.”
Good hunting.

Their eyes met, and amoment of perfect understanding passed between them. The city wasfull of
predators, but tonight, some of them would take a step or two down on the food chain. And neither of
them saw adamn thing wrong with that.

Gwen got to the pimp's house about five minutestoo late. As she killed the lights on her Toyota, she
noticed a skinny, furtive man climb the front stairs. The front door swung open and the Latino she'd seen
in her vison ushered the dlient ingde.

The next half hour passed in frustration and fury as Gwen waited for the man to complete his purchase.
As soon as he sauntered out, she was out of the car and heading for the front door.

The pimp stared at her, firgt in surprise, then calculation. "What do you want?'



Gwen tossed her head in the direction the John had taken. " Same thing he wanted.”

A leer spread across the man'sface, and he cupped his groin with one hand. "'l can help you with that.”
"Chicks, not dicks," she said succinctly. "Areyou sdling, or aren't you?"

"A littlegirl likeyouisbuying?' hesad, eyeing her skepticdly.

"It depends. Do you have agirl who does hard tricks?’

His eyeswidened. "How hard?’

"No bruises, no blood." Gwen shrugged. "Or very little.”

"No problem. For that, two hundred for an hour."

She pulled saverd fiftiesfrom her leather bra. When he reached for it, she snatched it away. "An hour,”
shesaid coldly. "In an hour'stime, I'm coming down the stairs and walking out of thishouse. If | dont,
some very bad boyswill be cominginto get me."

Hiseyes|ifted over her shoulder, scanned the street. No watchers were in evidence, but then, they
wouldn't be.

"An hour," he agreed, and reached for the money. Thistime, Gwen let him takeit.

Shewalked up the stairs and into the door on the left. A pae-haired waif sat on the edge of the bed,
looking a Gwen without surprise. Without emation of any kind. But when their eyes met, Gwen got a
vivid mental image: The blond girl down in the basement of this house, tears streaming down her cheeks
as she struggled to dig agrave in the hard-packed earth.

Gwen looked around for something to write on. There was no paper anywhere, but abig oval mirror was
strategically positioned by the bed.

Sick bastards.

Shetook her lipgtick from her purse and drew asimple picture of anun—just asmiley face surrounded
by the folds of an old-fashioned wimple, shoulders, and a necklace with a cross. She sent aquestioning
look at the girl. After amoment, she nodded.

Gwen drew three smal stick figures with skirts. She pointed to one of the figures, then to the girl,
sgnding Thisisyou.

Again the girl nodded, and interest began to replace the dull, dead look in her eyes.

Using acorner of the sheet, Gwen erased the second stick figure. She drew it again, closeto the
smiley-face nun, then drew a circle around them both. She added apair of vertical lines coming down
from the circle, and connected them with a curved base. The drawing was crude, but it was recognizable
asatower. A safe place.

Gwen tapped the stick figure who'd found safety with the nun. "lrena.”

A smile burst over the girl'sface like asunrise, and she said something in Russian that sounded like a
brief, fervent prayer of thanksgiving. She touched her heart, then reached for the stick figure that
represented her.



"l an Maring" she sad carefully.

"Hello, Marina. My name is Gwen. How much English can you speek?'

The girl considered. "Some of it."

"Fair enough. Listen, I'm going to take you to Irena. Somewhere you'll both be safe.”
Marinatapped her ear and shrugged helplesdly.

"Grest," Gwen muttered. She regarded her lipstick. It was getting low—definitely long past time to wind
up this conversation.

She drew an arrow from the Marina figure to the tower, then stood and held out her hand.

The girl rose dowly and took the lipstick from Gwen's hand. She smeared the third figure, added apair
of trianglesto represent angel wings, and turned mournful eyesto Gwen.

"I know," she said softly. She erased the picture with the sheet, then held out her hand again. "Let'sgo."
Marinas smdl fingers curled around hers, and she followed Gwen down the Sairs.

The man met them at thefoot of the sairs, hisface twisted in ascowl. "Y ou rented the little bitch, that'sit.
Y ou thinking about buying, I'm gonna need to see alot more money than you put down.”

Without letting go of Marinas hand, Gwen leaned to one side and snapped off two quick kicks—the first
into the pimp's face, the second catching him in the solar plexus. He folded, clutching his gut and
wheezing.

A cry burgt from Marina—a banshee howl of rage and pain. Suddenly shewas on him likeasmal fury,
pounding him with her fists. Gwen let her get in afew satisfying shots, then stepped in and ddlivered a
roundhouse punch to the side of his jaw. He went down and showed no sign of getting up anytime soon.

Gwen crouched beside him and took out hiswallet. It held severa hundred, including Gwen'sfifties. She
took out the wad and handed it to Marina.

"For you and Irena.”

Thegirl was still trembling with wrath. 1t took a moment for her to focus on the money, and on Gwen's
meaning. Her face hardened, and she shook her head adamantly.

Gwen could respect that. Cometo think of it, she wouldn't have taken it either. She pocketed her two
hundred and put the rest back.

Sheled Marinato the front door and pointed to the battered Toyota. "Y ou go ahead. Lock the door.
Youll be safe, and I'll betherein just aminute.”

Maybe the girl understood, maybe she was only too happy to leave her captor. She ran out to Gwen's
car and flung hersdf into the backsest.

Gwen looked around for something resembling arope. The room on her right was a sitting room,
furnished decades ago with a cheap pair of chintz-covered chairs and a sagging sofa. Faded drapes
framed each of the two windows, tied back with atripletier of satin ropes ending in unraveling tassals.

Gwen yanked off the satin ropes and dragged the pimp over to the banister. She propped himin asitting



position and tied him securely in place.

That accomplished, she dapped his cheeks until his eyes fluttered open. When they focused, Gwen rose
and stepped away from him.

And Remembered.
She brought to mind Marinas last memories of Anya, and willed them to fill the room.
A shadow moved at the top of the stairs. Gwen looked up and smiled.

Something in her face brought alook of aarm to the pimp's eyes, and he craned his head toward the
source of that malevolent satisfaction.

And started screaming.

Anyas ghostly body tumbled down the stairsin eerie sllence. She landed at the pimp's feet, one limp,
trand ucent arm flung out wide in such amanner that it seemed to go through him.

He kept screaming even after the vison faded away, and his eyes were wild as they tracked something
moving about the room. Something only he could see.

For just amoment, fear shimmered an icy path down Gwen's spine. Maybe memories this painful and
powerful left more than a psychic echo. Perhaps there redlly was something else in the room.

She shrugged away that thought and left the man adone with hisghosts or hisguilt. It didn't particularly
matter to her which.

Once outside, she pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed Damian's number. After dl, shed
cheated him out of adrug bust, so she owed him. This ought to pay off the debt with interest.

Gwen dropped off Marinaat Sister Tamar's safe house and called Adrian from her car. He agreed to
meet her in the park where Damian had set up the drug bust.

He was waiting when she got there. Instead of speaking, Gwen held up the picture of Erin.
"I know thisgirl," he readily admitted. "Sheisone of us."
"Tdl me"

"We met years ago. When we became intimate, her powers started manifesting. Two years ago, |
brought her to the earl. She agreed to work for himin distribution.”

"That herbd store down in Tiverton. The Green Man."
llYall
"But that's not your only means of digtribution.”

"Of course not. We offer something for everyone. The drugswere sold in dl of Tiger's clubs. We have
people working the schools. And, of course, street deals."”

"Do you have some on you?"

He handed her acapsule. She pulled it gpart and spilled the finely ground powder into her hand. An



image of arocky, amost lunar landscape flashed into mind.

"What isthis Suff?"

"A very rare plant. It was found in aplace in western Ireland caled the Burren.”
"It growsthere?"

He hestated. "It was found there. The Burren is one of the strangest ecosystems on earth. There are
many plantsamong al those rocks that have no business being there: apine plants, plantsfrom the
Mediterranean coast."

"Whereisthisonefrom?'
"That ishard to say," hereplied carefully. "But it'sbeing grown here, locdly.”

Moonlight sfted through the purposefully stunted limbs of gppletrees, glinting on thetiny green globes
that promised future fruit. Gwen walked down arow of trees, but saw no other fields beyond. Asfar as
she could tdll, this place looked like any other farm in rurd Smithfield.

"Okay, whereisit?'

Adrian pointed to alow-growing meadow flower in the grasses, adainty blue flower growing above
fernlikefoliage.

"That's it?' Gwen marveled. "Y ou're growing organic Ecstasy in afresking gpple orchard?’
"Yes Thisisthe only placein theworld whereit isgrown.”
"Who ownsthis place?’

His smilewasfaintly mocking, and his eyes searched her face asif greedy for her reaction. "It would
appear that you do."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"l own hell's happy acres?' she demanded. "Isthere any deazy real estate in Rhode Idand that
Edmonson didn't own?"

Archer'ssmile broadened. "Actudly, thisfarm belonged to your parents.”

Gwen waited for some emotional response to this. Something was there, right under the surface, but she
just couldn't get to it. Or perhaps she didn't want to.

"|sthat the reason Edmonson killed them? To get control of thisdrug?”

"Intruth, | don't think Edmonson wanted them dead. He wanted to know where the plants were
origindly found."



"But they died in the car crash.”
Adrian's only response was an € oquent shrug.
"Why would he admit to killing them?"

"Because he was ultimately responsible. He started a course of action that could only result in their
deaths. By our laws, thereis only adight difference between responsibility and murder. How could it be
otherwise, when you're talking about a people who can influence othersto do their bidding?"

Like lan Forest. Despite everything hed done, Gwen il felt the man's magnetic pull.
Gwen scanned the rows of trees. "So how does thiswork?"

"The herb is picked in midsummer. Bunches are hung in that barn over there. Oncethey aredry, they are
sent away for packaging or processing.”

"Where?'

"No one particular place. The scope of thisbusinessis till fairly small, and it's operated as a cottage
industry. Thisisaprecaution, aswdl asapracticaity.”

"I'll need the addresses of those cottages.”

"Of course.”

Sheturned anarrow-eyed gaze toward him. ™Y ou're being very helpful.”
"Of course" he said again. "After dl, you have my oath.”

"Sure, but that doesn't mean you have to be so happy about it. Y ou redly don't seem to mind selling out
your boss."

"Technicdly, I'm not sdling him out. Y ou are, after dl, the earl'sonly heir.”

Gwen nodded asif she actualy bought that. For the time being, it was better to let thislunatic think she
was ready to climb onboard.

"|sthere anything in the barn?"

"No. Last year's crop has been processed. Thereis still some of the product in distribution channels, but
the new harvest isonly weeks away."

"Isthis profitable?’

"Not particularly. It will bein time, perhaps.”

