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Chapter One

Therain poured down, glittering and flashing, smashing its Slver needles againg the pavement and the
blank buildings. Theodoralocked the shop’sfront door and flattened her hand on the cold glass. Her
rings sparkled, and the flash of her triggering the wards was amost hidden.

Then again, nobody without Power would see it anyway. And nobody with Power would be out on a
night like tonight. There wasthe freezing rain, and the persistent smell of danger in the wet, icy air. Theo
dipped her gloves on and held her long woolen pea coat closed at her throat. Her scarf was wrapped
around her neck, and her grandmother’ s ruby necklace was a comforting weight against her breastbone.

Theo yawned and started her walk home. Maybe | should stop and get some tea, she thought, and then
amiled a hersdlf. You' re just hoping to find someone to talk to, Theo. Admit it.

Business had been good latdly, but very little of it had been serious. Some high-school kids had
discovered the Craft, and since most of them were upper-middle-class, they had to have dl thetoys.
Wéll, that was good for Theo' swallet. Good for atrip to Mexico, to lay in the sun and turn brown and
listen to the voicesin the sand and the sea. Zihuatangjo, rhymed with tomato, and she was saving for that
vacation.

There were the regulars, too, and her employees—Mari was busy getting ready for her finals, and Elise
had something specia in mind that she’ d been stocking pink quartz and rose-oil for. Another
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bring-me-love spell. | wonder for who? Maybe Mark, he' s been moping around lately. Poor man.
If Elise would only look his way for a moment, she might find more than she bargains for. But
then again, he' stoo much of a nice guy for her. She likes bad boys...

Theo put her head down and walked briskly up the dark street, her long chestnut hair already damp. It
would be sodden by the time she reached the Crestion.

She took one quick glance back when she reached the end of the street. Her shop—the Magick
Cauldron—Iay dark and glittering faintly inits brick building. The wards were glimmering to her Sight,
and al was asit should be,

Theo sighed. Sheloved the shop, and sheloved her life, but...sometimes shewished...

It was normal to wish, but awitch had to be careful of her wishes. “A little excitement,” she said, softly.
“And maybe...Goddess, would it be too much to ask to find a decent guy? | mean, the last time | dated
was two whole years ago, and that was such adisaster. Then again, | did it to mysdlf, by wishing for a
man and not being careful about the terms and conditions.”

Theo laughed. There was nobody on the street, so she wouldn’t look too crazy, waking aong and
talking to hersdlf. The wind was unessy tonight, whispering between the buildings, but Theo smply
walked alittle faster, the rain wetting her hair and her face, soaking into her coat. Danger intheair? Let it
come. Theo was safe enough in the hands of the Goddess.

She began to hum. Suzanne had written another song, and it was hard to get it out of her head. Bring me
down to the god in the glen, bring me down to the green trees dancing—

Well, what would it hurt? Theo lifted her voice, snging. Her voice would belost in the wind and therain.
“Bring me down to the god in the glen, bring me down to the green trees dancing. Bring me down to the
Lady’ smirror, bring me down to the place of the dance. ..da-da-da-dum, bring me a song,
da-da-da-dum, bring me a stone, da-da-da-dum, bring me along, aong to the place of the Lady’s
throne—"

She had a pleasant contralto, and the wind answered, diding between the buildings and suddenly smelling
more like spring than the end of fdl, just before Samhain. Thetrees, losing their leaves, rattled in the
sudden wind, adding their voicesto hers. Therain felt sweet for amoment, and warm, and Theo's
laughter echoed in the concrete canyons of the city.

Chapter Two

“That' sher?’ Dante asked. “That’ sthe target?’ He couldn’t keep the dishbelief out of hisvoice.

“Itis.” Hanson crouched out of sight, looking dark and miserable in the rain. They were on the roof of a
bank, watching the woman. “ According to theintel, that’ sthe next one. They think she' s the most
dangerous to them. They could be right, you know.”

Dante stuffed his handsin his coat pockets and looked down again. His senses were sharper than any
normd’s, and he could see the glimmer in the air around the woman. Shewastall and dim and moving as
if shewas dancing down the dark rain-dick sdewak. The power trailing her smelled like green growing
things, and she was making enough noise to be heard throughout the entire city. “They could be,” he
agreed. “ She' slit up like amarquee sign. How do they find them?’ he asked, shaking hishead. Therain



was dicking hisshort black hair to hisforehead, and he was beginning to fed the cold. Heignorediit.
Therewas so much to ignorein thisline of work. “Don’t they care that the Lightbringers...” Hetrailed
off. He asked the question often, and nobody seemed to have agood answer.

“Who knows? They’ re on a Crusade, man. They don't care. Got their own brave new world to bring.”
Hanson blinked, and then looked around again. “I’ ve got to go, I’ ve got my own witch to look after. You
got the dosser?” He knew very well that Dante had the dim file and would memorize and destroy it in the
next twelve hours.

“Of coursel got it, quit bugging me. | can do this.” Dante |ooked back down to where the woman had
stopped and was looking in a shop window. The Darkness inside him shifted uneasily, and he forced it
down, ignoring the fresh bite of pain. To bethis closeto a Lightbringer made it more active. “ So what
does she do?’

“Runsthat little occult shop. Y ou can see the shields from here, man. She' slike avolcano. You' d better
go.” Hanson shifted from foot to foot and grinned. It wasawolf’slazy grin. Hisblue eyes glittered in the
uncertain light—his blond hair was much darker now, dick with rain. “They’ re close. Whole damn city
crawling with them.”

“All right, go back to watching your witch, and I’ [l go and watch mine. Cdl if you need me.” Dante made
the offer, knowing it would prick Hanson's pride.

“| don't need you. I’ ve been doing just fine at thisfor along time.”

“Not long enough, if you' re il doingit.” Dante gathered himself and legpt lightly to the top of the brick
wall. Helooked down at the concrete four stories below. His coat moved around hislegs—along black
leather trench coat, which went really well with the whole punk-angel fashion trip—and he glanced back
at Hanson. “Honor, brother.”

“Duty, brother. Good luck.”
Dante nodded and | espt.

There was a bresthless moment of dmogt-flight, the laws of physicsbending just alittle, and then his
boots touched down. He drew the rainy air around him like acloak and followed the trail the woman had
leftinthear.

If the Crusade wasin this city, they were going to move on her soon. It was only a matter of time. A
witch running an occult shop, hethought. Gods. They have no sense of discretion anymore. Can't
blame them, though. Lightbringers.

Dante lengthened his stride alittle and hurried after the witch.

Chapter Three

The Cresation was decorated for Halloween, a huge orange paper pumpkin hanging from the ceiling and
orange pumpkin lights strung in the picture window. It had been a hippie co-op in the seventies, and
abandoned after the co-op folded. Abe Francklin had bought it, and had turned it into a coffeehouse right
before coffee had become agourmet experience. The floor was concrete, and afew straggling green
plants perked dmost visibly as soon as Theo closed the door and shook her long hair out. The tables



were topped with marble—Abe had bought them from a short-lived ice cream parlor in the very firgt
days of urban renewa. They dways seemed about to tip, just like the rocking wooden benches. The
wallswere covered with aviolent jungle mura that some local artist had painted in an acoholic haze.
Theo liked it; it was green, and it had trees.

It was aWednesday night and not very busy. Joffrey coughed in the corner, but Todd was nowhereto
be seen, probably working late. Vall waved in greeting. There were afew other people, none of them
regulars. Theo dipped her coat and gloves off, and Sage cursed from behind the barista s counter. He' d
taken over from Matt Delgado, after Delgado had quit last spring and opened up the Free Shelter. There
was amystery there, but one that Theo was comfortable not knowing. It had to do with last winter, and
that had been ahard one. She' d lost severd patients that winter, to the cold and to...other things. “ Good
evening to you too, Sage,” she said, and wrinkled her nose as adrift of cigarette smoke did by. “What's

wrong?’

Sage, athin, tal, red-haired man working towards alaw degree, peered out from behind the red hulk of
the espresso machine. “What the... Oh, hi, Theo. Damn machine—" His eyes were wide and dark, and
he had faint lines scored between his coppery eyebrows. He had along nose, long fingers, and agold
earringin hisleft ear. Hishair was siff with g and spiked to within aninch of itslife.

“What'swrong with it?” Theo asked, dropping her coat and her gloves on the table by the door. She
hadn't carried a purse today, knowing that it would likely rain. “Let metake alook.”

“You'realifesaver, Theo. How' sbusiness over at Y e Olde Witch Shoppe?’ Sage wiped hishandson a
rag and poured awhite chinamug full of coffee.

Theo came around the edge of the counter and examined the machine. “Oh, my,” she said. “Can you
bring me sometowes? 1 think thiswill get messy. Businessisfine, and | don’t think I’ m renaming the
shop anytime soon, thank you. Get me ascrewdriver, too.”

“Asyou command, oh princess,” he said, and winked one brown eye. Theo laughed and pushed her hair
back over her shoulder.

“Get going. Honestly, 1 don’t know why Abe doesn’t buy anew machine.” she started working on the
stuck filter, and burned her finger onit. It was il hot. “Ow!”

“He' s cheap, that’ swhy. Hurt yourself?” Sage looked contrite. “ God, Theo, I'm sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just alittle burn...” Theo took atowel, wrapped it around the handle and then
around the cup of the espresso-box. “ Stand back, ladies and gentlemen, I’ m about to perform some
magic. Get methat screwdriver, will you?’

“Oh, yeah. Sure.” Sage st off for the tiny room where they kept the tools and the stereo system, and
Theo leaned close to the coffee machine.

“Y ou want to work for me,” shesad, quietly. “It'sdl right, I know you'retired. Just alittle, now.” She
used the same tone that she would on afrightened beast, and she was rewarded with a pop and a puff of
steam. Thankfully, the towel caught the steam and the coffee grounds, and she wiped up and tossed the
towe inthe“dirty” box. “Therewe are,” she said, softly. “Thank you.” She sketched aquick rune on the
backsplash of the machine—Tiw, for the god of justice and blacksmiths. Machines were his purview.
She thought for amoment, and then added the V ulca symbol. The machine needed dl the help it could

o€t
Her fingersthrobbed. That’ Il teach me to grab without looking, she thought, and hummed asnatch of



the melody again. The pain faded, and she shook it out through thetip of her finger, careful not to flick it
towards any glass. The concrete floor groaned, accepting the pain, and then subsided.

“Y our screwdriver, Y our Witchiness,” Sage said, presenting her with ared-handled Phillips head. “Will
that work?’

“It'll work just fine. How about pouring me acup of tea, sncel’ m fixing your machine?’ She deftly
popped out the offending part, and took alook. There. A coffee bean, stuck in the machine. “Now how
did that get there? Don't tell me, it just got up and legpt in there.”

“I don't know,” Sage said, rinsing out asmall white teapot with hot water to warmit. “What kind of tea?
The peppermint again?’

“No, some chamomile. | think | need the calming, | fed alittle wild tonight. What’ s happening on the
Ave?’ Theo popped the part back on, tightened the screws, and then checked the rest of the machine. It
should hold up for another few days.

“Oh, you know, everyon€e' s nervous. Wonder what the gang boys are doing for Halloween.” He poured
the hot water in and added the tea bag. “ Sounds like they have abig party planned. Y ou want something
toeat?”’

“Do you have any of Charlene' s pumpkin loaf? 1’1l take adice of that.” Theo finished, and she mopped
up the water that had spread on the counter and the stray coffee grounds. She took a deep breath and
glanced out the front window. Nothing there but the night, drenched in freezing rain. Why did shefed so
nervous?

“Okay, pumpkin loaf it is. Joe Cool’ s getting kind of nutty. Y ou know he started saying the other night
that there' rewerewolvesin the city?’ Sage laughed, his quick fingers moving deftly. “How crazy isthat?”

“Very,” Theo murmured. Actualy, it wasn't crazy at dl. She knew some of the Kinein the city. “How
did he arrive at this concluson?’

“He said he saw one down at the wharves. But he’ s been drinking again. Y ou know how it is.”

Theo nodded. She did indeed know how it was. Her earrings swung back and forth, tapping on her
cheeks. They were garnets set in long twisting Celtic spirals made of silver, for luck and protection. She
had felt fiery today. Her grandmother’ s necklace sparked againgt her neck.

Theo tapped her ringed fingers on the counter, her eyes drawn to the night outside again. The stereo must
have clicked over to anew CD, because the Tragic Diamonds started to wail about that no-good Jmmy
Jngo, that lowdown dirty beast. It was asong Theo knew by heart.

“The Diamonds,” shesad. “That' stheir demo?’
“Oh, yeah.” Sage nodded enthusiagticdly. “Elise brought it by. Good stuff, huh?’

“Fantadtic,” she said, and accepted the plate with two pieces of pumpkin loaf on it. Suzanne and Elise
had written that song together about one of Theo's ex-boyfriends. It had been extremely therapeutic.
“Thank you. I'll come back for the tea—"

Sageblinked at her. “Na, I'll carry it. Y ou' re Sitting next to the door?’

The door opened, the bell hung oniit jingling, and Theo heard afamiliar whistling voice. “Hey, Sage,
wassup?’



“Oh, God.” Sagerolled hiseyes, and then he turned around. “Hello, Grody. What hole did you crawl out
of?’

Theo sghed. She carried her pumpkin loaf around the counter and was confronted with the vision of
Grody digging in his pockets for change. “1 know | got it,” he said, and redled. His nose was bright red,
and the smdll of gin exhded from him in powerful waves. “1 got adollar for coffee, right here.”

Theo looked over. Her eyes met Sage's, and Sage’ s eyebrows rose. Theo put her pumpkin loaf down
on the table and fished afive-dollar bill from her coat pocket. Her coat was beginning to seamin the
heat. “Here,” shesaid. “I’ll buy you acup of coffee, Grody. Go ahead and sit down.” She took the
man’selbow.

Hewas at least Sx inchestaler than her, and his dirty pants were held up with abit of string. His shoes
were canvas, hisleft big toe was sticking out from ahole, and his jacket stank. Theo did not alow her
nose to wrinkle again. He had around face, even though his neck was skinny, and hisgray hair formed a
long, matted fringe around his bald head.

Grody looked down at her. “Theo!” he crowed, delighted. “ Theo!”

“Shhh, Grody.” She hushed him gently, and he quieted. “Now st down. Sage is anxioustonight, so
we ve got to help him out.”

Grody nodded, his eyesfocusing over her shoulder. He had at |east three days growth of beard. How
had he managed to get gin? Where was Taz? Old, stick-thin Taz usualy kept Grody out of trouble. Theo
sighed, guided Grody onto the bench across from hers, and made him sit down by tugging on hisarm.
Then she turned back to the counter. Sage was shaking his head.

She stepped back up to the counter and gave him the five. “A cup of coffee for Grody, and then I'll get
him out of here and to the drunk tank. | promise.”

Sagejust shook hishead. “Y ou're a softie, Theo. Y ou' re going to get mugged or worse one of these
days. You and your strays—"

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” Theo said, maybe alittle sharply. She had been looking forward to anice
leisurely cup of teaand her pumpkin loaf while she chatted with Sage and watched the usua nightly
crowd fill the Creation. And she could have traced out her plansfor Mexico in her little notebook. “I
don't think it' sacrimeto have asoft heart, Sage. Not if you' re firm when you haveto be.” She wiped
her hand on her hip, pulling at her wine-red sweater. Her skirt was damp at the bottom edge. “ Coffee,
and my tea, please.”

Hetook her five and handed her four onesin change. “Y ou fixed my machine,” hesaid. “1 won't charge
you for the teaor the pumpkin loaf. What's Abe going to do, fire me?

“| certainly hope not. Who would nurse that machine dong?’ Theo felt her shouldersrelaxing, and
smiled. When Sage turned to pour Grody’ s coffee, she put the extrafour dollarsin histip jar. Then she
carried her tegpot and cup over to the table. “He' s bringing your coffee, Grody, and then we' |l take a
walk. It'scold out tonight, isn't it?’

Grody nodded, his greasy, thinning hair swinging forward. “Bad things out tonight. Wolvesin the clouds.”

Theo felt acool finger traceitsway up her spine. “Redly?’ she asked lightly. Sage brought the coffee,
and Theo lowered hersdf onto the bench. She picked up adice of pumpkin loaf and bit intoiit. “You
don't say. Here syour coffee. Thank you, Sage.”



Sage grinned at her. “Anything for you, Theo. Thanksfor fixing the old beast.” He went back behind the
counter, whigtling aong with the Diamonds, and Theo fdt another smiletugging at her lips. Thistime she
gavein, and smiled. She pushed her coat down onto the bench next to her and laid her glovesatop it.

“Wadll, Grody,” shesaid. “Drink your coffee, and then we'll take awalk.”

Grody beamed &t her, the scars on his forehead white againgt his flushed skin. Nobody knew what had
turned him into what he was—and Theo didn’t want to know. She was careful not to touch him, but she
did dide her plate over, with the other piece of pumpkin loaf. “Here,” she said.

“Thanks, Theo,” he said, alittle sadly, and Spped at his scalding coffee. He held the steaming cup in his
chapped hands, and shivered dightly.

“You' rewelcome,” she said, meaning it, and started to drink her tea.

Chapter Four

Dante was across the street, melted into the bricks and the deeper shadows of the convenient doorway
he' d found, when the witch came out. He scanned the street, dowly.

Nothing. Nothing but the witch and adrunk normal. He was leaning on her, and Dante could smell the
acohol on him. Gin, and lots of it. The normal smelled like vomit aswell, and the witch’s clean scent,
mixed with the human stench, was amost nauseating.

Dante slips peded back from his teeth. What wasthis?
He dtrained his ears through the smacking sound of rain and the now-moaning wind.

“—to awarm bed,” she said. Her voice was pleasant, low and husky, and she didn’t sound concerned
or fearful. Asamatter of fact, she sounded cam. Dante’ s body clenched around the sweet contrato purr
of that voice. That had never happened before.

“Won't that be nice?’ she said, and the pain twisted in Dante' s bones and quieted alittle.

“They don't like methere, Theo,” the norma said, in awhiny petulant voice. Dante found aslent growl
edging itsway out of his chest and stopped himself, aghast. What was wrong with him?

The woman stopped and looked around, her long hair moving damply in the sodden wind. He caught a
flash of green—her eyes? Her aura? He stopped breathing, folding himsdf up indgde his shidding.

Hefelt her attention sweep the street, like green flame. Gods, but she was powerful. How had she
escaped the Dark before this? Just dumb luck, or had she been sensible enough to keep her head down
when it felt dangerous outsde?

He gtrained hiseyes. A dice of acheekbone, aflash of her mouth. Nothing more. He couldn’t tell what
shelooked like. But he could follow the green, earth-smelling aura of power around her. It dyed theair
with streaks of dark, brilliant green, like an emerald held up to the sun. And the fringes of the green were
aways seeking around her, excdlent shidding. If he hadn’t been tuned to—

Shehurried on, her voice asoothing burr, talking to the normal in hushed tones. Dante could still smdll the
acohal from here.



He could dso smell something dse.
He wrapped the rainy darkness around himsalf and waited silently. Something else was amiss here.

Then he spotted it—an amorphous blot of shadow, following the witch’'s glow. Something misshapen,
ugly.

A Seeker.

Adrendinejolted through Dante' s system, but he savagely clamped his control down. What iswrong
with me? He had never had any problem with control before. Never in al the time he had been a
Watcher had he hesitated even for amoment.

He ghosted down the street after the Seeker. If al went well, tonight would see one dead Seeker, and
hopefully alive witch to someday add to Circle Lightfall.

If al went well.

Dante shifted to an effortless |ope, a pace that would let him overtake the Seeker before the witch even
sensed its presence. He cut through the rainy night, and there was aglint coming from the silver gunsin
his hands.

Chapter Five

“Not again,” Browley said, her eyebrows raised. She hooked her thumbsin her uniform belt. The police
blue looked good on her, and her short bomber jacket accentuated her trim figure. “ TheodoraMorgan,
you can't be serious.” She was alean, rawboned woman who looked unfinished, even in her uniform.
The homeless children on the Avenue, with rare humor, called her Officer Browbegt. Despite thet, she
was tough, competent, and sometimes even compass onate. She was known for fairness.

“Oh, just put himinthetank,” Theo said. “He |l cause some harm if he' s out there done tonight. Come
on, Marla. Y ou know I’'m doing the right thing.” She wastrying not to wheedle.

“Oh, | know. Y ou adwaysdo.” Browley ran her fingers back through her short dark hair and then
shrugged. “All right, I'll seeif | cantake himin. Hang on.” Sheturned aside, and spoke into her radio. It
burbled and squawked. Theo had to be careful not to get too closeto it. Her aura could short out
electrical appliances sometimes, especidly on anight likethis.

Theo waited patiently, rain soaking her hair. Grody was dl but adeep on hisfeet, swaying and making
little burbling noises. It wasthe gin, rising to his head. He would pass out soon, and he' d catch
pneumoniaor worse deegping on the cold concrete ground.

Theo risked alittle bit of magick. Humming softly, she flattened her gloved hand against Grody’ s jacket
deeve. He amdled awful. He must have vomited on himsdlf before coming into the Creation. She
bresthed out through her mouth and et the healing pass through her.

It was asif she stood in the middle of agreat swelling organ note, resonating in the world around her.
Green light flashed, and the smdll of aforest—incongruous here in the city—breathed through the rainy
ar.

“Okay, Theo. | cantake himin.” Browley sighed and scratched at her wet forehead. 1 swear, you and



your strays. When are you going to give it up?’ Her eyeswere dark with something very much like
disgust as shelooked at the hiccupping, swaying Grody.

“As soon as nobody needsmy help, I'll giveit up,” Theo replied. Her hair was beginning to drip at the
ends, and she only wanted to be home with her feet up and ahot cup of tea. “ Thank you, Marla. | owe
you one.”

“Just whistle me up someluck,” Browley said, with asmile. She was not nearly astough as she wanted
to appear. “ Okay, Grody, come on. The paddy wagon’'s gonnameet me a block from here, and you'll
deep on the County’ stab tonight.”

“Go with Marla, Grody,” Theo said softly, reinforcing her wordswith asmdl push. “Be peaceful. It' sall
going to befine” Shedidn’'t dare to use even an eighth of her strength in the push. 1t would very likely tip
Grody into unconsciousness and give him a screaming headache to boot. Alcohol was tricky when mixed
with a push. Y ou could never tell how it was going to react.

She watched Marlasteer Grody down the street. He went docilely. Theo sighed, snugged her scarf a
little closer to her neck, and traced aruneinthe air. Beorc, the birch tree, for hedling and strength. The
cop and the drunk both paused, and then they continued on.

She dlowed hersdf to sigh, and turned around. It would take her agood twenty minutesto walk home
from here. She had been intending to walk Grody al the way to the precinct house, if she had to. Thank

the Lady that wasn't necessary.

Theo waked adong, her boots making reassuringly crisp sounds on the pavement. Shefelt therain
soaking into her ankle-length skirt and grimaced at the thought. It was going to be a very wet—and very
cold—wak home. But Mexico. Mexico in three months. White sand beaches, blue water, daiquiris
on the patio.

She began to sing again, thinking that she could use the practice, and she would aso be able to keep
warmer if she stirred some of the Power around her. “ Da-da-da-dum, bring me a song, da-da-da-dum,
bring me a stone, da-da-da-dum, bring me dong, along to the place of the Lady’ sthrone—" Sheliked
the chorus, it was abeautiful melody, and it carried Power well. She repested it again, her voicerising,
dlvery, likeabird, flashing through the rain. Presently she had changed the words, and was singing,
“Mexico, Acapulco. .. Tenochtitlan, white sand, da-da-dum, blue water, da-da-dum. .. Zihuatangjo,
da-da-dum...”

She did not see the shadow across the street, rising up through the rain and then swelling with poisonous
intent. She was too busy singing, and presently she started to dance alittle, swaying down the rainy
sdewalk. Life was good.

Chapter Six

The woman was blithely tripping down the sidewalk, oblivious to the Darkness gathering around her.
Dante cursed to himself. Where had the drunken normal disappeared to? Why had she turned back?
Couldn’t she see the Seeker?

No, of course she couldn’t. The Seeker was hiding itsdlf from her, and shewas a Lightbringer, so she
didn’t suspect athing. It took a bit of the Darknessto really understand and see what the Dark was
capable of, and a Lightbringer wouldn’t have Darknessin her. That was a Watcher’sjob, to seethe



Dark and know it for what it was. Fight fire with fire—and to fight a Seeker, it took aWatcher.

The Seeker swelled, preparing itself. It was blindly waiting for the woman to come within range, and then
it would strike like a snake. Seekers were great predators. They had to be. They lived on psychicsand
also cannibalized other little pieces of Darkness. Only this one might be a created Seeker, sncethe
Crusadewasin town. If it was a created Seeker, the Master—allive Knight of the Crusade—had to be
around here somewhere. He had to be close to control the Seeker. A created Seeker |€ft to its own
devices gradudly faded and vanished, and that was expensive, given the hours of ritua required to cregte
or trap one.

Dante’ sguns vanished. For this, he couldn’'t use them. To risk derting the witch to his presence was
dangerous at this point, and charging in, bullets blazing, was guaranteed not to give her confidencein his
peaceful intentions. Not to mention that a stray bullet might catch her. He didn’t want to make any
mistakestonight.

He made himsdlf slent and deadly, dipping through the rain-washed air, his hands now down low and
closeto hisbody, two black-bladed knives reversed dong hisforearms. Knife work—silent and close,
he could rip the Seeker loose from its mooring in the physica world, and with any luck, the energies
released would backlash onto the Knight. If it was a created Seeker, and if he could hit it low and fast

enough.

He was dmogt within range when the woman took the last few dancing steps, waltzing right into the
Seeker’ s strike zone. Dante cursed internally and streaked for the swollen, brooding shadow.

Hemet it just asit Started its strike. It had not achieved itsfull letha speed yet. Still, theimpact jarred his
teeth, but he was moving faster, and he carried it with him into ahandy aleyway. Bricks shattered.
Enough noise to wake the dead, he thought, and schooled himsdlf, bringing in the knivesfast and low.
The Power he' d charged hisfistswith sparked venomously scarlet, and he let out a sharp breath as claws
made out of pure shadow raked hisside. If he believed too much, they could kill him, apsychic wound
becoming aphysica one.

He brought the knife in hisleft hand up and then tore down, negtly carving the back of the Seeker open
along its barbed spine. Fluid bubbled and smoked. The black rune-chased stedl of hisknife blade was
more damaging to the Seeker than sunlight, and the thing howled inaudibly.

Dante shook the stunning sound out of his head. It was atearing wail at the very upper reaches of his
mental range, and he thanked the gods that the woman was probably gone by now. The Seeker
imploded, black light fizzing againgt the concrete, and Dante found himself on hisknees, shaking his head,
trying to clear it from both the ringing impact and the Seeker’ s dying scream. There was no explosion of
wasted Power, s0 it had been a created Seeker. And the energy had backlashed on the Knight—zombie
or live—that had leashed it and brought it here. That was going to be one unhappy piece of dead fleshin
afew hours. The power would et it until nothing remained. Not a bad night’ swork.

Training brought him to hisfeet, and he quickly scanned the dley. Nothing left but adight reverberation
that would make the dley uncomfortable for any psychic passing by. They would hurry on, not knowing
why they fdlt like getting out of here,

Good. Clear. Then heran slently for the mouth of thedley.

The woman was standing two blocks down, completely still and silent. Her long dark hair was dripping,
and she wasligtening, her head upflung. She wore adark skirt that swirled around her ankles, and silver
glittered in the one ear that Dante could see.



Shewaited, standing there, obvioudy listening.
Go on. Dantethought. You' re safe now. Go on home, so | can rest.
Shewhirled, facing him, her skirt and hair flaring out, asif she d heard him.

Dante stopped breathing. His labored heart and starved lungs ached and demanded that he breathe, but
he overrode them until she dowly turned back the way she had been walking and continued on. Thistime
shewaked quickly, thelittle green fingers of her shielding waving like sea anemones. He would bet that
shewas quivering with nervous energy, even though not awhisper of it escaped. Enough shielding to
keep her thoughts to herself, but not enough to keep a Seeker from cracking her open and devouring her
likeatadty little morsd.

Hefindly permitted himself to take a degp breath and began to trail silently behind her. That’sright, go
home. You're safe, | promise.

Hisside was aching It was not bleeding; it wasjudt...aching. If heignored it, it would go away.

Chapter Seven

Therdief Theo felt when she unlocked her own front door was immediate, degp—and alittle frightening.
She must haveimagined that awful chilling scream—asif something was dying. But nothing hed died
tonight. She hadn’t felt the peculiar wrenching that death echoed within her presence. She had only heard
that scream and then felt asilence—a slence so large asto be unnaturd. And then...that’sright, go
home. You're safe, | promise.

A voicethat came out of theair itsdlf. A voice like dark old whiskey. Someone...Buit it could have just
been her imagination.

Shedipped insde her front hall and shut the door, locking it securely. Then she dumped, trembling,
againg the door’ sfamiliar comfort. Her cat Thorin raced to the door, meowing, and then skidded to a
stop, catching wind of her uneasiness. Hisfur puffed out from his round black body, and he hissed.

“It'sdl right, Thorin,” shelied to him, and he spat and scrambled away. She heard him run up the gairs.
Hewould run under her bed and crouch there, until she calmed down. He was too sengitive to her.