"Thenwhy are you doing this?'

He amiled faintly. "Why not? Haven't you ever used your Quditiesto toy with the humans?*

She was about to say no when the image of the pimp's chak-white face and quite literaly haunted eyes
cameto mind.

"Only inagood cause," shesaid grudgingly.



"Y ou don't consder smple entertainment sufficient reason?”
"That'ssick," shesad flaly.

"l don't seewhy."

"Because they're people?'

"They are vermin," he hissed. Hisface darkened, and suddenly he no longer looked like a cute blond
snger from a particularly vapid boy band.

"The humans breed like rabbits. They control the planet's resources and destroy the environment in the
process. Every year more species disappear, squeezed out by 'human progress.’ Thereisavery red
possibility that we, the Elder Races, might join them. What harm istherein indulging those few smdll
pleasuresthat remain to us?'

"Like fucking with the humans™

Her sarcasm found no foothold in Adrian'sworldview. In fact, helooked pleased that she'd grasped the
concept so readily. "Inaword, yes."

Gwen took a deep bresth. "How many of usare left?’

Hewaved aside this question. "Our diminishing strength has lessto do with our numbers than with our
Quadlities. The Old Gifts are disappearing or changing. Our birthrates are down, and acceptable powers
seldom manifest with redl strength.”

"Okay, but what does selling drugs to humans have to do with any of this?'

"It provesthat they are weak," Adrian said flatly. "They are driven by their appetites, eager for any
chanceto shrug off persona responsibility. They find the mildest chemicals and herbs debilitating.”

He stooped and plugged a spring of lacy foliage. "Y ou and | could eat alarge bowl of this herb with
diced tomatoes and Italian dressing, and fed noiill effects whatsoever."

"Unlesstherewasalot of sdt inthat dressing,” Gwen retorted.

Adrian rocked back on his hedls, looking asif sheld struck him acrossthe face.

"Itishardly the samething,” he said tiffly.

Gwen let the point go. "So you get your jollies from watching people make fools of themsdves.”

"By exploiting their weakness," he emphasized. "Those of uswho are strong suffer no ill effects. Those
who arewesk snk ever degper into their pitiful little swvamps.”

"l don't likeit. In fact, | want this stopped,” she said, sweeping one arm wide to indicate the field.
Hissmilewas cold. "That may not be your decision to make."
"Why not? | thought you said | owned thisplace.”

"True, but | aso said the earl's property would fal to you if you met the terms of inheritance. Havedl
three of your Quaities manifested?"

Gwen shrugged. "lan Forest isworking on that.”



One corner of Adrian's mouth twitched into asneer. "In that case, | wouldn't plan to collect your
inheritance anytime soon.”

Gwen parked Sylvias black Mercedes beside the road, around the corner from The Green Man and
beyond sight from the parking lot. Her landlady didn't mind if Gwen used the car from timeto time. Not
many people would associate the e egant vehicle with Gwen, but you never knew who might stop by for
acuppa and wonder why she was skulking around the shop.

She found afairly comfortable spot among the trees to the west of the shop and settled in, lying on her
stomach to keep out of view. It was alittle damp, but she'd been on worse stakeouts.

Alice Powers drove up shortly before ten. Thelightsflickered on in the shop, and the tearoom lights
quickly followed. Had to have that morning hit, Gwen thought. Mot likely the shop owner was
thoroughly hooked on her own products.

Within moments, awhite Lexus pulled up in front of the shop. Gwen sat bolt upright, startled by the
familiar vehicle. She quickly caught herself and dropped down out of sight.

A smdll, dim woman got out of the car and tucked a strand of her crimped red hair behind her ears.
"Trudy Wasserman,” murmured Gwen. "Why am | not surprised?’

What she was was pissed. What with one thing and another, Gwen had enough to ded with without
tripping over Trudy.

She waited until the redheaded woman returned to her car and pulled away. She marched into the store
and grabbed two boxes of the Green Man tea. Alice Power's face darkened with dread when she took
inthe grimlook on Gwen'sface.

"Haveyou found Erin?'

"Not yet. Sorry, but | don't have timeto chat,” Gwen said, throwing atwenty on the counter. She left
without waiting for her change and ran to the Mercedes.

Fortunately, there weren't too many waysto get from Tiverton to Providence. Gwen followed at a
distance until she ascertained that Trudy was going to take highways. Route 24 north to 1-195, then west
to Providence. All the better. It was easy to tail someonein acrowd.

Trudy drove straight home. Gwen parked beside the Lexus in the lot across from the condo. She jogged
over to the building and rang the bell a couple of times before Trudy responded.

"Hey. It's Gwen. I've got something for you."
"What isit?" Even through the intercom, Trudy's voice sounded suspicious.
"There's one way to find out.”

The buzzer sounded, and Gwen yanked the door opened and took the stairstwo at atime. She pushed
past Trudy and shut the door behind her, then tossed the box of Green Man teaat the woman.

Trudy ingtinctively caught the box, bobbled it for amoment. When she redlized what she held, her eyes
widened into limpid pools of guilt.

"Don't bother trying to sell me on coincidence,” Gwen advised her.



The redhead tossed back her head and faced Gwen down. "All right, then, | admit it: I've been watching
Erin Westland for sometime now."

IIWMI
"She'lsmarried to Kyle," Trudy said, her tone suggesting that this should be saif-evident.

"Agan, why?Not why Erin married Kyle," she clarified, "adthough that's definitely a question to ponder
another day, but why are you so interested in al the details of your girlfriend'sex?’

"Marcy was married to Kyle Radcliff for years. They have ahistory, and that can be a powerful thing.
Y ou saw how she came running to you with his problems.™

"So you decide to start following the second wife? That sounds dangeroudly like obsession to me. How
long hasthis been going on?"

"A few weeks" she admitted.
Gwen raised one eyebrow.
"Okay, maybe afew months. Four or five."

"So how doesthiswork? Y ou follow Erin Westland down to her place of business, and decideto
become aregular customer so you can keep an eye on the new missus?'

Trudy sighed heavily. ™Y ou're not going to believe this."
"That's probably true, but tell me anyway."

"I went down to The Green Man thefirgt time not knowing Erin worked there. A friend of minegaveme
abox of thisherbtea. | redlly liked it, and asked her where | could buy it. She sent me down to Tiverton.
It'sthe only placethat dlsit.”

"What'syour friend's name?"
"Sly. Sdly Lyons™
That name sounded familiar, but Gwen couldn't quite placeit. "Describe her."

"Widl, she's about my age—Iate thirties—and about my height and build, although shesdimmer, I'm
sorry to report. She haslong brown hair, lovely hands. She'savery pretty woman. Very feminine.”

That could describe alot of people Gwen had seen around. " Do you have a number for her?

Trudy went off for her phone book, and came back from the bedroom with adip of paper in her hand.
"Here's her home phone, though frankly, | don't know what you expect to learn from her. Just because
she buysteaat Erin Westland's shop, it doesn't follow that she'd know something about the woman's

disappearance.”
"Couldn't hurt to ask. Can | give you aword of advice?' Trudy nodded cautioudly.

"Stop drinking that stuff. It doesn't exactly bring out the best in you.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Gwen spent agood chunk of Tuesday at the station, going over her statement about Kate Myers. She
got to the church five minutes after her salf-defense class was supposed to Sart.

Damian and Jason were aready there, avidly discussing the merits of Jason's two-seeter. The Miataand
Damian'swreck were the only vehiclesin the parking lot.

"I cdledit right last week," Damian told her. "L ookslike you scared them al off."
"Lookslike," she agreed. "Wait a minute—looks like we've got a couple of takers."

A blue SUV pulled into thelot, and two women got out. One was the blond political aide, and the other
was the woman who had been so disturbed by last week's demonstration.

Gwen herded everyone into the basement and pulled the attendance list out of her file. As she went down
it to check off the names of the women who showed up, she noticed the name of one who hadn't: Saly
Lyons.

That was the name Trudy had given her—the friend who'd turned her on to the funny herbals.

Gwen got the two women started practicing the holds and escapes they'd learned last week. Then she
stepped into the stairwell and shut the door. She called Sally Lyons's number and got arecording.

As s00n as the voice message was finished playing, she dialed Kyle Raddliff.
"Have you got arecording of Erin'svoice?'

"I don't think s0," he said hesitantly. " She never liked video cameras, and my voiceis on our phone
machinea home."

"Figures. What about the shop?"

He thought about that. "I'm pretty sure Alice left the voice message. But cometo think of it, Erin
probably left her own message on her cell phone.”

"I'm not in my office and don't have her file handy. Give me the number.”

He recited the number. Gwen hung up on him and diaed it. Sure enough, ayoung femae voiceinvited
her to leave amessage. She hung up and dided Sdlly Lyons's number again.

The voices were the same.

Firgt thing the next morning, Gwen was & the address given on Sally Lyonss class-registration form. A
little boy was in the front yard, absently kicking at a Spider-Man backpack. He was definitely thekid in
the photo Kyle had given her.

"Hey, Patrick," she caled, feding astab of guilt over using one of an abductor's favorite ploys. Cal akid
by name, chances are helll assume he should know you. Why parents insisted on displaying their kids
names on their shirts and hats and backpacks was amystery to Gwen.

Helooked up and waved at her. "Hi!"

"Isyour mom home?"'



"Y eah, but she's making facestoday.”

"Making faces," she repested.

"Uh-huh. She's coming right out. Y ou'll see”

At that moment Sally Lyons opened the front door, and Gwen definitely saw.

The woman with Erin Westland's child was one of the women from Gwen's sdf-defense class, the
suburban mom in pastdl pink who'd been worried about hurting her workout partner.

Suddenly Saly Lyonswas gone, and Erin Westland stood her in place. "Get away from my son!” she
shrieked.

The woman unsheathed her claws and came a Gwen in asudden rush, swiping ahandful of manicure at
Gwen'sface.

Gwen leaned away from the blow and came back with a punch to the jaw. The woman staggered back
three steps, then dropped straight back onto her ass.

Thelittle boy ran to her. She put her arms around him and glared over his head at Gwen.
"I'm not going back," sheinssted.

"Wdll, that proves you've got some sense. | don't plan to take you and Patrick back to Kyle."
Erin sniffed. "I'm not afraid of him."

"Then what'sthis about?"

The woman gently moved Patrick away from her and put ahand under his chin, turning hisfaceto hers.
"Go indde, honey. Mommy will bewith you in just aminute, okay?"

The child's gaze flashed to Gwen.

"I won't hurt your mother,” she said.

"Y ou promise?’

Acting on impulse, Gwen said, "I swear it by moon and star, word and wind.”
Thelittle boy'sfacelit up. "Hey! Can you make faces, too?"