Her house was dark. She usudly enjoyed coming home and turning the lights on, but tonight, for some
reason, she rested against the door for perhaps fifteen seconds. Then she walked deliberately down the
hall and into the large living room. She walked up to the large picture window |looking out over her front
garden and the street. A quiet, middle-class street, with dightly weedy lawns and lovely old treesthat
arched over the narrow sidewaks. Rain was till coming down, not as hard as it had been, but Theo
thought perhaps the rain would crest early in the morning. Her weathersense told her so.

She stood in the window and looked out. Here, behind the wards she had laid so carefully and woven
into the very fiber of the walls and floors, she could let her own persona wards dip alittle. Some of the
unessiness she was feding legpt free, making the walls groan dightly. Thefloor under her cresked.

She watched.

After perhaps ten minutes, during which she dripped alarge puddle onto her hardwood floor, she tensed.



There.

A man waked past her house. He didn’t pause and look at her little green two-story house, with its
white-painted trim and itswindow boxes till full of trailing geraniums, or her garden that was il neet
and orderly, even under the drift of leaves from last night’s storm. She had cut back al her herbsfor the
winter, and racks of them hung drying in the garage. No, he didn’'t pause at dl, just walked past her
house like ashark would circle, with an even pace and a cool disdain. Theo could fed histenson,
though, and his attention trained on the house. Watching her. She had felt someone watching her, and

That scream. What could it have been? She' d felt danger in the air, but she' d assumed it was Smply the
generd ar of nervousness two weeks from Samhain. The Vel was getting thin, the border between this
world and the next gradudly losing much of its solidity, and people dwaysfdt it. She hadn’t felt the sharp
sense of impending disaster that had aways warned her before.

Yeah, warned meto leave every place I’ ve ever settled. And now...Do | have to leave here too?

Theo unwrapped her scarf from her neck, watching as the man cruised by. He passed under a strestlight,
and she saw black hair, gticking to his head with rain. A long coat, hands stuck in pockets. But he didn’t
douch. His posture was dmost military-siraight, and he moved too gracefully. Almost inhumanly
gracefully. Likeashark, gliding through blue weter.

Shedecided to test him alittle.

The wards on the house quivered under her will, moving gently like seaweed. She pushed past them,
casting her senses out, and reached towards the man who had paused under the street lamp asif looking
at it. Who would be taking a walk in pouring cold rain and stopping to look at street lamps? she
wondered idly, and then fdlt the hard, cool edge of someone ese swarding.

Whoever he was, he was good. Almost nonexistent to even her sharp senses. Theo waslooking, and she
amog missed thetdlltale ripplein the air when he seemed to vanish benegath the street lamp. Rainfell
through where he had been standing.

She drew in asharp bresth. Unbidden, theimage of aknight rosein her mind. A knight holding a bloody
sword and pushing back the visor of hishem, sweet staining apaleface. That’sright, go home. You're
safe, | promise.

Theo shook her head. That was usdless. No flights of fancy, shereminded hersdlf, gernly. Hereisa
mystery. Did a psychic man follow me home? Is he looking for a coven? Are we in danger?

She thought of walking Grody on the cold street, and she shivered. He could have been hurt. And
Marla...

Abruptly, anger rose, and Theo took a deep breath and counted to ten. Another deep breath, another
ten dow counts. Then she quickly, decisively, walked to the right sde of the window and pulled on the
cord that closed the drapes.

“Blue sea,” she whispered to hersdlf. “White sand beaches. Suntan and seashells.”

She went around the house, pulling drapes and closing blinds, until she had completed the task. Only then
did sheturn thelights on in the kitchen and the living room and decide to take her wet clothes off. From
thereit was easy to follow her nightly routine—a shower, adry slk dress, acup of teasteaming in her
hand as she walked from room to room, checking her atars and the leaves|aid on her hearth, her



mother’ s cauldron and the carved-stone pentacle. She touched her athame, her ritua knife, which was
laid across the runespell she was working for Moira, to help her through the chemotherapy.

She noticed, findly, that shewas cruising amlesdy through the house, and she settled herself on the
couch in theliving room. Now that she knew someone was watching, it seemed impossibleto ignorethe
faint disturbance at the very edge of her sensing range. It remained there as the cup of tea cooled and
grew cold in her hand, and as the heat pump clicked on and warm air soughed through the house. She
didn’t even try to read, it would have been adisservice to abook to try and read while she was so
digtracted. Instead, she meditated. Thorin findly crept down from the upstairs and curled in her lap,
purring and kneading with his sharp clawsto get her attention. She petted him absently, smoothing his
black fur and watching as his yellow eyes drift closed with contentment.

That’sright, go home. You're safe, | promise...That voice. Male, deep and cool. Old whiskey and
smoke, that voice. Nothing she had ever heard before...not evenin adream.

Findly, Theo lit some cedar incense and dumped the cold tea out. She went up to bed, carrying Thorin
and taking asmal purple velvet pillow Suzanne had given her, stuffed with dried lavender and hops, with
amoongoneinit. This she tucked under her pillow when she pulled back the covers on her bed. She
never bothered to make the bed, just eft it in disarray, even after she changed the sheets. Palelinen and a
sage-green down comforter, pillowsthat she usualy propped behind her while shefinished reading
whatever book she had set hersalf to that day. It was her haven, the place she retreated to.

Sheturned the lights out and stood, irresol ute, by the side of the bed. Thorin had aready hopped up and
was turning around in acircle on his pillow, the oneright next to Theo's. Helooked up at her and made a
short inquiring sound, asking when she was coming to bed.

Then she walked to the front bedroom, the guest bedroom, and looked down on the street from its
vantage point.

Nothing. She could till fed him, but faintly, asif he was degping, or concentrating on something e'se. The
vanishing trick he' d done was good, and she wanted to figure out how he' d doneit.

Why is he watching me?

That was, of course, an excellent question. Theo considered it, and then decided that the answer wasn't
likely to come tonight. So she should deep. As Suzanne often said, if there wasto be afunera inthe
morning, the living had to be well-rested to planit.

Theo laid down in her bed, pulled the covers up, and stared into the darkness, hearing her cat purr and
waiting for deep to come.

Chapter Eight

Dante read thefile by the light of asingle lamp an hour before dawn, in the room that Circle Lightfal had
rented for him. Therewas asingle hard-backed chair, anarrow bed, the lamp set on asmall night table,
and a space heater that he was careful to hang his coat away from. The walls were bare and white, and
hedidn’'t look at them.

“Theodora,” he said, and the air in the room reverberated.



So that was her name. And invoking it this close to her house...hewould be lucky if she was adeep
enough not to notice.

Dante found himsdf wearing an unfamiliar smile. The picture, ablack-and-white sill, expanded, showed

most of her face. It must have been snapped on acity street, because her long hair was being lifted from

adight breeze. Her eyeswere large and luminous, even in black-and-white, and the shape of her mouth

made him think of mischief. She had along narrow nose, aflower-mouth, high sculpted cheekbones, and
agentle expression, even when shelooked thoughtful.

“Shejust moved herefour years ago,” he said. “ She' s been bouncing around for awhile, that’ swhy the
Crusade smissed her. Clever girl. Clever, clever girl.”

Hewastaking to himsdlf. He never taked to himsdf.
What waswrong with him?

He'dlaid defenses and traps al dong the block that held her house, and then he' d retreated to thislittle
rented room to deep. The Seeker’s claw marks on his side ached dully, and therewas allittle bit of
bruisng there.

Maybe hewas|osing thetrick of belief.
If that happened, he was dead in the water.
Dante touched the photograph, just dong the curve of her chin. A pretty witch. A very pretty woman.

She had moved one step ahead of the Crusade. He could see that, from the itinerary outlined in thefile.
That was fantastic. But what was even more fantastic was how she had survived the stray predators
wandering around. The odds of her surviving thislong without a Watcher were like winning the jackpot
on the only lottery ticket you' d ever bought in your life.

What had she been doing with a drunken, stinking normal on acity street after dark? And where had she
put him? How had she not felt the Seeker? Had she felt it and smply ignored it? Not many things would
dareto attack a Lightbringer...not in the vicinity of aWatcher. A Watcher’ saura, like ared-black
tornado, was a huge warning billboard. Only the desperately hungry—or the very powerful—Dark
crestures would chance attacking a Watcher directly.

Hisweaponswere al cleaned and re-consecrated, and he had caught afew hours adeep, ready to
surface if the defenses were triggered. He was concentrating on the file, but the photo kept distracting
him. Who was she looking at, her mouth turned up in ahaf-smile? Thefile said nothing abot. ..

What am | thinking?

Dante read through the file one more time, committing it to memory. Birth date, favorite color, known
Power, known associates, known addresses, bank accounts, and phobias. All useful information.

His eyes strayed back to the photo.
She' s beautiful, he thought, in akind of trance. Why is she walking around alone?

Then he shook himsalf, dapped the file shut and stared at it. It hit the carpet with a soft sound. He let
some of the fury hewas feding trickle out, and the manilafolder started to smoke and char dong the
edges. The pain crested, something he was used to, and he set his jaw and watched the flame begin to
eat away at the paper.



He d brought five other witchesin to Circle Lightfal. He hadn’t lost one yet. But none of them
had...Well, none of them had even seen him. He d just watched over them and kept them safe until a
Circle witch could make contact and gently introduce them to the Circle.

Sometimes he thought that the lure they used to keep the Watchers busy—the chance of finding a
Lightbringer who could ease the pain, aLightbringer who could touch aparticular Watcher—was
nothing more than a pipe dream. But he' d seen some of the Watchers that had bonded to individua
Lightbringers, and they seemed...wdll, happy. It was hard for a\Watcher to contemplate happiness. They
spent so much of their livesin training and combat as cannon fodder in the war againgt the Dark.

Hanson had lost a Lightbringer last year. He till wasn't the same. It was ablow to lose them. They were
so few and far between. And so beautiful, such gentle souls.

The file was reduced to ash. His control was still good, none of the carpeting below was even touched.

Dante stood and stretched. His side hurt him. The Crusade was probably ill out in the city, not to
mention other predators, al of them potentialy planning an attack. They weren't, redly. They weretoo
disorganized. But it helped to think like that, to prepare himsdlf for every threet.

He would make contact with the witch Theodoratoday. It was too soon, and the Circle might not likeit,
but the Crusade wouldn’t take kindly to the loss of a Seeker. It seemed that the Crusade was getting
desperate |ately—and no wonder. The Watchers had taken so many of the Lightbringersin, and the
Dark was being balked at every turn.

Dante used the bathroom, grabbed his coat, and spent afew moments making sure it hung right. He
made sure dl hiswegpons were in their accustomed places and that the file was just ameaningless
smudge of ash.

“Theodora,” he said again, but quietly. Then heleft the small room, locking the door and walking out into
the gray, misty morning.

Chapter Nine

“And abright good morning to you, Theo,” Elise said, her long fiery hair spilling over her shoulders.
Today she waswearing ared velvet bustier and tight, crimson leather pants. The sun tattooed around her
bellybutton peeked out, and the silver stud in her nose twinkled. “Didn’t deep well?

Theo hung her coat up and sniffed. Elise had lit apple-cinnamon candles, and the entire store smelled like
abaking pie. “Do | look tired?” she asked, sweeping her hair back over her shoulders. She should have
braided it, but she had punched the snooze button one too many times, and as aresult, came to work
with wet hair and wearing a dark-green sarong and a black sweater. Normally she wouldn’t wear black
on aday when shefdt tired, but she had been forced to grab the closest clothes. She was still wearing
her grandmother’ s necklace, too, but that was habitual. She hardly noticed it.

“No, you look just like normd,” Elise said. “Just alittle white around the eyes, that’ sdl. What' swrong?’
“I think | was—" Theo dtarted to say, but just then, the bell over the door tinkled again.

The Magick Cauldron wasasmall tore, but kept ruthlesdy neat. There were books on the Six
bookcases set on the east wall, and the cash register was on asmall glassed-in counter in the east as



well, with the most precious books—the first editions and the texts that only the seriouswould be
interested in—on the case directly behind it. A wooden door marked “ Employees Only” led down to the
basement storage space and a bathroom, as well asa small room that Theo had refurbished into a
temple. The south wall was taken up with candles, incense, censers, candleholders, and scented oils. The
western wall held statues and racks of cloaks and other things—a glass cabinet full of expensive jewdry,
arack of iron cauldrons, knivesto be used as athames, and assorted other items. The north end of the
store held the display window and the front door. Bells hung across the window on the other side of the
door, and asmdl table, with three chairs that Suzanne sometimes used when she was reading tarot cards,
sat in front of thewindow. Therewas also asmal rack full of magazines and some free pagan
publications. The floor was hardwood, and waxed with glitter in the wax so that it sparkled under the
warm yellow light. Plants hung from the ceiling and graced the shelves, and ared-flowered orchid was st
near the register. It had bloomed for ayear now.

The bellsjingled over the door, and Theo half-turned from the coat rack she was hanging her coat on.
She smiled. Suzanne, atdl slver-haired woman with her braid twisted into a coronet atop her head,
stood in the doorway and regarded Theo. “Hi, Suzanne. How are you—"

“Good morning, Theo,” shesaid. “Mari will be dong. Isthere teamade?”’

Theo fdt her heart fal and then start to besat faster. “Why? |s something wrong?’ For Suzanne to be up
and about at thistime of the day, and to have called Mari, who was busy studying for her finals...

Suzanne yawned delicately and stalked into the store. She was wearing yellow, as usuad—along fringed
scarf and acanary silk suit, with abright sunshine-yellow poncho made of chenille over thetop. She
wa ked behind the counter and then half-turned to survey the Cauldron. “Not precisely wrong, Theo
darling, but | think something’ s up. The wind' sunessy today.”

Elise' s porcdain face changed dightly. “'Y ou know, when | lit the candles this morning, they were hissing
blue. It took awhile for them to get to normal.” Her eyes were awide clear green, not as dark as
Theo's, and cat-tilted in her pretty, flawless face with an aguiline nose and wide generous mouth, which
was usually smiling. “And none of the cats were out back. No sign of them when | put the dishes out this
morning. | keep thinking that lightning’ sgoing to strike,” she said, and looked nervoudly out the front
window. It was a shock to see sarcastic Elise so serious. “ Something' s up.”

Miraculoudy, Suzanne didn’t scoff. “ That' sit exactly,” she agreed, and Theo' sjaw threatened to drop.
“| don't fed anything other than asort of nervousness,” she said. “ Suzanne—"

“I'll start thetea,” Elise interrupted, and hopped out from behind the counter and headed for the south
wadl. Therewasasmal kitchen set there, behind the wal that the racks were hung on. “Theo, keep a
watch out for Mari. Suzanne, are you going to throw the cards?’