Gwen obliged by crossing her eyes and sticking out her tongue. Patrick giggled. "Not those kind of
faced"

"Patrick," Erin prompted in one of those no-nonsense mother tones. He turned and scampered for the
house.

"What didn't you want him to hear?' Gwen asked.
"He'sin danger," Erin confided. "It's the others. They found out about Patrick.”
ll%?l

"According to the Elders, he can't exist." A bitter smiletwisted Erin'sface. "My sonisahdf-breed.”



"Nicetry. | know about your pregnancy. It lasted closeto four years. Patrick isn't Kyles son.”

"My reationship with Kyle goes back severd years. | started seeing him when he was still married to
your friend Marcy."

"Wouldn't surprise me. But what about the other men?”
"What other men?' Erin demanded.
"Kyle had quite a photo dbum.”

"Oh, that. Do you have any ideahow easy it isto ater photos? Anyone who worked for Edmonson had
accessto alot of pornography. It wasn't hard to find a photographer who could shoot mein similar
positions and impose my face on some other woman's body."

"Kylewas pretty pissed off."

"That wasthewholeides," sheretorted. "I didn't want him looking for me. The man hasan egothe size
of Texas. If hethought | wasfooling around, he wouldn't want me. If he thought Petrick wasnt his, he
wouldn't waste another moment on him.”

That aso rang true with what Gwen knew of Kyle. "And what about Trudy Wasserman?"'

Erin huffed. "What about her? | wastripping over her every time| turned around, so | decided to give
her another hobby."

"Anaddiction.”
The woman shrugged.
"Y ou're deliberately getting people hooked on this stuff. And not just Trudy."

"I need the money," Erin tated. "I've stretched my loca identities to the bresking point. It'stimeto start
over, somewhere far away. The Green Man was giving me achanceto build up anest egg—"

"So why aren't you gone?"
"I can't get a the money without giving mysdf away," Erin said. "That'swhere you comein.”
Gwen lifted one eyebrow. "Y ou're looking to hire me?”

" figured Kyle might end up coming to you when | left. So | sgned up for your self-defense courseto
seewhat you had. | figured, if you could find me, you were probably good enough to help me

disappear.”

"Glad to know | passed your littletest,” Gwen said dryly. "Asmuch as| hate to admit it, I'm being
shadowed fairly closely by one sneaky pointy-eared son of abitch. If | can find you, chances are he can,
too."

Erin'sfacefdl. "l hadn't thought of that."

"I know where you can go. A friend of mine runs a safe house. There's excellent security, police
protection. They won't bother you there—keeping alow profileisahigh priority to these people.”

"Our people," Erin corrected. She conceded with ashrug. "Very well. I'll go to this safe house.”



"Yourewdcome."

She shrugged again and started toward the house. Gwen fdll into step. "I hope it won't come as ashock
to hear that | don't exactly trust you."

Erin darted a surprised glance in her direction. "Why should you?'

"Just 0 you know, I'm going to be very unhappy if anyone at Sister Tamar's place is hurt because of
you."

"I'll keep alow profile Erin smiled sweetly. "Like you said, that's what we do best.”

Much to hisdismay, lan found himsalf obliged to pay acal on the man who called himself Jason Cross.
An unannounced vigit, of course. Unfortunately, Jason wasn't even dightly startled by the sudden
appearance.

The man leaned againgt the kitchen counter in his"father's’ bungaow and crossed hisarms. " So. To what
do | owethe honor of thisintruson?'

"Y ou haven't contacted me with your findings on Gwen."
"What findings? If you told me what you were looking for, I'd have a better chance of noticing it."
" Selective observation? No, thank you. Tell me what you have managed to discover.”

Jason gave a concise report of her online activities, aswell asthose of people who did her more
complicated Internet work for her.

"Anything she knows, | know," he concluded. " She's working on a number of things. Some background
checks, amissng woman."

"Tdl me about them."
"Aren't we supposed to be following adrug connection and erasing tiesto this Captain Wash?'

"We must know everything she'sworking on." 1an gave him akeen look. "It could be particularly
uncomfortableif she startslooking too closely into Frank Crosss degath.”

The man returned his stare. "Yes, | can see how that would be a problem for you."

Doubt flickered in lan's mind. He was certain that this man had killed Frank Cross, but he couldn't pick
up any inkling of guilt from the young man. Perhgps he was a sociopath who knew no such emotions?

"Tel meabout thismissng woman."

"Her name's Erin Westland, aka Helene Tremaine. She's married to Kyle Radcliff, the ex-husband of
Gwen'sfriend Marcy Bartlett. She has a son. They're both gone.”

lan's heart seemed to legp into his throat, then thud painfully back into place. Thiswas amost disturbing
development. Especially now that Jason Crosswas involved.

"What progress has Gwen made?'

"Weve visted the woman's shop. An herb shop down in Tiverton called The Green Man.”



This, too, was disturbing news.
Shaken, lan left thelittle house and hurried to his car.
He drove to Erin Westland's shop and bought abox of the store'stea

As soon as he got back to his car, he spilled some of the dried herbsinto his hand. He sniffed them, then
touched a pinch to histongue. The taste was unmistakable.

It wastrue, then. These herbs, banished for centuries, must have blown into the Burren from a gate that
led into the Hidden land. And that could mean only onething:

James Avdon, Gwen'sfather, had figured away in.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Gwen decided to take Sylvias car to East Greenwich. In Kyle Radcliff's neighborhood, a black
Mercedes was the next best thing to camouflage. And unlike her aging economy car, the Mercedes could
exceed the speed limit. She drove with grim concentration, weaving around dower vehicles and pushing
the sedan to itslimits. The sooner she got to Kyl€e's place, the sooner the coming confrontation could be
done and over.

Sheld never seen his house in East Greenwich. The home heéld shared with Marcy in Providence had
been pretty spiffy, but this place was obscendly huge. A sprawling French colonid, al steeply peaked
rooflinesand small gables, was set in at least an acre of manicured lawn and carefully landscaped beds.
Thecircular drive curved around asea of late tulips, and azaleas bloomed amid the foundation plantings.
A fenced area behind the house suggested an in-ground pool. Erin Westland was escaping avery posh

cage.

Gwen pulled up at the front and rang the bell. No answer. She tried a couple of times before deciding
that Kyle had missed their gppointment, probably just to beapaininthe ass.

She was turning to leave when afluttering curtain caught her eye. The movement drew her gazeto the
open window—and the grim scene beyond.

A tall, fair-haired male lay faceup on the carpet, hisarmsflung out wide. Gwen went over to the window
for acloser look.

It was definitely Kyle. His cable-knit swester, once anatura sheep-colored beige, was dark with blood.
Hisface was unmarked, and his cold gray eyes were open and staring.

Gwen reached for her phoneto cdl it in. On impulse, she stopped, stuck the phone back into her pocket,
and climbed through the open window.

The room was remarkably tidy and very, very beige. The carpets, walls, and furniture were al shades
that could be found in abowl of oatmeal. The only color in the room was the pool of blood seeping into
the carpet around Kyle Radcliff's body.

Asfar as Gwen could tell, there was only one wound, but it had done the job. Someone with remarkable
am had gotten him right in the heart. Judging from the angle of the body, hed been facing the open
window and had falen straight back.



Gwen crouched beside the body. Her brow furrowed as she studied the wound. The placement was
perfect, but it waslike no gunshot wound sheld ever seen. Both his clothes and the flesh beneath had
been torn, asif he'd been stabbed with some sharp but strangely shaped object.

A glance a his hands discouraged that theory. Kyle lay with hisarmsflung out wide and his pamsturned
up. There were no defensive wounds on his hands. There probably would have been, if someone had
come a himwith aknife.

She picked up one hand and turned it to study the nails. They were negtly trimmed and buffed, so her
eyeswent a onceto the single imperfection: caught under one nail was asingle wavy, bright auburn hair.

Trudy'shair.

Gwen sat back on her heds, sunned into immobility. True, the woman wasridiculoudy jedous. Marcy
had said Trudy had been acting strangely, and yes, sheld taken aswing a Gwen, but murder? It didn't
seem possible.

She rose and walked over to the window. The angle was too perfect. Whatever had hit Kyle had come
through the open window. And the red hair? It was Trudy's, Gwen had little doubt of that, but that didn't
necessarily mean that Marcy'slover had been in thisroom. Someone was manipulating the scene.

Gwen pulled out her phone and dialed Sister Tamar's private line. "Is Erin gtill there?' she demanded.
The nun sniffed. "Y es, and she's quite the princess. Why? What's happening?'

"Her husband's dead. There's achance that whoever killed him might come after Erin. Lock the place
down. Don't let anyone come or go."

"Done," Tamar said. "Do you know who did this?"
"Not yet. I'vegot to go."

She went to work on the body, searching for more telltale hairs. There were three, two on the deeves of
Kyl€e's sweater and one entangled in his hair. None were on the blood-soaked torso, which, to Gwen's
way of thinking, argued strongly for their placement after Kyle's desth.

Her next stop was the kitchen, where she denuded aroll of paper towels. She set to work wiping clean
every surface in the room, including the windowsl and the doorknobs, inside and out.

When she was reasonably satified that she'd obliterated every fase trace of Trudy's presence, she
picked up her phoneto call it in. She started to dia Quaid's number before she remembered he wason
leave, pending investigation in Kate's murder. After amoment's thought, she dialed the station and asked
to be patched through to Ben Cerulo.

"It's Gellman," shetold him. "I'm working on amissing-persons, and | just got to aclient's housefor a
mesting. Instead of aclient, | have abody."

"I'll beright there," he said without hesitation. " Give me the address.”
"Well, that could be aproblem. It'sin East Greenwich.”
He huffed in exasperation. "Why are you caling meingtead of the townies?’

"He has an estranged wife. She's not a suspect—she's been in Sister Tamar's safe house since this
morning. But she might bein danger. Can you get someone over there? Preferably plainclothes?”



"Y ou got it. Do you have any ideawho might have killed your guy?"

Gwen's eyes dipped to the tdlltale red hairs sheld placed in a Ziploc sandwich bag. "I'll leave that to the
East Greenwich people. Thanks."

On her way out, she left afresh set of prints on the windowslll, the front doorknob, and the doorbell. The
town cops would know thereé'd been a housekeeping, and her prints would suggest that it had happened
before her arrivd.

Before she called the townies, shedid acircle of the property, looking for weapons conveniently stashed
in the landscaping. When she was confident there was nothing to find, she sank down on the front step
and dialed 911.

After the East Greenwich police were finished with her, Gwen drove stiraight to Marc's condo. Her
friend'slittle slver BMW was not in the parking lot, but Trudy's Lexuswas.

Gwen entered the building by following two male tenants and took the stairs up to the third floor. She
knocked on the door for awhile before Trudy swung it open.

The redhead was dressed—barely—in a sea-green teddy and a matching short robe. She looked
rumpled and sexy, asif shed been called from her bed, but not from deep.

Trudy regarded Gwen with abestific smile. "Hello gorgeous,” she said in acheerfully awful imitation of
Barbra Streisand imitating Fanny Brice.

Gwen cast her eyestoward the celling. "Forget it," she advised. "Y ou don't have the nosefor it."

Thewoman actualy giggled. "I did, once," she confided. "I had it bobbed. See?" She presented her
profile.

"Y eah, whatever. Where were you this afternoon?”
"Oh, who cares?' Trudy swayed closer and draped her arms around Gwen's neck. "Hold still, will you?'

"I'm not moving," Gwen pointed out as she tried to disentangle hersdlf. It wasn't easy—the woman
looked as bondless asalap cat and twice asblissful, but she clung to Gwen with surprising strength and
rapidly increasing passion. " Jesus, how much of that stuff did you drink?!

"What the hdll isgoing on in here?' demanded Marcy.

Gwen glanced over her shoulder. Her friend stood in the open door, looking asif shed just been
whacked between the eyes with atwo-by-four.

"Don' just stand there," she snapped. "Help me get Trudy into bed.”
"Why? It looksto melike you're doing just fine on your own."

Just then Trudy managed to plant awet one squarely on Gwen's mouth. Gwen seized two handfuls of
wavy red hair and held her off. "A little hep? She's higher than awesather satdllite.”

"Impossible" Marcy stated flatly. "Trudy doesn't take drugs.”
Gwen raised an eyebrow.



"Okay, shell smoke some weed oncein awhile, but other than that sheis extremely health conscious.
Annoyingly so."

Trudy started to sag as euphoria gave way to stupor. Gwen staggered under the sudden deadweight.
"Give me ahand, would you?'

Findly convinced, Marcy kicked off her heels and came over to help. Between the two of them, they got
Trudy into bed. She promptly rolled over to her side, curled up, and started snoring.

They dipped out of the bedroom. Marcy closed the door and walked over to the liquor cabinet. She
poured hersdlf aglass of wine with shaking hands.

"Has she been acting like thisalot recently?’

Marcy dumped into achair. "If you mean has she been dry-humping my friends and associates, no. But
she's been having mood swings. She has definitely been more insecure and possessive.”

"The weaknesses grow stronger,” Gwen murmured, remembering Adrian's screed in the orchard.
"What is she taking? Do you have any idea?'

"An herba blend. Something new. It's powerful stuff, but it hasn't found itsway onto thelist of illegas
ye"

Marcy shook her head in sorrow and astonishment. "How long has this been going on?"
"Thebest | can figure, four or five months."

Shewasslent for along time. " So it's gotten to be an addiction.”

"I'd say 0, yes."

She set down her glass and covered her face with both hands. "1 don't know what to do with this." Her
voice sounded muffled and shaken, as close to tears as Gwen had ever seen her.

"Take your time. Thishas got to be ashock."

Marcy took along breath and lowered her hands, folding them in her lap. "If thisisn't arecognized
substance, can she go into rehab?"

"It probably wouldn't be covered by major medicd, but | don't see why not.”

Marcy waved that obstacle away. "'l can afford to pay for treatment. Thething is, what happens after? |
don't know if I'm up to dedling with this. Y ou know about my father."

Gwen nodded. Marcy had been raised by her materna grandmother because her father was usudly too
drunk to pay much attention to hiskids. The experience had |eft Marcy with an extreme aversion to any
kind of overindulgence. That was one reason super-healthy, squeaky-clean Kyle had appedled to her. It
was one of the reasons sheld gravitated toward health-conscious Trudy. There was something ironicin
the fact that Trudy was probably an addict before she discovered the herb. The fact that she was
addicted to a person just made it harder to recognize.

"Would it help to know that she didn't redlize what the herb was when she started taking it?'

Marcy nodded dowly. "I hateto admit it, but yeah, that does help.”



"Good, because you've got alot of hard decisions ahead of you. | hate to dump this on you right now,
but it won't wait. Marcy, Kyleisdead.”

"What? When? How?'

"He was stabbed or shot once, right through the heart. | found him at his house.”
"How awful." Marcy reached for her hand. "I'm so sorry you had to ded with that."
Gwen sgueezed her friend's hand and released it. "Theres more.”

Shetook thelittle plastic bag containing Trudy's hairs from her pocket and tossed it onto the table beside
Marcy's chair. The woman glanced at it and looked up, her face ashen.

"Wheredid you find these?"
"| think you know."

Marcy exploded to her feet and began to pace like a caged panther. "Damn it, Gwen, please tell me you
didn't tamper with acrime scene!”

"Would you rather | left evidence incriminating Trudy?*

"Yesl" Shewhirled away, and her shoulders dumped. "No. But it doesn't matter what | think. If Trudy
killed Kyle, you've just made both of us accessories after the fact."

"Do you honestly think Trudy is capable of stabbing aguy through the heart?"

"No, but I never expected to come home and find her trying to drag you into bed, either. She can't stand
you."

"That'sthe cross | haveto bear,” Gwen murmured. "For what it'sworth, | don't think Trudy killed Kyle."
"I don't either, but | trust the system to prove her innocence. Y ou did, too, once upon atime."
"Asin, before | was framed and pushed off the force?"

Marcy came back over and sat down across from her. "Gwen, I'm sorry as hell about what happened to
you, and | won't argue that the justice system isinfalible, but | can't ignore dl the rules just because
someone | care about isinvolved.”

"And that's the problem: I'm involved. Wash isgunning for me. If hefinds any connection &t al between
me and Trudy, you'd better believe the evidence will turn against her."

Marcy studied her face. "Walsh would do that? Y ou're sure?"

"Very. Hesinvolved with the people who held Tiger Leone'sleash. They have something on
Wash—what, | haven't been ableto find out. But I'm pretty sure he ordered the call that turned Tiger
Leone onto Tom Y oland and Carmine Moniz the night Winston's was busted. Just last week, someonein
vice set up acouple more cops who were looking into that mess. That didn't work. Now one of those
copsistrying to work hisway out of amurder frame-up.”

"Canyou prove any of this?'
"It may take awhile. Until then, I'd like to keep Trudy out of the line of fire."



For along moment, Gwen watched the struggle on Marcy'sface. Shefelt asguilty as hell about dumping
this on her friend, but she didn't see abetter way to play it.

"Whet if Trudy..."

"One way or another, I'll find out who killed Kyle," Gwen said. "Y ou have my word on that, by moon
and star, wind and word."

Marcy looked puzzled. "What's dl that about?!

"It means" Gwen said quietly, "that you can be extremely fucking certain the truth will come out.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

Gwen's phone rang as she emerged from the building.

"Thereésaproblem at the safe house,” Tamar announced.

The nun sounded more rattled than Gwen had ever heard her. "What happened?’
"It's Oscar, our English shegpdog. Hewaskilled last night.”

An unexpected wave of nausearoiled through Gwen even before Tamar's memories hit her. She
swallowed bile and tried to blink away the image of agutted sheepdog, his long fur matted with blood.
She hadn't quite believed the tae the midwife told—at least, not until this moment.

"Youresure Erin didn't leave last night?"
"Absolutely. What doesthat have to do with Oscar?"
"Did anyone e e leave?’

"Yes" Tamar said dowly. "We have another young mother here. Rita. She left earlier that evening, before
you caled. But she doesn't ook anything like Erin—shés blond and alittle plump.”

"What about her kid?'

"A littlegirl, about four yearsold.”

"Did the kid wak out with her mom?"

"No. Shewas deegping and wrapped in ablanket. Rita carried her out. Whereisthisgoing?
"Go check on Erin and cal me back."

Gwen reached for the el ectronic gate opener clipped to her car's sun visor and pulled into Sylviasdrive.
A green Civic followed her in. She recognized Jeff's car and groaned. The last thing she needed right now
was a confrontation with an irate fuck buddy.

He came out of the car like awel-groomed thunderstorm and followed her into her office. "We need to
tak."

The phone in Gwen's hand sounded, and she held up afinger to indicate Jeff should wait.



"Erin'shere," announced Sister Tamar.

Her voice didn't sound any steadier than it had during her last call. Y ou're sure?
"Y esl Why do you keep asking that?"

"What about the blond woman and her kid?'

"That'swhere things get strange. Ritacamein shortly after you last caled, only she didn't have her
daughter with her."

"Was this before or after you checked on Erin?"

A long silence greeted her question. " Someday you're going to tell me what's going on.”
"Before or after?"

"Shortly before.”

Whatever Tamar said next was drowned out by awoman's scream, shortly followed by the sound of
angry voicesraised in accusation and protest.

"I've got to check on that,” Tamar said.
"Cdl meback."

Gwen clicked off the phone and turned to Jeff. The cool-off time seemed to have done him some good.
The expression on hisface had dided down from furiousto merely agitated.

"Youwere saying?' shesaid resgnedly.

Jeff pointed to the photo of Erin on Gwen'sdesk. "Who isthat?'

She picked it up and handed it to him. " Someone | was hired to find. Y ou know her?
"No, but I've seen her around. A lot."

"Tdl me"

Jeff put the picture down. "I saw her several times around the courthouse, near the office. Once or twice
when | went out to lunch with Marcy, sheldd be in the restaurant. | saw her once in the health club where
Marcy and | worked out.”

"Did you ever point thisout to Marcy?'

Hisface turned red. Gwen caught on, and suppressed asmile. ™Y ou thought she was following you."
Jeff shrugged.

"Hey, it wasalogica assumption, especidly if shed seen you in your racquetbdl shorts."

Hisgrin wasfaintly sheepish. "Thanks. | guess. So she wasfollowing Marcy?'

"WEell, since shewasliving with Marcy's ex-husband, that seems like a reasonable assumption. When did
al thishgppen?’



"Not for awhile. Four or five months ago. | haven't seen her since.”

Gwen could understand why. If Erin was planning Kyl€'s deasth and needed someoneto pinit on, shed
probably decided that Trudy was a better candidate than Marcy. Erin certainly wouldn't be the first
among the Elder Folk to recognize and exploit a human weakness.

And they didn't stop with humans. Obvioudy Erin had made a point of learning about Marcy'sfriends.
She knew enough about Gwen to sign up for her saf-defense class. Quite likdly, she knew afew things
about Gwen's friends—including Sister Tamar. All that bullshit about protecting her half-breed son wasa
way to get into Tamar's safe house. That gave her an airtight dibi for thetime of Kyle's degth.