“No,” Suzanne said camly. “I will read the cards. Watch out for Mari, Theo, and let’ s get started. |
don'tlikethis”

Theo felt her eyebrows nest in her hairline. She put her hands on her hips. * Just one moment, everyone,”
shesad. “There sno need for dl this. | just fed alittle nervous, not enough to warrant any of this—"

“Theo, my dearest,” Suzanne said, arching one gray eyebrow, “shut up. You don't fed it becauseit’'s
directed at you, and it doesn’t want you to fed it. So just let your friendshdp you, dl right? Theré sa
good girl.” Suzanne folded her arms, her hazel eyes snapping with rarefire.

Theo threw up her hands. It was enough to make anyone laugh. “ Oh, al right. | swear, the bunch of you



arelike a cattle-load of grannies harping a me. Go ahead and make thetes, Elise. I'll get my cardstoo,
and we ll seewho'sright.”

Just as Elise vanished into the kitchen, the bell over the door tinkled again, and Theo turned around. The
greeting she was about to give died on her lips.

It wasn't Mari.

It was atal man wearing along, black leather coat. He had short crow-black hair that would have
looked very precise and military, except that it was disarranged and gelled into short punk spikes. He
had dark eyes—no, black eyes—over a sharp nose and asinful mouth that quirked up &t the corners,
and wide shoulders and narrow hips. Theo actually took a step back. He topped six feet, and even with
his hands in his pockets he looked like aman that nobody in their right mind would messwith. The size of
his shoul ders a one was enough to make Theo want to put the counter between her and him.

And his black eyeswere fixed on her.

Theo fet heat rising to her cheeks. She gared at him and something rose in her memory.

The man pacing by her house last night, silent and deedly.

Theo narrowed her eyes. There was afaint flicker of energy around him, something that could—

Suzanne' sarms were folded. “Welcome to the Magick Cauldron,” she said, cautioudly. “Can we help
you find anything?’

The man didn’'t answer. He was staring at Theo, and she was staring back at him, blushing furioudy. Her
hands started to sweat. He was|ooking at her so intently that she could amost fedl his eyes on her face,
likefingers.

“Isit Mari?" Elise cdled from the kitchen.

Slence

“Come on, guys,” Elise caled, and popped out of the blue and green | eaf-patterned curtain that closed
off the curtain. “Isit—Hd-1o, stranger.” She sounded amused. “Can we help you? Please?”’

That seemed to shake him out of histrance. He glanced over at Elise, and hisface changed alittle. Theo
found her throat closing, and she clasped her shaking hands together. “ Theodora Morgan,” he said, and
looked back at Theo. Or more precisely, at her boots. He didn't look back up at her face.

“That'sme” Theo sad. “Canl...Can| help you?’

She sensed aglamour, aspell to help people see only what they wanted to see when they looked at him.
She narrowed her eyes, looking under the shield of magick, and saw that he was wearing knives
strapped to hisbody, and apair of bright slver guns. And to top off the utter impossibility, he had the
leather-wrapped hilt of a sword poking up over hisleft shoulder.

What, he just couldn’t find anything else to wear this morning? shethought, and found herself
backing up.

Theo took two more startled steps back, her left hip hitting the glass cabinet that held the cash regigter.
She barely noticed the flare of pain that caused. “What are you?’ she asked, and saw something—a
blush—rising up his clean-shaven cheeks. Blushing. A man who knew her name came strolling into her



shop wearing guns, and he was blushing?

“Y ou might not believe me,” he said, and pulled something that looked like abusiness card out of his
pocket. He offered it to her, till not looking up at her face. “| have severd thingsto tell you, and |
judt...” Hetrailed off.

Theo couldn’t back up any more. The glass cabinet was behind her. The air in the store stirred uneesily,
the wards sensing her fear. How had he gotten through them, armed like that?“What are you?’ she
asked again. “Wasthat you, following me last night?’

Hewas il offering her the card. “All | cantdll you right now...” He broke off and glanced a Suzanne.
Theo looked back at Elise, who was leaning againgt abookcase, grinning. “...isthat you' re in danger,
and I’'m hereto help.”

Suzanne drew herself up to her full height—she still only reached dightly past hischin. “I’ll teke that,
thank you,” she said, and plucked the card from hisfingers. “ Theo?’

Theo shook her head, her long, dark hair swinging. She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing
seemed gpplicable.

Hefinaly looked at her face again, and Theo fdt the same chill she'd felt last night trace itsway up her
back. His eyeswereflat and black and cold. Something lived in those eyes—something deadly.

Theo' s entire body flushed with something that could have beenice or fire. She stared at him, her pulse
racing thinly in her throat. She had seen enough danger to know that men with eyeslike that werekillers,
and best |eft done. Asamatter of fact, he shouldn’t have been able to get through the wards.

But his mouth quirked up into a half-smile, and she felt her heart thud againgt her ribs and then Start
hammering in her throat.

“Well,” Suzanne said briskly, and the bell over the door jingled again.

“Sorry I'mlate—" Mari piled in through the door, breathlesdy, dmost running into the tall man. He
stepped aside, gracefully and silently, moving like a cat. This meant that he stepped very closeto Theo,
and she smelled him—iron and blood and adark musky smell, the smdll of something dangerous and
deekly muscled. Desperately, she put up her handsto ward him off, and he stopped, staring at her face.
Helooked asif he was about to say something, but he didn’t spesk. “Hot damn,” Mari said. “Did | miss

the party?’

“I'm sorry,” he said softly to Theo, and she found that she believed him. Hereally did sound sorry. She
could see the faint shadow of charcoal stubble on his cheeks and chin, and the arc of his cheekbone.
Under the trench coat, he wore ablack T-shirt and apair of black jeans. There was no color on him
except afaint blush high up on his cheeks Was heredlly blushing? It didn’t seem possible. “I meanit. I'm
hereto help.”

“That's quite enough,” Suzanne said crisply. “Y ou can leave now, whoever you are. Theo—"

“I'mDante,” hesad, fill staring at Theo. He was very close, and she could fed the heat coming from
him. Black eyes, and wide shoulders, and that hest. It was like ared-hot stove, awall of heat wrapping
around her.

She blinked and stared at him. Her heart was hammering so hard she was surprised nobody else could
hear it. “I'm Theo,” she said, blankly, and then felt a sharp flare of embarrassment. Oh, Goddess, did |
just say that? What kind of gormlessidiot am1?



His mouth quirked again, and he seemed to redlize where he was again. “Nice to meet you, Theo. I'll be
around.” Then heturned, gave Suzanne alazy sdute. “Mad am,” he said, and then | eft the Sore, brushing
past Mari, who stood there with her short blonde curls tumbling around her head. Her big blue eyes
danced with merriment as she stepped aside to let him pass. The bell jangled pointlesdy. Mari whirled
and peered out the door to watch him walk away.

Theo let out agusty sigh and dumped against the glass counter. “Wow,” she said, and heard the stunned
wonder in her own voice. “What wasthat?’

“Looked like abig hegpin’ helpin’ of handsometo me,” Elise said, glee evident in her tone. * Y um!”

“CircleLightfall,” Suzanne read from the card. “ And a phone number. Nothing else. Theo? Have you
ever heard of them?’

Theo shook her head and rubbed at her hip. She’ d bruise there, unless she put some arnicaand a healing
charm onit. “ Did you see the glamour on him?’ Her voice shook, and Mari turned back from the door.

“Hejust vanished,” she said, and her voice was shaky too. “Right off the street, while | waswatching. |
don't think | likethis. I’ ve been fedling queasy dl day, and therain seemsto be...wdl, it'sjust
whispering in afunny way. And now this. Theo, are you okay?’

“Did you see the weapons he was carrying, under the glamour?” Theo asked. “Or was| the only person
that redlized he carried two guns into this place?’ Her voice hit awavering note that didn’t make her fed
any better. Shefdlt, in fact, shaky, like she needed to sit down.

“I noticed,” Suzanne said. Her voice was thin and breathless. “ Theo, you're pale. Let’sgo so you can Sit
down. Elise, bring thetea. Mari, turnthe signto ‘closed’ and lock the door.”

“No,” Theo said. “ Customers. We need the—"

“Nobody’ sgoing to come until afternoon,” Suzanne said. “I can tell. Don’'t argue with me, Theo. It puts
meinamood.”

In short order they were dl downgtairs, sitting on the rugs in the dark temple. Elise snapped her fingers
and the candles bloomed into life, awarm mellow light. Theo put her cold shaking hands around her tea
mug and blew gently across the steaming liquid. Suzanne produced her tarot cards, wrapped in ahank of
orange slk. Her necklace—a string of amber beads—gave back the candldight.

The statue that Elise had carved—a Goddess with her arms upraised, a beautiful pregnant belly and
curving breagts, and adight smile on her gracious face—watched them with crystal eyes. The main altar
underneath was hung with black and red for Samhain. Banks of candles were on each wal, and on the
atarsfor thefour directions. There was aplate of sugar cookies beneath the Statue, Mari’ slatest offering.
Theo had made the black and white candles gracing the main dtar, and Suzanne' sfavorite black lace
shawl was draped over the wooden Goddess, an antique mantilla affixed to her beautiful carved hair.

Theo shivered.

“Well,” Elisesaid. “Do we need to cast acircle, or are we just powwowing?’ Shewas holding her
favorite mug, the one with red suns painted on it and agold rim. The one that had to be handwashed, of
course.

“Just powwowing, | guess,” Theo said. “We have no ideawhat’ s going on. Suzanne, you saw hisguns,
didn'tyou?



“Guns?’ Mari said. “I wasright next to him. | didn’'t seeany guns.”

“Of coursenot,” Suzanne replied. She snapped the hank of orange silk, briskly. Her tone was
busnesdike, asif people walked around carrying gunsin the Magick Cauldron every day. “Hewas
glamoured. And glamoured well. Circle Lightfall.” She held up the business card. “Mari, do you think you
could get anything from this?’

Mari’ s blue eyes were thoughtful. “I could,” she said, dowly. “With you three to anchor me, | wouldn’t
have to worry about dipping too far. Do you want meto?’

“Let’sthink about it,” Suzanne said. She s&t her tea asde on the hardwood floor and started to shuffle
her well-worn cards. “ Theo, why don’'t you read too?’

Theo looked down at her hands. “1 don’'t know,” she said, softly. “1 think I’ m alittle too upset to try right
now. Let me havealittletea. | think hefollowed me homelast night.”

“What?’ Suzanne shazel eyes sharpened. “When? And why didn’t you call me?’

“I saw Grody in the Creation and took him to Marla, so she could get him to the drunk tank. He' d gotten
ahold of somegin. Anyway, as | waswalking back, | heard...ascream, something awful. It frightened
me, and | walked home, but | kept fedling asif someone was watching me. So when | got home, | Ieft the
lights off, and watched the street, and...Well, aman waked by, and | think it was him.” Theo shrugged
defengvely. That’ sright, go home. You're safe, | promise...Had it been hisvoice, or had shejust
imagined it?*“Hedidn’t try to test my wards or anything like that, but it made me nervous.”

“We could call the phone number on the card,” Elise said. “ Theo, honey, why didn’t you cal me?|
would have come over.”

“I didn’t think it wasthat important,” Theo said. Suzanne finished shuffling and laid out five cards.
They dl looked.

“Oh, my,” Elisesad. “Girl, you arein trouble for sure.”

Knight of Svords. Three of Swords. The Tower. Three of Cups. Queen of Pentacles.

Theo gtared, the blood draining from her cheeks. “Oh,” shesaid. “Well. | did ask for alittle excitement in
my life” The teadopped againgt the side of her cup, alacquered green mug with a pretty bamboo
pattern on it.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Suzanne said. “All right, ladies. Let’s make some protection magick.”

Chapter Ten

WEell, that was the wor st job you’ ve ever done, you idiot, Dante told himsdlf, hunching his shoulders
and blending into the rooftop. He was watching the front of the store below and kicking himsdlf at the
sametime. She saw through your glamour. Gods above and below, damn you for a fool, you' ve
scared her now. Your very first time making contact with your witch and you’ ve scared her to
death.

The morning wore on. They had put the “closed” sign up and nobody even tried the door. Dante



watched people walk by, stop and look at the store, and then go on. The shop wasin agood location,
plenty of foot traffic going to the boutiques and the restaurants down the street. . .and he was thinking of
the deep lightsin her green eyes. She had backed up against the glass counter and banged her hip agood
one. He had wanted to reach out and stop her, but the way her eyes had widened and her face had
drained of dl color had stopped him. He didn’t want to frighten her. The last thing he wanted to do was
frighten her.

Thetrouble was, he couldn’t figure out the first thing he wanted to do with her.

She would just bardly reach his chin, and her long, dark, wet hair had smelled of sandalwood. He had
been ableto smell it as soon ashe’ d comein the door, and it had driven him to distraction.

What iswrong with me?

It was early afternoon before the sign on the door turned to “open,” and the fire-haired woman came out.
Shewalked with aquick lilt, her chin up and her hair crackling like a banner on therainy wind. Dante' s
shoulders were wet, since there wasllittle cover from the rain here, only from prying eyes. Next thetal
older woman came out, glanced up and down the street, and set off in the same direction. Her yellow
scarf streamed behind her in her own persona breeze. She had the unmistakable lemon tang of an
ar-demental, and Dante could see the determination in her stride.

They had afull circlethere. All four of them. It defied logic, but there they were. Magick was ahighly
illogica science.

“Theodora,” he said to the wind, but the tall woman in yelow didn’t stop. She went around the corner
and disappeared.

What iswrong with me? hewondered. It wasn't like him to be so...distracted. That could cost any of
the women their life. Hewould haveto call into Circle Lightfal and tell someone. Three Lightbringersand
aTeacher, and only Dante to watch over them.

Therewas adight scuffing sound to hisright, and Dante whirled. Hanson landed on the roof and brushed
his hands together, asif ridding them of dust. “Hey, old man.”

“Honor,” Dante said automaticaly.

“Duty. Codl, right? We get to Watch together.” Hanson’ s blue eyes glittered. “| have the onein blue. She
got herelate this morning. Was supposed to be sudying at the library, but they caled her here, | guess.”

“I made contact,” Dante said. “Killed a Seeker lagt night, Hanson. Y ou' re right. Thewholetown isfull of
the Crusade.”

Hanson’ s blue eyes narrowed. He glanced down at the store. “Damn,” he said.

The shortest woman, the one with the flyaway tumbling blond curls and the big blue eyes, stepped out
and glanced up the street. She shivered, pulled her sweater closer around her shoulders. She wore no
coat, and her hair immediately rose on the cold wind, ablonde hao. “ Three Lightbringers and a Teacher.
The blue on€' syours?’ Dante watched as the short blonde walked dowly up the street. She seemed to
be dawdling.

Hanson nodded. “Guess she' s going back to the library. Wonder if they’ll send another Watcher?’

“I don’'t know if they can spare another one.” Dante scanned the street. “Y ou’ d better go. The
Crusade' son dert now. They’ll be pissed.”



“Areyou sureit’sjust the Crusade? Anyone e se could bein town. Gee, thanks, Hanson, for the nice
surprise. We can team up and Watch together. That would be niceto hear.” Hanson stuck hishandsin
his pockets. “1 never thought I’ d live to see the day when | could sneak up on you.”

“You didn’'t sneak up on me. I'm focused, not distracted. And it was a created Seeker. Crusaders are
the only ones crazy enough to do that.” Dante felt his mouth trying to smile. “ Better go watch your witch.
If she comes back, come on up. Thisisagood spot.”

“I"ve been watching the back of the store. Nothing there.” Hanson stretched lazily, likeabig cat. “Be
careful, Dante. Ther€' s enough power in thereto—"

“l know,” Dante said. “ And the Crusade’ sin town. Not to mention the usua nasties. The Brotherhood' s
been sniffing around, and the Thains”

“The Thains?’ Hanson snorted. “ Amateurs.”

“Even amateurs can be dangerous. Get going.” Dante was looking down at the shop, most of his
attention on the glowing beacon it presented to anything with Sight.

“See you soon. Honor,” Hanson said, and vanished over the edge of the building.
“Duty,” Dantereplied. “Absolutely.”
If three of them were gone, then shewas aonein the store.

| am not going to go down there and frighten her again, Dante thought, and saw Hanson edging
down the street after the blue-eyed witch. The people on the street were starting to turn into a crowd. It
was acrowd of afternoon shoppers.

Dante' s boots hit the pavement in the aley, and he glanced around. The coast was clear. No sign of the
Crusade. They didn’t like to come out during the day—it was bad for the Seekers. Seekerswere

nocturna anyway.

He watched as customers started to drift into the store. Teenage girls and older women, browsing and
buying. The bel on her door jingled every time it opened, and most people left with abag of something.
Once she even accompanied amiddle-aged woman with long brassy-colored hair and a peach business
auit to the door, laughing at something the woman said. Dante’ s entire body legpt at the sound of that
laughter.

The store had smelled like apple pies baking, and she smelled like sandalwood and green growing things.
A green witch. A witch with green eyes.

Two young men, one of them with aMohawk that stood up tall enough to give him an extrafour inches
of height, did into the store. They left with asmall paper bag and apair of foolish grins. Dante suppressed
another growl. They were just kids. What was wrong with him? He was a Watcher, not a—

The shop was empty. He saw her leaning on the glass case that held the ancient cash register, one hand
absently rubbing her hip, while the wards sparked. She was testing them, making sure they were intact.
Good practice. Probably trying to figure out how Dante had gotten past them.

Another young man, this onejittering and hugging the wall while running at top speed, did into the shop.
The shields on the shop turned a brilliant blue-green, and he was across the street before he knew it,
pushing the door open and listening to thelittle bell jingle.



“—dl right,” hiswitch said, from behind the counter. * Just cdm down and tell me what happened.”
“I think he might die,” the kid said, histeeth chattering. “ There' salot of blood.”

“How did it happen?’ she asked, and glanced up. Her eyes did across Dante without really seeing him.
She was doing something to the register with her left hand. “1’ [l beright with you, Sr,” she said, and then
seemed to remember who he was. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t seem frightened. The smell of
magick hung inthe air. So that was what they had been doing in here with the * closed” sign on the door.
He couldn't tell exactly what had happened, only that an incredible amount of power had been raised and
directed. Of course. Three Lightbringers and a Teacher...What couldn’t they do? It was the magickal
equivdent of ahurricane, at the command of these women. How had they managed to stay undetected
0long?

Thekid was swaying in place, his chest heaving. Hiseyesweredirty bruised holesin hisface, scared
beyond belief. He had lank dirty blond hair, and he wore a thin denim jacket, ragged jeans and wet
sneskers. Hewas painfully thin, his elbows and wrists seeming too big for the rest of him. “1 dunno. He
just was choking and then his mouth started to bleed. He' sjerking al around.”

She locked the register, took the key and bent down, retrieving asmall black canvas messenger bag. She
duffed the key into the bag. “All right,” shesaid. “I'll come.”

Theboy sagged in relief. Teenage acnewasjust starting to develop on hisface. “Y ou mean it?” he
asked, hisvoice breaking alittle. Theo came around the edge of the counter and walked to the iron coat
rack where her pea coat was hanging. She did the strap over her head and snugged the bag across her
body. Then she took the coat down and looked at Dante.

“Of coursel meanit,” shesaid. “1 don't say things| don’t mean. Sir, | have to leave now. The store will
be open tomorrow.”

“I'll gowithyou,” hesad, quietly.
“I don’t havetimeto argue with you,” she said, producing aset of keysfrom her pocket. “Out.”

Abruptly, her voice became brisk, no-nonsense, and her eyes were dark and level. Dante held the door
open for her, and the young man followed her out onto the street. Dante stepped out, the cold wind
seeming to welcome him again. She locked the door with akey and then set off the same way that the
thin young man had come from.

Dantefollowed her, faling into step dightly behind and alittleto her right. “Where arewe going?” he
asked, watching the way the ends of her hair rosein the breeze. Aslong as he stayed cam and focused
on her, the pain grinding insde his bones from the Darknessin him reacting to a Lightbringer was
bearable.

The skinny young man ran up to her other side, and Dante suppressed the urge to grab the kid by the
scruff of the neck and shake him away from her. “What’ s up, Theo, you got a boyfriend now?’

“I don't know, Hink,” she said, dropping her head alittle and looking at the pavement. “1 just met him
last night. He seemsto want to comewith us.”

“He okay?’ Hink asked, skipping away as Dante glanced at him. Theo was stretching her legs, setting a
fast pace. Dante kept up with little trouble. The boy was dmost running.

Theo glanced back over her shoulder at Dante. Her chestnut-colored hair streamed away on the
freshening breeze. It was adark, rich brown—along mane that had coppery highlightswhen it wasn't



wet. And he thought he could see faint tinges of moss-green to it, tree-colored hair.
“I think s0,” shefinally said. “He wouldn’t be able to comeinto the store if he wasn't.”
“Good ‘nuff,” Hink said. “ Any friend of yours, Theo.”

“How much did he do, Hink? And where did you get it from?’ Theo asked, changing the subject and
quickening her stride again. They turned left at the end of the block.

“I don't know, Theo. | been clean for two weeks. | don’t know where he got it from. He just went into
the can, and when he never came out, | went in ‘ cause | had to piss, right? So | found him there shaking
and blood coming out of hismouth—" Hink’ svoice broke again.

“Hehad it and he didn’t share?’ Theo said. “Come on, Hink.” Shedidn’'t sound angry, only very sad.
Dante s heart twisted inside his chest. She shouldn’t have to be so sad, thiskind patient witch with her
dark green eyes. Anyone ese, maybe, but not her.

The sun was going down soon, flashing under the clouds, and the light had a peculiar yellow cast toit.
Therain was glittering like golden needles, caught in her hair.

“I don't know where hegot it,” Hink said, and thistime therewas aring of frantic truth to it. “1 been
going to the methadone place, Theo. Honest. | don’t know where he got it. Ishe gonnadie?’

“I don't know,” she said, and she till sounded sad. And alittle breathless. Dante said nothing, watching
how she walked quickly, her hair lifting on the breeze and then dropping, moving with her. And dso
moving with the tide of green Power that seemed to be risng around her.

What are you doing? he thought, and then felt his mouth turn down at the corners. I’ m doing what I’'m
supposed to do. She’'s my witch, and I’ mwatching her. Watching over her.

Theo glanced a the sky turning gold overhead, and she began to run.

Chapter Eleven

The doping stairslooped crazily up, and the tall man caught Theo's elbow when sheamost fell.
“Thanks,” she said, and he nodded. What was he doing here? She didn’'t have timeto ask.

“Up here. Ain't much, but it shome,” Hink said, and ducked between boards that had been nailed over
an empty doorway. She heard awheezing rattle and would have tried to follow, squeezing between the
boards, but thetall man grabbed her arm, hisfingers gentle but iron-hard.

He could break my arm without even trying, Theo thought, and was grateful that he was being gentle.
Hisblack eyeswere dill distant, and shefelt asmall shiver. Why had she dlowed him to come dong?

Hislong coat lay againgt him like acloak, and she swdlowed. “What are you—"

“Just amoment,” he said, and then went past her and wrenched at the top board. It tore free with an
incredible ripping sound. He dropped it and proceeded to tear the bottom board free, too. “There,” he
sad. “Easer.”

“Thank you,” Theo squeezed past him, ducking to get into the room beyond. The smell was



awful—garbage and excrement, and the new smell of sickness. “Oh, Goddess,” she said, and held her
mouth open alittle. She would get used to the smell—or not. It didn’'t matter.

Then she saw Billy and let out a sharp pained breath. He waslying on a dirty mattress someone had
probably dragged up here. His skin was waxen-pae. He was agonizingly thin, and his eyeswererolled
back, showing only their whites. His lank, greasy hair fell back onto the pillow, and his stick-arms were
covered with sores and needle tracks. A black crust of foam dribbled from hislips. No, it wasn't black.
It just looked that way in the uncertain light of the boarded-up windows. It was bloody foam that had
dried on hislips. Hisface and chest were streaked with it. So were his hands and the mattress.

Theo went to her knees on the mattress beside him, shrugging out of her coat. Thetal
man—Dante—took it from her. “ Theodora?’ he asked, with aworld of questionsin his deep voice.

Theo ignored him. She took the boy’ s pulse, found it shallow and duggish under her fingertips. He drew
in another rattling breath. Hislipswere blue.

It might be better just to ease himon, the practica side of her whispered. If he' s this bad off he may
be brain-damaged.

She focused past that practica voice. If the Goddess wanted him, She would have taken him, she
reminded hersdlf. I’m here to do what | was made to do.

And under her fingertips the pulse stuttered and stopped.

Shefdt it then, the abused spark draining from the flesh that housed it, like acandle flame gutteringina
draft. Hink said something. He was crouching on the other side of the mattress. Theo ignored him. She
put her other hand on Billy’ s pale forehead and fdlt the healing begin, deep inside her, in that place that it
aways camefrom.

“Billy,” shesaid. “You haveto decide. | can't keep doing thisfor you.” Her voice was gentle, and
seemed to stop the dust in the air.

Billy had been meant for better things, at least until he had received hisfirst taste of the needle. He had
actualy done some work for Theo at the Cauldron, putting up shelves and stacking boxes worth of
stock. He had been afriend, of sorts, hanging around the shop, joking with Theo on long afternoons and
meeting her at the Creation for coffee and long talks.

She exhded, and the smell of green growing things began tofill the air, fighting with the smell of garbage.
Therewas asound like an organ note resounding in her bones, a huge thundering sound thet filled her
flesh with green light. It poured through her hands, and Theo was barely conscious of thetall man saying
something.

The sound faded reluctantly, and when she opened her eyes again, the darkness was ddmost complete.
Hink had a Sterno glowing, and alittle light made the shadows inside the garbage-filled room dance. He
was egting a Twinkie, Stting on the floor next to the mattress. He looked supremely confident in her
ability.

Theo wasn't so sure.

She amogt didn’t want to take Billy’ s pulse, he looked so peaceful. But she did. It beat strongly under
her fingertips, and hisface was no longer pale wax but flesh and blood. “Ah.” Sherolled her shoulders

back intheir sockets. “He ll live,” she said. The tracks were healing over, and the bruises and sores were
mostly gone.



Hink’ s face went through glittering relief to fresh anxiety. He looked up at Dante, who stood at the side
of the bed with his arms folded watching Theo. She glanced up and saw the tall man’seyeson her. He
was holding her coat, and she shivered, suddenly cold al the way down to her bones.

He offered his hand. “ Theodora.” Just the one word.

She accepted his hand, and he pulled her to her feet asif she weighed nothing. He wrapped her coat
around her, and Theo gave him agrateful look. Warmth started filtering back into her hands and feet.
“Do you need money to feed him?’ she asked Hink. “He should have some soup, lots of liquids. No
more horse, okay?’

Hink shrugged. “1 can’'t sop him, Theo. It'sal | can do to stay off the horse mysdlf. Got akick likea
mule, you know.” He dug in hisjacket pocket and came up with ajoint. “Y ou want some?’

“No, thanks. Do you want money?’ Theo felt the tall man behind her, aslent presence. It felt oddly
comforting.

“No, he'll just takeit and go to agdlery.” Hink shrugged. “I’ll do some begging tomorrow or
something.”

Theo'sheart twisted ingde her ribs. “All right. Will you bedl right?”

“I'll be okay, Theo. Thanks. | owe you one.” Now he wanted them to go. He looked down &t Billy and
touched the other boy’ s forehead, smoothing his hair back. Theo felt aweary satisfaction. Love
triumphing once again.

“Just stay off the horse, Hink,” Theo told him. “1'll be going now.”

“Thanks.” Hink’ s eyeswere bright and sirange, tears standing out in them. Theo swallowed what she
wanted to say. “I meanit, Theo. You'reapd.”

She nodded and pushed her hair back over her shoulders. The exhaustion rose from her feet and
swamped her. Thetall man’s hand closed gently around her shoulder, and he said nothing. “Good night,
Hink.”

“Keepit cool, Theo.”

She ducked back out of the small room and contemplated the hallway and the crooked stairs going
down. Dante was right behind her, the warmth of him coming through her coeat. “Walk near thewall,” he
sad quietly, hishand on her shoulder. “ The stairs are more solid there. Do you want meto go first?’

Theo shrugged. Now that she was standing up, the fatigue began to beat in her head.
“How do you get home after these sessions?’ Dante asked. “ Do you usudly just sumble along?’

“Sometimes| call acab,” Theo sad, dryly. “Most of thetime just walk. Do you usudly follow strange
women into abandoned buildings?’

“No,” hesad. “Only you. Come on, then.”

Heled her dowly down the stairs, stopping every once in awhile to reach up and hold her hand, guiding
her down the teps. It was pitch-dark, but he moved as confidently asif it was daylight. “ Are you going
home, or back to the shop?’ he asked.

“I should go back to the Cauldron,” she answered, and swayed on the steps. “ They’ || be worried about



me. They alwaysare. And you...What are you? Y ou can seein the dark, can’'t you?’

He caught her shoulder, guided her down the last few steps to solid ground. The stairs stopped their
groaning and squeaking. The rest of the building was apparently deserted and as quiet asagraveyard.
Except that in Theo' sopinion, graveyardsweren't al that quiet. “1 can,” he answered, quietly.

“Areyou Kine?" sheasked. “You don't smell likeaKine, or act like one.”