Gwen's phone rang again. "Put Erin ontheline," she said by way of greeting.
"I don't think that'sagood ideg,” Tamar said. " She's extremely upset.”

"L et me guess. She woke up and went to check on her kid, and found out that Rita's blond daughter was
inthe bed. Patrick is nowhere to be found, but Rita denies |eaving the safe house, much less absconding
with Patrick."

"How the hdll did you know that?"
"Lucky guess. Put her on."

A ragged snuffle announced that the grieving mother was on the line. "Nice touch with the dog,” Gwen
sad softly. "You just had to rub my noseinit, didn't you?"

"Shetook Patrick!" Erin wailed. "My baby's gone!”

"Go ahead—work the room. But listen carefully, bitch: Y ou're fucking my friends, and that's not
dlowed.”

"What can you do about it?" Erin said tearfully.
"Don't worry. Youll befinding out soon.”

She clicked off and dialed Damian's number. She'd called him on the way to confront Trudy and asked
him to help watch over Tamar and her girls. There were other cops around, but Gwen wasn't convinced
she could trust any of them.

"Go," he said—hisusud gresting.
"Erin Westland is about to |leave the safe house. How soon can you get there?”
"Can shedo that?'

"Siger Tamar can't hold anyone againgt her will. Erinis about my size and age. Big blue eyes, long brown
hair. Or she might look about thirty-five, with brown eyes. Hell, she could look like damn near anything.”

"So | follow whoever leaves the safe house, and hope it'stheright person. Isthat the plan?”
"l wish | had a better one."
Jeff set the picture down on the desk. ™Y ou seem busy. | should let you get back to work."

"Thanks." When he didn't move, sheraised an eyebrow. "And yet you're sill here"



"What wasin that Stuff | mixed with the juice?’

She shoved both hands through her hair. "It's an herba mix. Nothing chemica, no lasting harm. But it can
be astrong aphrodisiac. Y ou can believe me or not, but | didn't know what it was a the time."

He shook hishead. "I don't know what to think. But | was out of it until nearly noon. How did you get up
early to go to work?"

"I never went to deep. After you conked out, | took a shower and left early.”
"How isthat possible?" he demanded. "That Stuff affected you as much asit did me."

"Afraid not. Different metabolism. Ligten, | don't havetimeto explainit right now." Since he didn't seem
inclined to leave, Gwen headed for the door. He grabbed her arm and swung her back to face him.

"Maketime"

The petulant, demanding expression on hisface was dl too familiar. Maybe the herbal teamade people
act like possessive assholes, maybeit just fanned embers that had been banked and hidden. Gwen didn't
know, but at the moment more pressing matters were demanding her attention.

"Y ou were affected by the tea. | wasn't.”
"That'simpossible, you were awild woman.”

"That wasdl methat night. | usudly did it down with you.”
"o

He released her arm, and the stricken look on his face confirmed beyond question his ex-fuck-buddy
gatus.

"Sorry about the hangover,” shesaid. "l guess I'll see you around.”

He mumbled something and |eft the office. Gwen dided Marcy's home number on the way to her car.
"How isshe?'

"Seeping likethe dead,” Marcy said. "How long isthat likely to last?"

"Until midmorning, at least. Cal me as soon as she wakes up.”

"Why? So the three of us can get our stories straight?”

Gwen let the sting fade a bit before responding. "1 guess | had that coming.”

The phone rang again almost as soon as she ended the call.

"Gwen, thisis Shawna O'Riley. I'm a Providence Hospitd. It's Damian.”

"What happened?’

"They're not sure. He was hit in the chest with enough force to break two ribs. Fortunately he was
wearing Kevlar."

"Smart man. How's he doing?'



"He'sdive, and weredl grateful for that. Whatever hit him stopped his heart, but agood Samaritan gave
him CPR and called an ambulance. Hesin alot of pain, but he's asking for you. Can you come down?"

"I'm on theway."

She made the drive to the hospital in arecord eighteen minutes. A nurse directed her to the waiting room
where the O'Riley clan gathered. There were at least adozen of them, and they al looked up when she
entered the room. The collective force of all those brown eyes set her back a step.

For the first time she understood what lan meant when he said the Elder Folk gained strength in numbers.
She wondered, briefly, what it would have meant to grow up with thiskind of support.

Shawnarose and came over to her. Y ou won't be able to stay long. The doctor's only letting you in
because he figuresit'sthe only way Damian will behave."

Gwen smiled faintly and followed her down the corridor. Damian was propped up in bed, looking
strangely padefor aBlack man.

"Thanks, 9s" he said. Hewinced, asif even that much talking was painful.
"Don't belong,” Shawnawarned. She backed out and shut the door softly.
Gwen leaned againgt the door and folded her arms. "Do you have any ideawhat hit you?”

"Could be wrong about this, but | think it was amotherfucking arrow. What's next? Twin motherfucking
cimitars?'

"Takeit easy. Did you see who shot you?'

"No. Judging from the angle, the dudewasin the trees. | hear this whoosh and something long was
coming down a me. Next thing | knew, that Forest guy from the sports bar was pouring something nasty
down my throat."

So lan was shadowing her friends now?

"Next timel seehim, I'll kick himin the balsfor you."

"Appreciate that. Though you should probably aso thank him for saving my life.”

"I'll be sureto pass aong your regards. After | kick him."

"He left pretty fast. Probably took off after whoever shot me."

"That'd be my guess. Where was Erin Westland in dl this?'

"Damned if | know. One minute | was watching the bitch, the next | wasflat on my ass.”

The door behind Gwen started to open. She moved away, and a middle-aged nurse came into the room.
Her hair was serioudy red—a color that was too bright to be anything but ahome dye job, but she had
the pale, freckled skin to lend credence to the basic color scheme.

"That'slong enough,” she told Gwen as she bustled over to the bed. "Officer O'Riley needsto rest.”
"Don't you be coming over herewith that needle," he warned the nurse.

"It help you deep,” she said soothingly.



"| deep just fine. Back off, Freckles."

The nurse's face firmed in disapproval. Y ou promised to rest after you talked to your partner.”
"You lose. She's not my partner.”

"True story," Gwen confirmed. "Y ou want Quaid down here?!

"Hell, no. What | want isfor everyone to go home and get some deep. Passthat dong to the family, will
you?"

"For what good it will do."

He glanced at the nurse. "Tell you what, Red. Go check on the family. Anyone who lookstoo wide
awake, you fed freeto go ahead and stick 'em.”

The nurse huffed and sailed out of the room. Gwen grinned. " She likesyou. | can dwaystell these
things"
"Uh-huh. Why don't you use your powers for good, and go get me a couple bags of fries?’

Gwen glared a him. "Now that wasjust plain mean."

"Hey, when you're the one with your ass hanging out the back of ahospital gown, you get to take afew
freeshots.”

Hisvoice durred abit toward the end. Gwen crossed the room and dropped a kiss on the top of his
head.

"Yeah, yeah. Go tdl therest of thefamily to go home," he mumbled.

Something opened in Gwen's heart, something that felt like atight, empty fist relaxing its grip.
The rest of the family.

He might not remember it, but he'd said it. Better yet, Gwen was pretty certain that he meant it.

She quietly left the room and went to relay Damian's message to the O'Rileys. But the best part of it, she
fully intended to keep for hersdlf.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

By eeven o'clock the next morning, Gwen was back at Marcy's condo.

Trudy was awake, mostly sober, and very, very worried.

"So tell me what happened,” Gwen said.

Trudy glanced at Marcy. She nodded.

"I don't remember going to Kyle's house," she began. "To be honest, | don't know exactly whereit is."

"Y ou've been gaking hiswife for severd months, and you never went to the house?'



"It'strue” sheindgsted. "'l know it'sin East Greenwich, but I've never been there."

"How do you explain the hairs on Kyl€'s sweater?"

Trudy shook her head helplesdy. "I wish | could.”

"So tell mewhat you do remember.”

"After my last class, | went shopping. | dways go to the wholefood store, the one on Waterman?'
"| don't care. What then?"

"l ran into one of my students. We started talking. He offered to buy me acup of tea"

Again with the tea, Gwen thought. "What's his name?"’

"Y ou know, | redlly should know that. But the new term just started, and I'm till putting nameswith
faces"

"Okay, so what does thisguy look like?"

"Hed be easy to pick out of acrowd. Very blond, very pretty.”

Gwen began to get avery bad fedling. "And after the tea party?'

"l can't remember. | wasn't feding well. | think he drove me home."
"Eventudly,” Gwen muttered. "Tell methis: Did you two talk about Marcy?'

Trudy nodded, looking thoroughly miserable. "He mentioned he'd seen her the other day with aman who
matched Kyl€e's description.”

"And how would this student recognize me, much lessKyle?' Marcy demanded.

"He saw the two of ustogether the night we went to the string quartet concert at Brown, and he
remembered you," Trudy said miserably. "All he said about it was, 'l raninto afriend of yours the other

day.

"l see" Marcy sad codlly. "He made acasua remark, only you couldn't et it go. Y ou kept a him until he
coughed up a description you recognized as Kyle. For the record, | haven't seen him sincethe night |
brought him over to tak to Gwen."

"l believeyou," Trudy whispered.
"How very gratifying. Late, but gratifying nonethdess™

"Hold that thought," Gwen interjected. "Preferably until after I'm gone. Now, back to last night. What
time did you and this guy meet up?'

Trudy thought about it. "The class was over at four, and | finished my shopping in about an hour. We
went down to Angell Street afterward—"

"Who drove?"

"l did. My grocerieswerein the car. We got a cup of teaand chatted for awhile.”



"Andinal thistime, you never asked his name?’

Trudy massaged her temples with both hands. "I must have. It must have come up. | have no ideawhy |
can't remember.”

Gwen had a pretty good idea. Probably Adrian had some sort of hypnotic ability. What had he said in
the gpple orchard the other night? The Elder Folk had the ability to influence minds and behavior.

Cometo think of it, maybe that wasn't one of Adrian's Qualities. Maybe it was something all the Elder
Folk could learn to do. Theideawas intriguing, and far too gppealing for Gwen's peace of mind.

Fuck that. She didn't want that sort of power over people.

Why, then, did sheimmediatdly think about what had started when sheld been lip-locked with 1an Forest
in Sylvids garden? There was adarkness insde her, adisturbing energy that rippled just under the
surface. When that third Quality came out, what would she become?

It occurred to her the questioning had gone on without her. With difficulty she tuned in on what Marcy
was saying.

"... and you said your groceries were in the car when you had tea with this student, who afterward drove
you home."

"Yes," Trudy said hesitantly.
"So did someone bring the groceries up, or are they till in your car?!
Trudy shrugged helplesdy.

"l don't pay that much attention to what'sin thefridge, so | didn't notice adifference,” Marcy said.
"Where are your keys? I'll go down and check the car.”

"Why doesit matter?'
"It matters" Marcy told her grimly, "becauseit tells us whether or not he wasin this apartment.”

She rose and began to pace. "'l know how you feel about the police department right now, Gwen, but it's
timeto bring someonein. If this man had something to do with Kyle's degth, if hewas at Kyl€'s house, he
might have left prints. Hisfingerprints here could go along way toward clearing Trudy.”

"They won't find prints at Kyl€'shouse," Gwen sad.
Marcy stopped abruptly and turned to Gwen. "Y ou didn't.”
"I wanted to make sure things wouldn't get messy for Trudy."

"By destroying evidence that could lead to the redl killer?' She dug both handsinto her thick blond hair
and gripped her head for amoment with an intensity that suggested it might otherwise explode.

She collected hersaf and turned cool gray eyestoward Gwen. "Y ou used to cross linesfrom timeto
time, but you were dl about finding answers and solving problems. If anyone suggested that you'd try to
manipulate the situation, you would have ripped them anew one. What has happened to you?'

That was afair question if Gwen ever heard one.



"I'm il looking for answers,” she said dowly, "but | have good reason not to trust the conventiona
channds.”

Marcy flopped into achair and rubbed her eyes. "Do | want to know what you mean by ‘unconventional
channds?'

"Probably not."

The attorney rose and walked to the door, picking up her purse on the walk. Without turning around she
sad, "I'm going to need sometimeto think about dl this. And right now, | redlly need to be alone.”

The door closed quietly behind her. A long moment of silence passed before Gwen glanced at Trudy and
observed, "I never thought I'd see you and me on the same shit ligt.”

That earned asckly smile. "A shit-list Ssterhood.”
"Don't get carried away," Gwen cautioned. "1 need your car keys."
Trudy made an impatient gesture. "'| don't care about the groceries.”

"Neither do I, but | need to check out the car. Theré'sachance | can find out something about this guy,
and—"

Inspiration came suddenly, striking her dumb in midsentence. Gwen dug the keysto her Toyotaout of the
pocket of her leather jacket and tossed them on the coffee table.

"Infact, | need to take your car for awhile. Herere my keysin case you need to go anywhere. But I'd
recommend that you stay closeto home."

"I've seen your car,” Trudy grumbled. "How far could | go, anyway?"
Gwen paused at the door. "One more thing: that herbal teayou got from The Green Man? Throw it out.”
IIWMI

"If I'm right, it's part of an elaborate setup. There's some serious shit in that tea, and you've been drinking
it long enough to be hooked on it."

Indignation firmed the redhead'slipsinto asraight line. "That'sridiculous.”

"Redlly? Have you had acup yet thismorning?'

"No..."

"And how areyou feding?"

She grimaced. "1 could tell you precisaly how | fed, but my mother raised me not to use those words."
"What were you thinking of doing assoon as| left?’

Trudy shrugged, conceding Gwen's point and dismissing it in one gesture. "So what? Y ou dways start
your morning with coffee.”

"Sure, but it doesn't affect my behavior. Look back over the past four or five months. Y ou've changed.
I've noticed it, and Marcy sure as hell has noticed.”



"What did she say to you?"

"Knowing Marcy, alot lessthan she said to you. I'll tell you what I've observed. Y ou've gotten clingy,
dependent, and paranoid. Not to mention edgy and moody and bitchy."

Trudy's shoulders dumped, and she looked down at her hands. "I haven't fet like mysdf," she admitted.
"But I've been drinking the herba teaand taking the supplements because that makes me fed better.”

"Duh. Do you think people get turned on to addictive substances because they enjoy feding like shit? But
after awhile you start needing it to fed norma, and needing alot moreto fed good.”

"Y ou make it sound like I'm some sort of junky,” Trudy protested.
"Same shit, different teabag.”

Since it was apparent that Trudy wasn't completely convinced, Gwen went to the kitchen and started
opening cupboards. She found the telltale boxes and poured the leaves into the garbage disposd, let the
water and the disposal run until every last fleck was washed away. When she glanced up, the stricken
look on Trudy's face proved that thisinstinct had been sound.

"What are you thinking?' Gwen asked. "Dont filter it."

Trudy shook her head in denid. "What you did right now—it doesn't really matter. It shouldn't matter.”
"Then why do you look like your world just went down the drain along with that tea?"

Silent tears began to run down Trudy's pae cheeks. "What do | do?"

"The same thing any addict does. Y ou acknowledge there's a problem—and | think you just did
that—and you do what's necessary to beet it. Well make sure you get through this.”

"We? Are you s0 sure Marcy will come back?!

Indl honesty, Gwen couldn't give the answer Trudy wanted. She crossed the room and crouched down
infront of thewoman's chair so that they were eyeto eye.

"I'm going to introduce you to afriend of mine. Sister Tamar isvery good at helping people find their
way. Youll get through this. I'll be there with you, whether you want me or not. Although,” she added,
lifting one eyebrow, "judging by the other night, | think we've covered thet pretty thoroughly.”

Trudy flushed and covered her face with her hands. "'I'm sorry, I'm sorry.”

She dropped her hands suddenly, anger pushing aside embarrassment. "Y ou're teasing me. | don't
believe this. How can you joke about this? What kind of heartless bitch are you?”

Gwen rose, suppressing agrin. "Hey! | thought your mother taught you not to use words like that.”
"My mother,” Trudy said grimly, "never met you."

Trudy'swhite Lexus was parked in the lot across the street. Fancy car, with too many whistlesand bells
for Gwen'staste. It even had a navigation computer to show you how to get where you're going. She
turned the key, and the engine responded with awe coming purr.

As she suspected, the last destination was ill on the navigation screen.



Adrian hadn't forgotten to erase the screen. He wasn't stupid, and neither was Erin. They were together
now, and they wanted Gwen to find them.

Once again, Gwen was being manipulated in someone's deadly little game. It made her mad as hell, but
shefigured shemight aswdll get used toiit.

Because one thing was becoming abundantly clear: the Elder Folk—Gwen was starting to think of them
as Effers, for more reasons than one—toyed with humans like maevolent cats playing with cornered
mice, and they werent dl that different when it came to dealing with one another.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Gwen followed the map on the navigation screen to an old brick warehouse in Pawtucket. She parked
Trudy's car and walked around the building, checking for the best way in.

A narrow lot behind the building was empty but for afew discarded cratesand alarge elm tree.
Remembering Damian's observation about the direction of the arrow that'd hit him, Gwen jumped up and
caught the lowest branch. She swung herself onto the limb and began to climb.

The roof of the warehouse was oddly shaped—along series of sawed-toothed triangles, each fronted by
apane of glasstolet in light. She walked along the roof's edge until she found the broken pane.

She dropped to her somach and peered in. Sure enough, the system of pipes and venting ducts provided
enough handholds to take her across the ceiling to the narrow walkway that lined one side of the open
room. From there, she could take stairs down to the main floor.

Gwen reached for thefirst pipe and gaveit atug to test its strength. 1t held, so she swung hersdlf into the
opening and began to move hand over hand toward the walk.

The room was eerily slent. The only sound was the faint creak of ancient pipes, and the skittering of tiny
clawed feet asrats went about their businessin unseen corners.

She dropped lightly onto the walkway. Her boots hit the scarred wooden planks with aringing thud—a
small sound, under most circumstances.

"Down here" cdled afamiliar voice.

Gwen made her way cautioudy down to the main floor. Behind astack of crates she found Adrian
Archer.

He sat on thefloor, hisface as pae as the visage of the dead woman in hisarms. One trembling hand
stroked her brown hair, over and over, asif to imprint thislast tactile memory of her on his heart.

For along moment Gwen studied the grim tableau. Thiswas not at all what she'd expected to find. Erin
wore apale blue sweater, acolor similar to that she'd worn in the photo Kyle had carried. It was now
soaked with blood. There was asingle hole in the sweeter, directly over Erin's heart—aprecise, killing
stroke.

The same death wound Gwen had found on Kyle Radcliff. The same spot as the shot that had nearly
killed Damian.



"Whereis Patrick Radcliff?' she asked.

Adrian shook hishead. "I have no idea. Erin must have made some arrangementsfor him, but she never
told me what they were."

"I'm curious—did she know Patrick wasn't her son?"
He glanced up sharply. "What are you saying?'

"Erin raised ahuman baby. Her son was taken from her a birth. He's achangdling, just like his mother,
and he's out there somewhere.”

Grief flooded Adrian's face, removing any lingering doubts Gwen had about Patrick's paternity.
She crouched down on the floor and nodded toward the dead woman. "Why?"

Adrian tangled astrand of slky brown hair around hisfingers. "Our Qualitiesvary grestly, both in type
and power. Herswas avery specid gift."

"Theglamour.”

"That's right. When that began to manifest during her adolescence, she was brought in. Willingly she
came, glad to be among people like hersalf. She was relocated quite some distance away. After atime,
she disappeared. | was sent to find her. We didn't expect her to return to the same area she'd known
during her early life. By thetime | found her, she had dready made contact with others."

"Walace Earl Edmonson.”

"That's correct. He was intrigued by her gift and offered her aplacein hisbusiness. By thetime| arrived,
she had dready started to use her own products.”

"S0?1 thought that didn't affect Elder Folk.”

"It doesnt. It shouldn't,” he corrected grimly. "But Erin became addicted to the herbs she sold, and she
knew what that meant."

"Tdl me"

"The Elders are very concerned about keeping the bloodlines pure. If someone starts displaying human
traits or weaknesses, he disappears. Erin knew this. For some time, she has been getting ready to
disappear on her own terms.”

"Her husband has arecord of violence. She hoped her disappearance would be blamed on him. And she
had him killed to makethat trail harder to follow."

Adrian responded with agrim smile. "Shewasright. No one will find Kyle Raddliff's true murderer.”
"I think | just did."

"It doesn't matter," he murmured.

"Oh, I think it does. A friend of minewas set up to take thefall, and that's not going to happen.”

He shrugged asif that, too, didn't matter, and turned his attention back to Erin's still face. " She was so
lovely, and so very clever. | couldn't bear to seethat oaf lay ahand on her. She knew that. She



provoked him into striking her, knowing that | would see, knowing how | would respond.”

Gwen watched as he stroked her hair. " She manipulated you into killing for her. Y ou don't seem too
upset about that."

"Why should | be? The man's death means nothing to me."

She had no ideawnhat to say to that. After amoment, shetold him, "I'm going to take you in."
Adrian looked up sharply. "Y ou'retalking asif you're still amember of the policeforce.”
"Ever hear of acitizen'sarres?"