“Y ou know about the Kine? Oh, of course you do. No, I’'m not a shapeshifter. I’m something else.
There' s some broken glass, be careful...and abeam, you could trip on that. Here.” His hands were at
her waist. He picked her up asif she weighed nothing, and then set her down again.

“I'mal right,” Theo said. “1 won't break. Look, | want to know—"

“Inalittlewhile, Theodora. Let’sget you out of here, dl right?” He sounded alittle surer of himself now.
He had anice voice, she decided. Restful, like the brush of velvet against skin. Maybe he wasn't as scary
as shethought.

Then again, hewas carrying guns. “It's Theo,” she said. “That’ swhat everyone calsme. Y ou might as
well call methat too. And you're...Dante?’ Her voice bounced off the concrete floor and the indifferent
walls. She remembered that this building had once been ahotdl, and they were on the ground floor now,
making for the door that had been jimmied open. It was agood place to hide, until it was demolished or
refurbished. Billy and Hink must have been here for awhile, for their room to be so full of rotting scraps
and other things.

“Dante,” he agreed.

“Where syour Virgil?" she asked, and swayed on her feet again. The ground was rocking oddly, likeit
did sometimes when she was very tired. Dante had her elbow, steadying her. His hand was warm, and
she could fed it through her coat. It was oddly comforting.

“I don’'t need aguide through hell,” he replied shortly, and then pushed the door open and |ooked
outside. Faint and welcome light from a street lamp set on the other side of the chainlink fence showed
the same weedy vacant parking lot that they had run through to get here. “Herewe are. It fedsrdlatively
safe” Theair was chillier now, no rain but a promise of cold wind brushing at Theo' s cheeks.

“Why were you following melast night?” Theo asked. Her voice seemed to come from very far away.
Too little degp, no dinner, and amgor hedling, not to mention the protection spell they had adl worked
that morning, meant that she was weaving on her feet. Suzanne had insisted on protection for Theo. The
Knight of Swords was apowerful protective force, but the Tower—change, disruption, violence—also
loomed in Suzanne's cards. The trouble was Theo couldn’t trust that Dante was the Knight of Swords,
even though he was literally carrying asword. The cards often weren't that literal. Suzanne said that he
was and Theo trusted her, but...

“Someone hasto look after you,” he returned. “Lookslike I’m nominated. Here, lean on me.”

Shedid, too tired to really care what he was doing. If he had wanted to hurt her, he could have very
eadly done so while she was desf to the world with her hands on Billy and the green light roaring through
her. He helped her across the uneven, cracked pavement and pushed the chainlink fence asde asif it was
made of paper. Metal screeched and snapped. “Be careful,” she said. “If someone finds out Hink and
Billy are here—"

“Not my problem,” he said. “How often do you do this?’



“Asoften as| need to,” Theo heard hersdlf reply sharply. “How often do you do this?’

“Asoften as| need to,” he echoed. “Relax, littlewitch. I'm just asking if you makeit a habit to go into
abandoned buildings with heroin addicts. That boy would have died, you know. Might have been better
off, too.”

“If the Goddess wanted him, She would have taken him,” Theo repested. “1 don’'t get to choose where
I’'m cdlled. We ve dways heded the Sick, or so Suzannetellsme.”

“Suzanne. The Teacher.” He was guiding her down the sdewalk, going dowly. She wasleaning against
him, her head resting as close to his shoulder asit could get. He was alittle too tall for that, but somehow
he managed. “ Did she teach you how to do...what you do?’

“No...” Theword trailed off on along breath of air. Theo realized blankly that she waswalking with his
arm over her shoulders, asif she had known him for along time. His coat smelled like leather, and faintly
likeiron and rain. It wasacomforting smell. “1 learned what to call it from books, but I’ ve dways known
| was different. Suzanne' sjust my most recent teacher. I’'ve moved alot, learning from anyone who
could teach me...and | dways knew when to move.” Sheyawned. “I’'mtired.”

“A mgor heding after amgjor spell,” he said, and she thought how deep and restful hisvoicewas. “It’'s
aurprising you're ftill awake. I'll find us acab or something. Save your strength.”

Theo was about to tell him that she could find her way back to the Cauldron on her own when she
passed out.

Chapter Twelve

He tapped on the glass door and had the satisfaction of seeing the degantly tall woman in yellow whirl
towards the door, her eyeswide. She had an athamein her right hand and a piercing ook in her hazel
eyes. Hewould bewilling to bet that the ritua knife was humming and vibrating with power.

The blond witch unlocked the door and stood back, and he carried Theo inside, shouldering the door
open. The bell jangled discordantly. Dante felt abrief burst of pain—three Lightbringers and a Teacher,
and the Darknessin him rising. He shoved it down, and it went, snarling. Thefed of Theoin hisarms
helped. If it wasn't for her, he would be haf crippled with pain.

It was avicious circle. The more pain, the more the Darknessinsde him fed on the pain, and the more
powerful it became. The more powerful it became, the moreit hurt to be near Lightbringers...except his
dark-haired witch. She could ease hispain.

“Where were you? s she okay? What did you do to her? Where did you—" The blond witch’ s blue
eyeswerefull of sparks. She wore ablue sweater with aholein it and apair of jeans, and her feet were
bare. Dante glanced at her, evauated her as no threat, and looked outside. Hanson was nowherein sight.
Hewas dmos certainly watching. Hanson' switch was here and not likely to go anywhere soon, so
Hanson was here, too.

“Some kid named Hink came here with a sob story about an overdose,” Dante said shortly. Theo' sdark
hair lay over his shoulder. He had been able to smell her sasnddwood perfume while he walked. “Get her
some tea, something hot and sweet. She just yanked a junkie back from the long walk. Do you have any
food?’



“I'll go get some—" the blond witch started, and Dante jerked his head up.

“No. Go to the door, open it up, and say that you need Hanson. Got it?’ Dante tried to keep the growl
out of hisvoice, but hedidn’t succeed. “He |l run for food and—"

There was another tap at the door. Dante turned and saw Hanson standing there with abag full of
Chinesefood cartons. Hishair glinted in the light, anicy blond with streeks of gold. “Good,” Dante said.
“Lethimin.”

The blonde looked at the Teacher, who pursed her lips and nodded. “ Go ahead,” thetal, dender
slver-haired woman said. “He' s carrying food, so we might aswell get something out of thismess.”

The blonde nodded, ran to the door, threw the lock and let Hanson in.

“I seemy indtincts are fill on,” Hanson said. He tore his eyes away from the blonde and looked at
Dante, a head-to-toe appraisd. “What happened? Y ou look—"

“Who wasit?’” The Teacher interrupted him, her eyesfull of fire. “Which junkie? Elise, get sometea, and
bring my hazel wand. It'sgot achargein it. Mari, get plates and cups and chopsticks. Y ou, whoever you
are, lock that door and bring that food in.” She sounded like a battlefield generd. “Y ou, tal one, bring
Theo downdtairs”

Theo made alow sound, her forehead wrinkling. Dante glanced down at her and saw her eydlids
fluttering. The red-haired witch and the blonde both obeyed the Teacher without question, and Hanson
had the sense to lock the door and turn back to the net little store. “ Some kid named Hink,” Dante
replied. “The patient’ s name was Billy. Bad overdose, ma am, maybe theworst I ve ever seen.”

“How many, exactly, have you seen? And Theo dropped everything, closed up the store, and ran. What
were you doing there?” The Teacher motioned for him to follow her, and he did, still carrying Theo.
When she opened the “ Employees Only” door to revea astaircase, he was pleasantly surprised. And
when he carried Theo downgtairs, careful not to bump her head againgt anything, he was even more
pleasantly surprised.

The small temple was exquisitely maintained, the main dtar setin front of the red-draped south dtar held
abeautiful wooden Goddess draped with black lace. The Power inthe air here was so strong that some
color washed back into Theo' s cheeks. The aching dong Dante sribs from the Seeker last night gave
onelast flare and subsided.

The Darkness beating behind his heart growled and went back to deep.

The Teacher went to asmall cabinet under the West dtar and drew out some silk floor pillows. “Here.
Set her down. What were you doing when Hink came here?’

Dante lowered Theo gently, making sure her head was pillowed safely, and |ooked up at the Teacher.
“Watching over her,” he said, shortly. “I1t’ swhat I’ m supposed to do. Three Lightbringers and a Teacher,
it' sawonder you haven't attracted more attention.”

Thetdl woman drew hersdf up. “ Lightbringers,” she said, and her tone had changed. It was definitely
colder. “I"ve heard that terminology before. Who are you?

“Dante,” he said. “ And you must be Suzanne. Pleasure to meet you.”

“| can’'t say the same,” she snapped. Indeed, shedidn’t look pleased at all.



The two witches—blonde and red, both vibrating with Power—came tripping blithely down the gairs.
“How isshe?’ the blonde asked, her blue eyeslarge and worried.

Hanson was right behind them, hisicy blond hair dightly disarranged. “I’ ve trapped the front of the
gore,” he said shortly. “I think there's a Seeker out there, Dante. Point of fact, | think there’' s more than
one. We ve got four civviesto take care of.”

“Great,” Dante said. “ Are we going smoke-out or are we going to—"
“Suzanne?’ Theo said, sounding groggy. Her eydidsfluttered again. Dante glanced down.
“—or arewe going to play Masada?’ Dante finished.

“My vote goesfor smoke,” Hanson said. “Then again, I’ ve dways been impulsive. | got you some
prawns. Vegetarian for you, ladies—"

The Teacher went down to her knees by Theo and stroked her forehead. “ Theo,” she said, softly, “are
youdl right?’

“I must have...passed out,” Theo said. The other two witches started to divvy up the food, the blonde
thanking Hanson in aclear, low voice. The redhead passed afinely-crafted hazelwood wand with a
tiger' seye set on thetip to the Teacher, who passed it to Theo. She folded her hands around it and
sghed. “How did I—" She sounded disoriented.

“Apparently, Mr. Dante carried you here.” The Teacher sounded grim. “Theo?” There was awealth of
guestionsin the word.

Theo nodded, blinked. Her eyes were dark, and she looked alittle pae. Dante squashed the urgeto
stroke her cheek. “He' s dl right, Suzanne. If he wanted to hurt me, he could have done so while | was
hedling Billy. Poor Billy, he'sgoing to die soon, and | can’'t do anything about it.” She closed her eyes
again. Tearsleaked out from under her long, dark eyel ashes, which fanned against her sculpted
cheekbones.

“Here' ssometea, Theo,” the blonde said. “ Can you st up?’

Dante found himsdlf holding Theo’ s shoulders gently and propping her up so she could take along drink
of tea. It was made very strong and sweet, and she grimaced after she drank along draft of it. Her throat
moved as she swallowed, and he found himself looking &t her eyelashes and the charming little tip of her
nose. And the color coming back into her cheeks.

“Takeit easy. You put yoursdf dmogt into shock, littlewitch,” he said. “Y ou should drink more of this,
and eat something.”

“God, Suzanne,” the redhead said, her eyes sparkling. “He sounds just like you.” She popped a
potsticker in her mouth and wriggled her eyebrows.

The Teacher sniffed disdainfully. “1 don’t know who these men are,” she said frodtily, “or why they fed
the need to enter our sanctuary armed to the teeth. It would do you good to exercise some caution,
Hise”

“Oh, comeon,” Elisereplied, tossing her head. “They’ re hunks, Suzanne!”

“Fair face may hidefoul heart,” the blonde broke in, accepting abowl! of chow mein from Hanson.
“Thanks, mister. Who are you?’



“Name’ sHanson. I'm aWatcher, sent to watch over you.” Hanson sounded uncharacteristically somber,
his sharp pale face set and straight. “ That over there is Dante, sent to watch over your friend. HE s never
lost awitch, but | think we' velost him asaWatcher.”

“Timeout,” the redhead said. “ Does anyone mind explaining some of thisto me? And using someredly
amal words?’ Sheflicked her fingers, and the candles on the main dtar ignited with little puffs of flame.
“I'm getting alittle impatient here.”

Dante' s eyebrows wanted to rise. That casual power impressed him—not as much as Theo’ sgentle
hedling, but it was till impressive. He would bet that Theo could light a candle or two, but wouldn’t be
S0 blatant about it.

“Firgt thingsfirg,” Suzanne said. “Eat, if you're sureit’s not poisoned. Save that soup for Theo, and |
want you to eat every last drop of it, young woman. Y ou know better than to drain yoursdlf like that.”

“I don’t have any control over the heding,” Theo said. Dante could fed the fine shivers running through
her body, her dim shoulders shaking just alittle. She seemed not to notice that he was holding her up. “It
comesthrough me. | don’t control it.”

“Y ou should learn some control.” The Teacher cast acritica eye over the assorted foodstuffs and the
dark-green bowls and plates that the other two witches had brought. “Well. And how did you know
what we usualy order from Wu Fong's, young man?’

Hanson picked up apair of plastic chopsticks and a container of pork fried rice. “| just asked what you
usually got and added my own favoritesonto it. Y ou’ re welcome, by theway.”

Dante glanced around the small temple. Hewould fed if the defenses upstairs were breached, but he il
felt uneasy being in this blind a bolthole. On the good side, it gave an atacker only one possible avenue
to exploit. On the bad side, they could be trapped down here with decidedly non-magickal weapons.
The Crusade had been known to use grenades.

Hanson met hiseyes. “It’s crawling with Crusaders out there,” he said grimly. “ Someone must have
dtirred up that anthill. Think it was you, oh master of discretion?”

“I killed it quietly,” Dante replied. “Y ou'’ re the one wandering around buying Chinese food.”

Theo finished her tea. The hazel wand lay in her lap, sparking with Power that was dowly leaching into
her, replacing what she’ d expended on hedling.

Dante suppressed a shudder at the thought of her dealing with that filth and degradation alone. How
many times had she done that—or gone into even worse places to hea someone? And how would she
have made it home from that? He watched her lower the teamug and was struck by how graceful her
fingerswere. She was wearing amber rings, he noticed, and aplain slver band on her right index finger.
A moonstone was on her left middle finger. Her earrings swung againgt her cheeks—today they were
plain slver Cdtic crosses. She was wearing an antique silver necklace set with aruby asbig asasiver
dollar. And the power that shone through her.

“Killed what?’ the blonde witch asked.
“Onething a atime,” Dante said. “ Theo? Areyou al right? Can you eat something?’
She blinked and then looked up at him. “Y ou,” she said, sounding surprised. “Did you carry me?’

“I did,” hesad. “You lost consciousness, and | didn’t want to drag you on the pavement. So | carried



you.”

“Did you strain anything, carrying me?’ she asked, and there was afaint smile on her face. She blinked
again, and her dark-green eyesmet his.

“I don't think 0,” he said, helplessly. He saw theway a stray silken strand of her dark hair fell forward
over her face and wanted to brush it back. Hisfingers actually ached to touch it. “Y ou weretired.” If he
made his hand into afit, the aching would go away, but it might frighten her. So he Smply sat frozen, till
holding her up. Her black swester was soft.

She nodded. “ Thank you. | would have made it back here, but...thank you.”

He shrugged. “Have something to eat,” he said, desperate to change the subject. “ 1t will help.”
The Teacher had some egg flower soup in abowl. “Here. All of it, mind you. All of it.”

Theo nodded, took the bowl, and sipped at it. “1 can Sit up,” she said, and swayed alittle. “1 can.”

“Sureyou can,” Dante said. He had amost forgotten the rest of them. He braced her shoulders so that
she could sit up. “Just drink some more soup. The Teacher’ sright. Y ou need your strength back.”

“Wow,” the redheaded witch said. “ Third time’ sthe charm.”
“Apparently,” the blonde laughed and picked up a potsticker. “ Now can we get some answers?’

Dante opened his mouth to start explaining when he felt it. The air turned thick and cold and the defenses
st on the shop shivered. Theo flinched, and Dante stroked her shoulders with a comforting touch.

Hanson gtiffened and set down hisbowl. He met Dante’ s eyes and nodded. “ Guessit’ stimeto go to
work, old man. Ladies, excuse us.”

“Stay here,” Dantetold Theo, softly. He didn’t want to scare her. “ Something’ s outside, and we' Il go
clearit. All right?’

Her eyes sharpened. “What isit? And what do you mean, clear—"

Then dl three of the witches—and the Teacher—flinched. Something hit the shields on the front of the
shop with an dmost physica thud. Dante propped Theo up on apillow and flowed to hisfeet, the pain
beginning insde his bones. The Darknessingde him wasrising, and it hurt to be this close to the other
Lightbringers. That was good. The pain would wake him up, snap him out of this...whatever it was that
was distracting him so badly. It was his job to be cold and competent, to ensure her safety.

“Seemslikewe arrived just intime,” Dantetold her. “L ook, there' sagroup—the Crusade—and all they
want to do iskill people like you. Lightbringers, those with the Power. They’re not the only ones, but
they’ re the worst. They were given their marching ordersin 1491 by Pope Innocent VIII. The Malleus
Ml eficarium had been written, but one of Innocent’ s cardinals made the case for amilitary order,
empowered to act in secrecy—"

There was another shuddering impact againgt the shields, and Theo paled, dumping againgt the pillows.
“Higtory later,” Hanson snarled, from the stairs. “Come on, Dante!”
“Go,” the Teacher said. “I’ll take care of them.”

Dante hesitated another moment, and then followed Hanson. He waited until he reached the top of the



steps to take hisguns out. “Is there aback door?’ he asked.

“Y ou mean you didn’t look? Y es, thereis. Damn it, Dante, can you fight or are you going to act like—"
Hanson' sface was amask of rage. Dante was suddenly, overwhelmingly furious himsdf. The rage would
give him gtrength.

“I'll fight,” he growled. “Let' sgo.”

Chapter Thirteen

Theo pulled up her knees. Suzanne settled a soft blanket over her. “ There, there, child. We' rein the
hands of the Goddess. The shop iswell-warded, and I’'m surethose men will...” Shetrailed off, her
hazel eyes suddenly dark. “1’ ve heard that term before, lightbringers.”

“What do you know?’ Theo asked, accepting another bow! of soup with anod of thanks. “ Suzanne, he
camein the door right after Hink burst in here and followed me down to their squat without aword.” Her
gaze sharpened as she caught the look exchanged between Elise and Mari. “And what do you mean,
third time' sthe—"

There was another impact, this one greater than the first two, so hard that the wals shook. | hope the
window doesn’t break, she thought, and grimaced. The wards stretched, but didn’t break. Y et. Another
few hitslikethat. ..

“We...um, well, we want you to be happy,” Mari sad, lamdy. “You're so lonely, Theo. So we...we
just asked. In accordance with free will—"

Theo' s eyebrows raised. So the pink quartz and rose oil had been for a bring-me-love spell. “Y ou two
cast agpell and this iswhat happens?’

“If youdon't mind.” Suzanne' stone wasfrosty. “1 have heard of people who usetheterm *lightbringer.’
They are &ffiliated with an organization called Circle Lightfal, very mysterious. | have heard avery little
bit about these Watchers. They’ re dangerous. Degth follows them around, and they seem to follow
women with Power.”

“Arethey redly dangerous?’ Elise asked. “Do | need to get ready to kick some ass?’

“They don't seem that dangerous,” Theo said. “He carried me here. It must have been agood twelve
blocks”

“They are said to be warriors against the Dark. We don’t know anything about them,” Suzanne said.
“Y ou said hefollowed you homelast night?’

“I’'m not certain it was him,” Theo said, even though she was. “ And he stood there and waited while|
hedled Billy.” She spped at her soup, her eyes distant. She' d laid thefirst layer of protections on the
shop hersdlf, and then Elise, then Mari, then Suzanne. Then dl four of them had applied three layers of
warding, so they were probably safe. There had been no more attacks on the wards, and the layers of
energy on the shop had begun to smooth out, humming dightly.

So they were safe. But if they couldn’t leave the shop...And what if something happened to Dante or the
other man?*“And | can't believe you cast alove spell on me.”



“Itwasn't alove spdll,” Elisesaid. “I1t wasjudt alittle...just asking for you to have alittle happiness. Just
to bring someone niceinto your life”

“Oh, Goddess...And ‘nice’ means men armed with guns?’ Theo Sipped at the soup again. It was good,
and shewas starving. “ So do we trust these men, or do we bar them from the shop?”’

“I don’t know,” Suzanne said heavily. “1 don't know what' s attacking us. Perhaps | should go up and
take alook.”

“No!” Mari said suddenly, her blue eyes wide and dark. “No, don’t go up there, Suzanne. Let them do
what they haveto do.” She was holding another potsticker. “At least it’snot like last time, when those
awful things were attacking people.”

“Why are wejust sitting here calmly having dinner while those two guys go out and do God-knows
what? How do we know they haven’t planned this? How do we know that anything they say istrue?
And why—" Elise seemed at aloss for words. Sparks snapped off her long hair and died inthe air
surrounding her. Her aurawas crackling with anger.

“Elise,” Theo said, and set down the soup. She held out her hand. “We re ditting here calmly having
dinner because three strikes againgt the shop’ s wards haven't even dented them yet. We can afford to Sit
here and save our strength in case the wards do break.”

Elise’ sfingers met Theo's. Elise’ sred hair smoothed down, and the sparks stopped. “And they haven’t
done anything to harm usyet,” Theo continued. “ The wards would have kept them out if they meant us
any harm.”

Mari moved closer, and Theo held out her other hand. Mari took it, and she offered her other hand to
Suzanne. “1 don't likethis” Mari said quietly. “ There' stoo much about thiswe don’t know.”

“Sowe let them explain,” Theo replied. “ And we call this Circle Lightfal and check them out. It would
be hard for anyoneto lie to uswithout one of us knowing. We re powerful, Mari. We know that. We're
in Her hands”

“In Her hands,” Suzanne echoed. Shetook Elise' s hand, and then Mari’s, so that they were all sttingina
circle, the forgotten dinner sseaming on thefloor.

The power hummed through them, acompleted circuit. “Well,” Suzanne said. “1 think we should be
careful. | think any organization might want to use usfor their own purposes, and until we know more,
we should be very cautious.”

Theo nodded. “| agree. Mari?’
“| agreetoo.” Mari nodded. Her face had smoothed out.

“| can get behind that,” Elise said. A spark snapped in front of her, and her face eased. “If they'relying
tous, | swear I'll—"

“Careful, Elise,” Theo cautioned. “ Remember, what’ s spoken in Circle has power.”

“I'll bevery upset,” Elisefinished, asif she had intended to say that to begin with. “Now, you should est,
Theo. Aslong asthey’ ve stopped banging on the front of the store, it would be a shame to waste the
food.”

“Yeah.” Mari amiled. “ At least we didn't haveto pay for it thistime. A nice guy, buying usdinner.”



“True.” Theo smiled, and then sighed. The exhaustion came back, swamping her. “I should est
something. I'm starting to fade, and if anything happens, we' |l need meto—"

“I couldn’t agreemore,” Suzanne said firmly. “Eat, ladies. It lookslikeit'sgoing to be along night.”

Theo smiled, and they broke the Circle. She picked up her soup again. “It certainly seemsthat way.” She
thought of Dante' s eyes, black and fathomless, and the way he had been looking at her. Almost hungrily
. She shivered alittle, Sipped at the hot soup. “Isthere any gtir-fry in there?’

Chapter Fourteen

Dante blinked blood out of hiseyes. “Hanson?’ he called, covering the dley entrance.
“Got it.” Hanson streaked past him. “Cover me.”
Dante cursed. Hanson was taking a chance. He followed, his boots pounding on the concrete.

Two Knights, Dante thought. Four Seekers. And a Master. They’ re throwing everything but the
kitchen sink. His shoulder ached where he' d driven it into the first zombie Knight's midsection. Hanson
had killed one, and Dante had stunned his, strung him up, and left him there, having no time to properly
dispose of it. Now the Master was fleeing, with the last Seeker in tow.

Fleeing—or setting a trap?

TheMagter wasin view now, adim man-shape wearing the traditiona white vest under amid-thigh
black coat. He turned and had his sword out. The Master had to be close to have any kind of control
over azombie. The zombiesweren't too good at swordplay, just good at using the Seekersto hunt down
defensaess Lightbringers. Speaking of Seekers...

Dante cast aglance around for the Seeker and located it halfway up the dley wall. Tricky, tricky—

The thought that this thing was only here to hunt Theo down and kill her drew ared haze over Dante's
eyes. Helegpt, preternatura speed and strength turning him into ablur, and met it asit began its own legp
for Hanson' s back.

Metd clashed and did. Hanson let out ayell. Dante ripped the back of the Seeker open, hisright hand
caught in the thing' s shadowy mane, hisleft full of black rune-chased stedl. It wasn’t the nestest cut in the
world, but it ripped the Seeker loose of the physical world and scattered it.

Dante hit the concrete of the aley, rolled, and came up on hisfeet with his sword out and humming with
scarlet Power.

Hanson twisted his own sword in the Master’ smiddle. “Not on my watch.” Hanson said through gritted
teeth. “Not on my witch.”

“Hanson!” Dante advanced, dowly. “Areyou—"

“Just scratched.” Hanson twisted the blade afinal time and withdrew it, turning in the same motion and
gaining momentum, and then his sword was asolid arc of slver. The Master’ s head hit the concrete with
athump. The smell of blood filled the air. One more body that wouldn't be reanimated for the Crusade' s
holy war. One more soul released. “One Magter, two Knights and four Seekers. Did | miss something?’



“I hope not,” Dante said. “ Take care of that, and I’ ll go back for the second Knight. I left it hanging off a
sx-story drop. If it can wriggle free of the binding, it'll be very uncomfortable. Sudden decdleration.”
Dante' slips stretched to show histeeth. “Y ou're bleeding.”

“So are you. Good thing you know ahedler.” Hanson shook the black blood from his sword. “Where do
they find them nowadays, do you think? The bodiesfor the zombies?’

“I don't know,” Dante said. “ Guess there can’t be that many Masters around these days. Jack Gray and
Piers both bagged Mastersin the last month.”

“Good.” Hanson' s shoulder was bleeding through his coat, and he had araw-looking scrape on his
cheek. “Go get the zombie. I [l take care of cleanup. Meet you back at the shop.”

“All right,” Dante agreed. “Honor, brother.”
“Duty. Good fight.”

It was along way to the place where he had | eft the zombie hanging over asix-story drop. Dante felt the
blood diding out of the dice dong his hairline. He would present afine picture when he came back to the
shop. Maybe Theo would fed sorry for him.

Chapter Fifteen

The food wasn't even cold by the time the bell over the door jangled. Theo looked up at Suzanne. “It's
them,” she said. “ So alocked door doesn’t mean anything to them.” She was leaning on the pillows with
her legs drawn up, her eyes heavy with exhaugtion. All she wanted to do was go home and deep.

Mari took aladylike sip of tea. “Well, | checked it,” she said, practicaly, “ So we know it was locked.”
“Polite of them to act likeit does mean something,” Suzanne said iffly. “ Theo, dear, just rest.”
“I think thisis going to be avery long night,” Elisesaid. *'Y ou should have taken anap.”

“Will you both quit fussing at me?’ Theo answered, irritation coloring her voice. She closed her eyesand
counted to ten. It was't like her to be so snappish. It was unsettling to have atall man with black eyes
looking & her so intently, following her home...and leaving while something battered at the wards she
had spent so long reinforcing. Just like aknight riding off to war.

The Knight of Swords.

When she opened her eyes, she heard boots on the stairs leading down to the temple. Elise waslooking
at the doorway, her fingerstense, one hand dightly lifted. Crackling static outlined her hand. Of dl of
them, Elise was the best of the offensive magicks. She was also a scrapper, mostly because her band
played regularly in bars. Elise had once launched hersdlf off the stage into abar fight, lips drawn back,
figtsflying, and gotten a broken nose by the time the dust settled. Theo had set it for her, so there was
only adight gppeding crookedness to her beautiful aquiline nose. Elise had gone right back to the stage
and played the rest of the show with abloody face and afierce Vakyrie grin.

The blond man appeared. He was bleeding from his shoulder and limping, and Theo and Mari both
gasped. There was araw-looking patch on his cheek, too, and he was moving alittle ftiffly. “ Good
God,” Elise sad, rocketing to her feet. “What the—"



“WEe ve got sometime to answer some questions now,” the blond man said. “Do you have afirst-aid
kit?’

“Elise, go get thefirg-aid kit,” Suzanne said.

Theo madeit to her feet, the blanket falling to pool on the floor. “What happened?’ she asked. “Come
here and sit down.”

Dante appeared behind the blond man. His face was covered with blood, and his black eyeswere
blazing with something that made the air in the room go cold. It was asif the entire room resounded with
his presence, like ahuge bell being stroked until it sounded. He seemed even taler now, and, impossibly,
more dangerous.

Mari let out a short, soft sound. She backed away, towards the main dtar, but Theo took two steps
forward. Her hands came up. Elise was dready running up the stairsto get the first-aid kit.

“No,” Dante said, harshly. “Don’t touch me.”

Theo stopped, her hair faling forward over her face. She shoved it back. “What?” He can’'t have said
that.

“Don't. Touch. Me.” He actually took a step back, his eyes dropping to look at the hardwood floor. The
blood on hisface wastoo red in the candldight. “ Dangerous.”

Theo' s hands started to ache. “But,” she began.

“He meansit, lady witch,” the blond man said. “He sin atemper, best to let him calm down on hisown.
It hurts, you see” His own eyeswere dark. He looked at Mari, who was standing by the atar, one hand
braced against it. He stared at her, as a matter of fact.