"Y ou can't do that, either. I've explained why. My death will be yours, aswell.”

Sheroseto her feet and pulled her gun. "I'll take my chances.”

The blond man carefully laid Erin Westland aside, his movements dow and tender. He was on hisfeet
amog fagter than Gwen's eyes could follow.

Shefired, point-blank.

The painin her earswasimmediate and excruciating. The sound of the gunfire echoed back to her in
short, sharp stabs, asif sheld fired in abank vault.

Then Adrian plowed into her, knocking her flat onto her back. Shefired again, but her aamswere flung
out wide and the shot rang harmlessly off into the empty warehouse.

He seized both of her hands and dragged them up over her head. He dammed her gun hand against the
floor with numbing force. Gwen fdt the crack of smal bones, and nothing e se. Shetried to flex her
fingers around her weapon but had no idea whether they were closing on sted or empty air.

Sheld be willing to bet on the | atter.
"How areyou il dive?' she demanded.

Her question must have been spoken aoud, because Adrian sent her an arrogant smile. Hislips moved
for severa seconds, but lip-reading wasn't among her skills, and al she could make out was the word

"Qudities"

It wasn't possible that Adrian could stop a bullet. Wasit? She knew that some people, some humans,
had a stronger energy field than others. Frank Cross had never been able to wear awristwatch—the
damn things always stopped whenever he put them on. Wasit possible that Adrian could generate an
energy field with a stopping power that was greater than Kevlar? She wouldn't have thought so, but for
two things: the man pinning her to the floor should be dead, and a high-pitched ringing in her head was

gtarting to take the place of stunned silence. She wouldn't have been deafened by the sound of abullet
plowing into aves.

Gwen gathered her thoughts and focused al of her energy into asingle move, twisting her body under his.
Hewinced as her shoulder dammed into his chest, but he didn't loosen hisgrip on her wridts.

He pushed her back down on the floor and shifted his weight, pressing his knees between hersand
forcing her legs apart. In another too-quick-to-follow move, helifted himsdf into aknegling position and
dammed one knee up between her legs.



White-hot pain seared though Gwen's lower body, as she knew it would. Any woman who thought only
men could be hurt by a shot to the groin had never taken adirect hit. Back injuvenile hal, shedd taken a
couple of shots and given back afew of her own. She knew only too well what it could do.

So did Adrian. He moved off her, confident that she would be out of the fight for awhile.

Gwen curled up on her left Side, breathing in shalow puffs and willing the pain to subside enough for her
tofinishthis.

As Adrian kicked her gun well out of the way, she inched her hand into the pocket of her jeansand drew
out Trudy's keys. There were three on the ring: car, house, and probably mailbox. She worked themin
her palm so that akey protruded from between each of the fingers of her left hand. That wasadight
problem. Naturaly ambidextrous as a young child, shed been pushed into favoring her right hand. It
would probably be agood long while before sheld be able to pick up anything with her gun hand, but her
left hand would have to do.

Andrian reached down and seized the wrist of her right hand and dragged her to her feet.
Gwen came up swinging.

Her roundhouse punch connected with his cheekbone with enough force to snap his head to one side.
The three keysraked across hisface, carving deep, bloody furrows. Asthe Lexuskey did over hiseye,
there was awet, sickening release. The key punched deep into the eye socket.

Adrian screamed and fell from her, clutching at his bleeding face.

Gwen willed hersef to ddliver akick that would end the fight. But the room spun around her, and she
was none too steady on her too-high hedls.

She dropped to her knees, which in her opinion was better than falling on her face, and punched straight
out from her |eft shoulder.

Again the makeshift weapon sank deep into flesh, and again her opponent shrieked in agony. Gwen
rolled to one sdeto avoid hisfdling body.

She came up in acrouch, ready to throw hersdf back into the fight. But Adrian was finished.
Gwen waited until a soft groan announced his return to consciousness.
"Youkilled Erin," shesad quietly.

He carefully pushed himself up into agitting position, grimaced with pain at every move. "I've known for a
long timethat | would haveto.”

"But you were putting it off. Why?"
"Because | loved her," hereplied smply. "And because she was the mother of my child.”

"Y ou didn't know that Patrick wasn't yours? That your son is out there somewhere, a changeling growing
up with humans?'

"No. | had noidea" Hiseyeshdd hersimploringly. "Find him. Y ou haveto find him."

"Oh, | planonit.”



"Swear it to methat you will restore him to our people. Swear it by the most powerful oath known to
you."

"Forget it,” Gwen sad flatly. "I'm not promising anything until | have a better ideawhat 1'd be getting the
kidinto."

"Surely held be better off among his own kind than among the human rabble!™

"Y eah? Was Erin? Would her adoptive parents have sent ahit man after her if someone decided she
wasn't quite talented enough?"

"It ismore complicated than you're trying to makeit."

"I'll bet itis. If you guys get al Master-Race and about these fucking Quadlities, how do you deal with
physica imperfection?’

Adrian sent her ahatefilled glare. "'Y ou have not quite unmanned me. | will hed.”

"I'm not talking about you, asshole. Erin's son was born with an extratoe. Bet the big boys aren't going to
be too happy about that shit.”

Horror and revulson filled hiseyes. Y ou're saying the child was imperfect?’
"That'swhat I'm saying, dl right. Still want meto find him?*
"Thereésno need,” he said dully.

"Why?' she persisted. "Because you don't want to acknowledge a son with aminor birth defect? Or
because you know that kids like him wouldn't be allowed to grow up?'

His glare sent awave of ice shivering down her spine and rai sed goose bumps on her arms. It was quite
smply the purest embodiment of evil Gwen had ever seen.

"Y ou are the most damnably curiousthing | have ever encountered that didn't meow and chase mice," he
hissed. "It gives me some small measure of satisfaction to know that you will go to your death tormented
by ahundred unanswered questions.”

Gwen glanced around pointedly. "It'sjust you and me, pa, and | don't think you're up to dedling desth at
the moment.”

"Youredtill determined to turn mein to the human authorities?'
"Damn draght.”
"Then your intention has sedled your degth. Therest issmply amaiter of time.”

Gwen gestured to Erin Westland's body. "Why are so you worried about being arrested? Y ou've aready
bought yoursdf acertain death by killing her."

"Not if youreaBlack Arrow."

Something flashed in his eyes, something dark and shining with malice. Gwen understood the impulse that
prompted that look—understood it far better than she wanted to. Adrian Archer knew that he was dead,
and hewas going to inflict as much pain on her as he could while hewas ill dive.



Conflicting impulses raged through her. On one hand, she burned to end this, to silence histaunts. But as
he'd pointed out, there was so much she needed to know.

"I'll bite. What'saBlack Arrow?"

"An assassin, sanctioned by the Elder Council to mete out punishments duly approved by the royal
court."

Gwen's head swam with theimplications. The Elder Folk had aroya house? With their own branch of
ns? What the hdll were these people?

Hissmirk celebrated her dismay, and his eyes shone with eagernessto deliver the next blow.
"Let'shearit,” shesad.

"Y our parents were not killed in the car crash. Oh, they were definitely in bad shape when | found them,
but they were still very much alive. | killed them both, as | was ordered to do. | killed the baby, too, even
though that wasn't part of my assgnment. And why not? It was pleasurable at the time, and dl the more
S0 now, having met you. Would you like to know precisaly how the real Gwenevere Gellman died?!

Gwen legped a him in asudden rush that sent them both rolling to the floor. She straddled his body and
gripped histhroat with both hands. Pain seared up her right forearm. Gwen ignored it and tightened her
grip, then shook him hard enough to thump his head painfully againgt thefloor.

"Who gave that order? And why? What did my parents do?'
"So curious," he said with maevolent satisfaction. " So many unanswered questions.”

Something in his smile changed, something in his eyeste egraphed hisintention. Gwen caught the glint of
metal in her peripheral vison and dived to one side.

A thick ripping sound followed her as her ancient |leather jacket took onefinal scar. Fire seared across
her lower back as she kept rolling, leaving atrail of blood on the warehouse floor.

She scrambled to her feet. Incredibly, Adrian did the same. He came a her in arush, knife held high.

Gwen dashed toward him and sei zed hiswrist with both hands before he could begin the downward
dash. She pushed his hand higher and dammed her body into his. He grunted in pain from the impact.

Shetwisted hard, putting her back to him while till holding onto hiswrist, and continued the motion to
bend sharply at thewaist.

Adrian flew over her and landed hard on hisback. Air wheezed out of hislungsin apowerful, painful
gus.

Gwen let go of hiswrist and danced out of reach. But he kicked out hard, deftly hooking one of her
booted feet.

She went down, and suddenly Adrian was on top of her. Helifted the knife high.
Again she saized hiswrigt. They struggled and rolled, fighting for ascendancy.
Suddenly Adrian went limp, leaving Gwen atop him, their hands entangled around the hilt of the knife,

"I know who killed Frank Cross," he said. Then he tugged down hard, pulling the knifeinto his heart.



Gwen rose and stood over the bodiesfor along time, wondering what the hell to do with them. If she
caled the police, shewas as good as dead. On this matter, if no other, she believed Adrian told the truth.

She could call 1an Forest. He was very, very good at making bodies disappear. But how would he react
if shetold him she had two Effing bodies ready for disposa? 1an had been pretty gung-ho about getting
rid of Edmonson for killing Elder Folk, and it was possible he would take the same view here. Sure, he
seemed very interested in getting into her pants, and he seemed to take hisrole as mentor serioudy, but
what did that mean? Hell, Adrian had loved Erin Westland, but that didn't ssop him from putting an arrow
through her heart.

Who, then?

An echo of Jason Crossswords, so unexpected at the time and so deeply felt, cameto her mind: | can
live with that.

She pulled her cell phone out of the pocket of her coat and diaed his number.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Gwen and Jason stood on a hill overlooking the farm in Smithfield. A waning moon shone overhead, but
whatever power it held over Gwen waslost in the welter of emotionsthat stormed through her.

"| till can't believe you agreed to help me do this," she murmured.

Jason turned his cam brown eyesto her. "Likethe old saying says, ‘A good friend will help you move; a
great friend will help you move abody.™

A reluctant smile tugged at the corners of her lips. "Who said that? Mark Twain or Oscar Wilde?'
He smiled, remembering the reference to an early conversation. "It's usualy one or the other.”
Shereached for his hand, and their fingers entwined. " Serioudy, why are you doing this?'

"Those visons of yours were pretty convincing. Y ou showed me enough to make me glad the two people
we buried under those trees are no longer among the living.”

"Isit redly that smplefor you?'

A bleak expression flickered across hisface. "Nothing is smple, Gwen. | believe what | saw because |
know afew things about visons. Y ou know that my mother was part Narragansett?

"Sure. Frank mentioned that."

"I've dways been deeply interested in that part of my heritage, and I've studied some of the old ways. |
know holy men and women who seek visions through meditation aided by drumming or dancing.”

"Or mushrooms?'

"Different tradition,” he said. "But I've seen peoplein avison sate, and I've had afew of my own. Yours
are different from any I've experienced. | don't know anyone e se who is powerful enough to sharea
vison with another."



"So you bdlievewhat | told you."
"Yes. And | believe what you did wasright.”
"Dont you want to know why | have visonslike that?"

He sent her afaint amile. "l figure that you and | are truly related. We probably have a common ancestor
afew generations back."

"That'sanice thought,” Gwen said.

"Y ou've heard of asport?I'm not talking about aphysica activity like basebal and football, but a genetic
throwback. Perhaps you're a sport of some powerful shamanic line."

"It's something to think about,” she said.
He gave her hand a squeeze, then released it. " Are you ready to do this?'
She nodded and reached into the pocket of her new leather jacket for abook of matches.

Thefirst spark flared into the night. Gwen stooped and touched it to the straw they'd carefully scattered
among the trees—straw that had been soaked in highly flammable insecticide.

They watched in sllence asfire snaked out through the orchard, branching out in every direction like rows
of flaming dominoes. Gwen'sthroat clenched as the flames crept up into the apple trees. The hissand
groan the moist branches made as they burned sounded like the death cries of living beings.

In moments, the entire orchard was engulfed. And with it, the sole crop of the herb—the cruel toy that
had caused so much misery.

"We need to go now," Jason said.

Gwen followed him down the hill and into a nearby wooded area. They'd hidden two bicyclesthere near
anarrow dirt trail. No one would see avehicle leave the area, and they would be on the other side of the
woods before anyone responded to the fire. From there, it was a short walk to the small motel where
they'd rented aroom earlier that evening.

It wasn't abad plan, but Gwen felt no great satisfaction over the work they'd done. She couldn't wait to
collapse on the motel bed, and to seize afew hours of respite from the questions that had come to
dominate her every waking hour.

lan Forest dipped from his hidden place among the trees, escaping a single heartbeat before the apple
tree caught fire.

He moved away from the rapidly spreading flames, keeping just beyond thelight of thefire. And at the
edge of the orchard, he watched as the traitorous Jason Cross linked hands with the df girl who could
either save or destroy her exiled people.

lan was certain that he would hear nothing of this night's events from the human agent. Obvioudy Jason
Cross was not so committed to Edmonson and his successors as Salvadore Ansam seemed to think.

Or was he?

It was no secret that 1an had resented his service to Edmonson and disagreed with the earl's mode of



doing business. But the fact that he had been returned to Edmonson's service seemed to indicate that he
had been forgiven hisold indiscretion:

SylviaBlack.

A lovely woman with an dmost eflike capacity for passon, she was one of those rare humanswho
possessed aquality that drew Elder Folk to her. The old stories of elves and humansfaling inlove had
some basisin truth. lan had come very closeto losing his heart. He had come closer till to losing his
Qudlities.

Oh yes, he had reason to know the dangers of tiesthat bound the Elder Folk too tightly to their human
companions. He was determined to keep Gwen from following the same dangerous path. If Jason Cross
wished to destroy Gwen, thiswas one way to do so.

Her sexud adventures meant nothing. There were many waysto toy with humans. But Gwen was
capable of deep loyalties, and her tiesto the humans were strong.

She not only had friends—she had family.

The young magus had accepted Gwen's true identity almost without question. That aone would have
raised concern, but Damian O'Riley had entrusted hisfamily problemsto Gwen, and had cometo trest
her amost like asster. And SylviaBlack had dl but adopted her.

With such chains holding her back, how would her sarlight Qudity emerge?
And if they did not, what would become of her?
Of dl of them?

Jason waited until Gwen's soft, steady breathing assured him that she was deeply adeep. He picked up
his backpack and dipped from the room, taking the route through the bathroom window they'd used
twice before that night.

He made hisway into the woods, moving away from the path they'd taken earlier and in the opposite
direction of the orchard he had helped to destroy. And with every step, his heart grew heavier.

He cameto asmdl clearing, acircle of bare earth deeply sheltered by vine-covered trees. A scattering of
stonesin the center obscured the fire he had built the [ast time he came to this place.

Jason dropped his backpack to the ground and arranged the stonesin acircle. He placed some dry
wood insde and lit thefire. When it was burning steadily, he settled down besideit and started

unpacking.

Under the clothes he'd packed for tomorrow was a smal wooden drum. He tightened the hide and began
to tap asoft, rhythmic pattern.

His hands repested the pattern over and over, until it became a soft sea of rhythm that carried him away
onitsrise and fal. He was barely aware when the pattern began to change, adding new rhythms that
carried him deeper into hidden places within hisown heart.

Much later, Jason emerged dowly from histrance, like aswimmer coming up from great depths. He was
not surprised to see that the smal fire had long ago burned itsdlf out, or to note that hislimbs were cold
and 4iff from long inactivity.



It was no easy thing, this strengthening of his shields againgt the even magics.

He had told Gwen nothing but the truth—if not quite al of the truth. He had been raised by ashaman, a
wisewoman who came from along line who guarded the knowledge that elves existed. For dl hislife, he
had known it was histask to walk among them. To learn their ways, and undo their plans.

And, ultimately, to find away to destroy them dl.

Shortly before dawn, lan Forest stepped out of the shadows of a stand of birch trees near an old blue
farmhouse. He took amoment to regard his surroundings. Small, neet fields were tucked among rows of
fruit trees, the rich soil heaped into long mounds over newly planted seeds. A greenhouse held rows of
seedlings that would soon be ready to plant outside. The pretty farm was framed by amajestic sweep of
mountains, thetallest of which was il crowned with snow.

Spring had come late to Vermont this year.

The barn held quite afine assortment of equipment. The ddlivery truck was nearly new, aswasthe small
car parked besdeit. And best of all, there was along ladder that would be perfect for his purposes.

lan circled around behind the farmhouse and easily dispatched the lock on the back door. He dipped
ingde, making hisway through the bottom floor and up anarrow flight of stairs. The house was furnished
with very nice antiques, and bowls of fresh flowers scented every room he passed.

The dves had paid this particular agent very well.

He found the woman's bedroom and walked soundlesdy in. He seized the collar of her nightgown with
both hands and dragged her up into asitting position.

She awoke with a sound that was part gasp, part shriek. Her eyesfocused on lan's face, and surprise
chilledinto terror.

He released her and stepped away, sending her afaint smile. "If | had wanted you dead, why would |
have bothered to awaken you?'

"For sport,” she hissed a him.
"Well, yes, thereisthat,” he said agreesbly. "But | assure you, thisvisit is entirely about business.”

The woman shook her head emphaticaly. "I'm out of that business" shetold him. ™Y ou told me the
Morgan baby would be my last job."

"So | did." lan hooked his thumbsin his pockets and leaned back against the dresser. "Of course, | have
been known to lie when the occasion demands.”

"What do you want?'
"| understand you received an interesting phone call recently.”
Fear edged into her eyes. "I didn't tell her anything.”

"Intruth, | believe you told her entirely too much. And | don't believe | can trust you with the information
about our changelings wheregbouts."

"I'd never tdl that! Can you imaginethetrouble I'd beinif | admitted to switching babies?'



"Can you imagine thetrouble you are dready in?"
Hewaited until that ideaitook hold, until the knowledge of her coming death blazed in her eyes.

Theforce of hisblow snapped her head sharply to one side. Bone gave way with abrittle crack, and the
changding midwife dumped lifdessto the bed.

lan opened the dresser drawers and removed the sort of clothing one might expect awoman to wear as
she went about the business of running afarm and household. Dressing her was an unpleasant necessity,
but the locd authoritieswould hardly believe that shefdl off aladder in her nightgown.

When the agent's body was ready, an dung her over his shoulder and carried her out behind the house.
He dropped her to the ground and went back to the garage for the ladder. This he placed against the
house, near the tallest window. He tossed a pail of soapy water and a kitchen rag to the ground to
complete the deception.

The task completed, lan returned to the circle of birch trees and stepped into the shadows. If he hurried,
he could check on hisyoungest changeling before the sun crested the Vermont foothills.

EPILOGUE

lan Forest stood with Salvadore Anselm on the edge of the seacliff, admiring the view—and pondering
the temptation. The man he'd joined forces with to oust Edmonson had not proved to be much of an
improvement.

But at least they were in agreement on two things. They believed they were better off without the potent
herb, and they were furious that the council had seen fit to send aBlack Arrow ninto their
territory.

"Dominance and control,” Anselm summarized. "That iswhy we traffic in such human vicesas sex and
drugs. Edmonson lost sight of the central purpose, and Erin Westland was a pathetic weakling.
Digtribution, much less use, is beneath us. We don't become Tiger Leones, we use them.”

"For that matter, what purpose istherein controlling the weak? Better to concentrate on thosein
positions of power, toolswith a purpose.”

Anselm smirked. "No doubt thisis your segue to the Captain Walsh report?”

"Inamanner of speaking. Would it interest you to know that Jason Cross did not diminate asinglelink
between Edmonson and Wash?!

"Hekilled the doctor, did he not?"

lan shook his head. "Gwen's visons are growing in power. She visited Kate Myerss home a second time
and learned the truth of what happened there. Adrian Archer tormented the woman, like awicked child
pulling wings off flies, but he did not kill her. Washdid."

"Ah. And now that we know this, and assuming we can convince him of thisknowledge, thereislittle
chance that Walsh will betray our interests.”

"That ismy reasoning, yes."



"Well done." Anselm toed astone loose and watched it fal into the surf below. "A shame your methods
were not quite so successful where our changeling is concerned. We have less hold over her than the
humansdo. Her ‘family' isthriving.”

"How s0? Her mentor is dead, her young protegeisin the hospital, her most recent partner will betried
for Kate Myerss murder. Even Erin Westland's bungling attempts to shift the blame for her husband's
murder have borne fruit. Gwen alienated Marcy Bartlett, her closest friend, when she tampered with a
crime sceneto protect Marcy's lover. Thanksto her emerging Quadlities, she has aienated two casual
loversin as many weeks. Other than an aging, foul-mouthed nun, where can Gwen turn?"

"To Jason Cross," Anselm said gloomily. He shot aresentful look in lan'sdirection. "I will admit that your
judgment concerning the man was sound. We may have a problem in Jason.”

The smilethat crossed lan's face was that of an angel contemplating paradise. "A problem,” he said
softly, "that can easly be resolved.”