Theo had to put her hands behind her back. They were throbbing with Power. The need to hedl was
beginning to hurt. “But I’'m supposed to help,” shesaid. “It' swhat | do.” She could fed the pricklesin
her fingertips begin to run up her ams.

“Give him afew moments,” the blond man said. “Can | sit down?I'll take some of that chow mein now,
if you don't mind.”

“Theo,” Suzanne said, “ perhaps you should get someteafor our guests?’ The older woman’s mouth
turned down at the corners. “And then we should settle down and have anice long talk.” Suzanne' seyes
were cool and worried.

Theo barely heard her. Shewaslooking at Dante’ sface, grim under its mask of blood, and the way he
was favoring one broad shoulder. She didn’t even redlize that she had stepped up next to him, and that
he had backed away from her, until hiswide shoulders hit the wall between the door and the west dtar,
hung with blue and decorated with seashells and blue candles that Theo had made. She looked up at him,
and lifted her hand. It was glowing dully, an emerdd green. “ Dante,” she said.

Asif sheknaew him.

Hefinally looked at her. “No, Theo,” he said. His eyeswere dark holesin hisface. Theo's hands ached
with the need to touch him. “Please. Don't. It will hurt you. Y ou' re sill drained from the other hedling.
Don't worry about me.”

“What happened to you?’ she asked. “Tak to me, tell me”



“Just ascratch,” he said. “Nearly didocated my shoulder. It'sdl right, Theo. It'snot theworst I ve ever
I’m_”

“But why?’ she asked. “What did you do? Who was trying to get into the shop?’ She could seethe
blood drying in his short black hair and soaking into his coat.

“Let me sit down and get bandaged,” he said. “ And maybe have something to edt, all right? Please?’

The sight of thiswounded man, asking her politely if he could sit down, brought Theo partly back to her
senses. “Fine,” she said, suddenly, acutely embarrassed. Her cheeks felt hot, and she stepped back just
as Elisereturned with thefirg-aid kit. “I’ll go get sometea. Then | expect to have dl my questions
answered.”

“Every sngleone” Dantesaid. “I promise.”

Oddly enough, that made Theo blush even harder. He was staring a her again. Asif he couldn’t take his
eyes away. His black, black eyes. Why did he have to be so big?

The blond man was dready dtting down, egting like a starving man would esi—if a starving man had
manners. Theo glanced around the room.

Suzanne was standing by the main dtar, wrapping her yellow silk scarf around her neck. Shelooked
thoughtful. Mari had taken the first-aid kit from Elise and was on her knees beside the blond man, saying
something in alow voice. Her blue eyes were wet with tears, and she ran ahand back through her
tumbled golden curls while she opened the kit.

Elise had stalked to the South dtar and waslighting a stick of incense. “ Goddess, give me patience,” she
said, pitching her voice loud enough to be heard, even from Theo' s position by the sairs. “I'm trapped in
abad action movie. Thisisthe part where we bandage up the nice warrior princes and hear alittle
bedtime story. Go and get some teg, Theo, the suspenseis killing me”

Theo nodded. “Very well,” she said, and turned on her hedl. She stalked away, wondering at the anger
that flashed through her chest. So he didn’t want her healing him. Maybe because he' d seen Billy. Was
he disgusted? Others had been. Why do you do this, Theo? one of her ex-boyfriends had asked her,
honestly baffled. Why do you hang out with losers? Why do you spend so much of your time with
them? It’s not like you ever get a thank-you. It’ s like you don’t even notice normal people because
they don’t need you.

| go where I’m called, Theo thought bitterly, trudging up thetairs. I do what I'mtold. I’'mtrying to
make thisworld a better place.

Elise had turned the main lights off. The shop was sunk in shadow, lit only by the few night-lights Theo
had ingtalled. She barely noticed, heading for the smal kitchen in back, when she heard...What wasit? It
sounded like a scratching on the glass window that took up the front of the store. She stopped, cocked
her head and listened. She was about to continue on when she heard it again.

Skritch-skritch. Skritch. Scratch-skritch.

Theo turned, tucking astrand of her hair behind her ear. She searched the dark window, only seeing the
familiar street beyond. The French restaurant’ s window across the street glowed golden, and there were
circles of light from the streetlights dotting the pavement. A police car rolled dowly past on the Street.

A chill touched Theo's back. She walked across the shop, past the door to the basement, and cameto a
halt in front of the ancient cash register. Now she could see the entire sidewalk in front of the shop. The



dim oak sapling that the city had planted two years ago, when the sidewalks had been repaired, stood
bare and leafless. There was an empty paper cup rolling on the sidewalk.

The Cauldron was quiet. There was a murmur of voices from the open door leading to the stairs. Theo
listened, her ears straining for any other sound. Shefdt tense and indecisive. Was her imagination playing
tricks on her? That was an occupationd hazard for awitch.

The sound came again, alittle skritch-skritch, asif asmall anima was scrabbling at the glasswith sharp
claws

Theo walked towards the little glassed-in space where Suzanne would sit on some afternoons and read
tarot cards. Mari often cast horoscopes there, tapping into her laptop, which was plugged into alaser
printer that Theo kept behind the counter when it wasn't in use. Theo walked dowly up to the window,
ligening intertly.

The skritch-skritch came again. It was definitely from that corner. Theo reached the smdll, round table
and stopped, looking out at the corner of Bell Street where it met Fourth Avenue. From here you could
look down ablock and see the Ave, glimmering with lights. People would be walking dong the Ave,
even in thisweather. But here, ablock up, there was nobody on the street. Most of the shops were
closed, and the restaurants would be closing soon.

Theo listened, cocking her head, her breathing almost stopped. The chillswere coming with intense
frequency now, running up her back and her arms and spilling down her legs so that she was shivering.
Her teeth wanted to chatter, but she put her tongue in her cheek, stopping them. What’ s making that
noise? she thought, and closed her eyesto heear it better.

There was along moment of silence, and Theo waited. Then the sound came again, a scrabble against
the glass, asif it wasright in front of her. Right exactly in front of her.

Theo opened her eyesjust as asudden impact spider-webbed the glasswindow in long silver cracks.
Shelet out ashort yell, sumbling back, her arms thrown forward. The Power that had been throbbing in
her hands, ready to heal Dante, bulleted forward to meet the glassaswell.

Thething hanging inthe air, plastered to the window, screamed—a nasty shrill sound that drove right
through Theo' shead. Shefdl, banging her already-abused left hip on the floor.

It looked asif it was made out of black smoke. Four red, bulbous, faceted insect eyes were above a
wide lipless mouth full of sharp, glassy-black teeth. At least ten legs scrabbled at the glassthat was now
glowing with the Power Theo had cast at it, holding together the damaged glass.

Thewards on the shop glimmered, shivered...and held. They weren't made to take thiskind of beating.
They were made to keep out shoplifters and robbers. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Theo
had aways escaped danger by |leaving before danger found her.

The thing screamed again, a hot needling sound of agony and lust and hunger. Theo scrabbled
backwards, unaware that she was screaming aswell, her eyes watering furioudy and the Power
thundering through her, burning inside her head. Shefdt it, aphysica heat againgt her cheeksand lipsand
brain, pressing out through her eyes and tearing at the fabric of her mind. It wanted to eat her, she
redized. It was hungry, and something in Theo would feed it.

Something streaked past her and hit the window from the ingde, shattering it. The wards reverberated,
and Theo fdt an dmost physicd snap asthe thing was driven away from the shop. Therewasa
glass-edged snarling going on, up and up to afasetto squed that made the other glass windows shiver in



their casings. Dante hit the thing squarely. He was shouting, and he had aknife in either hand. The knives
seemed to glow red with fury, acrimson light that hurt Theo' s eyes.

The blond man had her shoulders, shaking her. “Areyou hit?" he yeled over the noise of breaking glass.
“Areyou hurt?”

“N-n-n—" Theo’ steeth were chattering too hard for her to speak. She shook her head, mute with
shock, and felt athin trickle of something warm on her upper lip.

“Fuck!” The blond man hauled her up asif she weighed nothing and pushed her towardsthe sairs. His
face contorted. Of course. Something about her must hurt him. He had avoided coming closeto her.
“Get down! Move, woman!” He turned and followed Dante out the broken window, leaping with
preternatural speed.

They weren't human. They couldn’t be human and move likethat. Likelightning.

She sumbled for the stairs. When helet her go, her legswouldn't carry her, and shefell again, rolling
over to look back at the broken window. Cold night air poured in, ruffling the racks of cloaks and ritua
robes. Glass lay glittering against the wooden floor. Theo rolled onto her sde and curled up into alittle
ball, ignoring the pain in her l&ft hip. If the thing came back through the window, she had to protect the
others.

Shelay therefor what seemed an eternity, feding the cold floor and the night wind on her cheek. Then,
findly, she heard footsteps and broken glass crunching. “Clean that up, can you?’ It was Dante. He
sounded tired, but the growl in hisvoice made the entire shop vibrate. “If you' re not drained.”

“I’m okay, but you’ d better look after your witch.” The blond man sounded tired too. “ She' s bleeding.
Becareful.” He coughed, rackingly, and Theo felt the shop shiver around her. Then the wards settled
back into place, humming.

“| dwaysam. | think | dmost didocated my shoulder. Again.”

“Servesyou right, charging like that. Look at thismess.” There was alow thrumming sound. The wards
on the shop shifting uneasily, and then the cold air stopped.

Theo opened her eyesto see the blond man patting glass into place on the broken window. The glass
was flowing up from the floor and reassembling itself, the cracks hedling asif they had never been. Shelet
out asmall breath of wonder, and then Dante knelt next to her.

“Oh, no,” he said, diding hisarm under her and helping her sit. “Theo? Tak to me.” Hisvoice was
cracked and hoarse and desperate.

“I heard a...ascratching,” she heard herself say, in asmall, dazed voice. “| wondered whet it was.”

“Just a Slider, Theo. They’ re nocturna and probably drawn here because of the fight. They're
opportunists and pretty easy to kill. They’re part of what I’'m supposed to defend you againgt. You're
bleeding. I'm so sorry—" His voice was dropping into itslowest registers, and the floor was groaning.

“Cadmdown,” Theo heard herself say. “You'll hurt the shop.” Her voice was till smdl and dreamy, the
voice of awoman lost inaconcussion. “| think I'm concussed,” she said, and her eyesfell closed.

“Theo!” He didn’t shake her, but the note of panic in his voice brought her back. “No, don't do that.
Stay awake. Stay with me.”



“What happened?’ Elise' svoice wasfrantic. “Oh my God! What did you do to her? Theo!”

“Elise” Theo sghed, and felt the Elise’ swarm hands on her skin. A rush of something crimson and
scading roared through her, making Theo gasp and her eyes water with tears again. Elise never did

anything halfway.
“Get back,” Dante growled. “ Get down, you silly witch. There may be more of them.”

“Thenthat’s your problem,” Elise retorted. “ Aren’t you supposed to keep them off? What did you do to
her?’

“l didn’t...I never should havelet her...”

Theo opened her eyes. Shelooked up at Dante. Something warm and wet dripped into her eyes—blood
from afresh cut on his cheek, danting up and narrowly missing hisleft eye. “Oh, my,” she said.

“Broken glass,” he said very quietly. “I1t will mend. I’'m sorry, Theo. | should have—"

“Can you help me stand up?’ she asked. “And we both need that firg-aid kit.” Her hands were shaking
just alittle. The Power Elise had poured into her snapped, crackled, made a shower of sparksfall to the
ground. Therewasthe smdll of candlesmokeintheair. “Elise” shesad, firmly, “it'sdl right. I'mal right.
Get the teg, please. Dante...”

“Thetea,” Elise said, sanding up, her hands on her hips and her emerad-green eyes blazing. “Y ou nearly
oet killed, and you' re asking mefor the tea. Y ou redly do take the goddamn cake, Theo. Y ou scared
rTe”

“Sorry,” Theo sad, trying to blink. Her eyelashes were sticky with Dante' sblood. “I didn’'t meanto.”

“Oh, shut up. Get her downgtairs, you...you...” Elisewas so furious that shewas a alossfor words,
something that didn’t happen often. Usudly she just seemed to Stay at a steady pitch of irritation. The
amdl of burning intheair intensified. “Honestly!” she hissed. “Y ou’ d better have agood story for this,
Mister Dante,” she continued, turning on her heel and stalking away. “Teal TheodoraMorgan, you and
your...What aperfect pair. Tea Tea, for God' s sske—" Her voice faded into furious mumbling as she
ducked into the smdl kitchen. The pale blond man drifted silently after her, exchanging aglance with
Dante. He looked even more rumpled and bloody, if that was possible.

“You'rebleeding,” Dante said. “I’m stupid, Theo. I'm sorry—"

“It'sdl right,” Theo said. Her hip hurt, and she felt her legsturning to rubber. He smelled like gunpowder
and rage now, a peppery adrenaine musk that should have been frightening but was instead oddly
comforting. “Areyou dl right?’ The comfort made her alittle degpy, and she Sghed, leaning into him.

“I'll befine, if my heart doesn't stop,” he said shortly. “Let’ sget you downstairs and patch you up.”
“I'mfing” shesad. “Redly. Just abit shaky.”

He held her shoulders, helping her to her feet, and steadied her as she dmogt fell over again. “Dante,” she
sad, remembering his name again, and he froze, looking at her.

Theo leaned forward. Bracing hersalf on her tiptoes, she kissed his bloody cheek. “Y ou saved my life”
shesad. “Thank you.”

He mumbled something that might have been “you’ rewelcome’ and hurried her towardsthe Sairs.



Chapter Sixteen

Dante watched as Suzanne sponged the blood away and examined her. “Y ou’ ve got anosebleed,” the
older woman sad. “ Areyou dizzy?’

“Only alittle,” Theo whispered. Her chestnut hair was tangled, falling over her face and shoulders.
Dante’' sblood had striped her face. Her own blood was merely alittle trickle from one nostril.

Strangely enough, it was that one little trickle that disturbed Dante more than his own amost-did ocated
shoulder or his bruised ribs—or the cut on hisface. The Slider had amost ripped his eye out. When they
got desperate, they weretricky.

Hanson was bandaging himsdlf, and the blonde, blue-eyed witch—Mari—was watching. “ Doesit hurt?
she asked him, and he shrugged, wincing as he dabbed at his shoulder with the peroxide-soaked gauze.

“I heal quickly,” he said. “Good thing about being aWatcher. The Dark helpsus hed.”

“Arethere other good things?’ Mari asked, her eyes on the gouge. Hanson had been clipped by alevin
bolt. The skin looked alittle blistered, but it was already starting to pinken and hedl. It was disturbing to
seefor thefirst time. Dante hoped that the witcheswouldn’t be any more disturbed than they aready
were. His stcomach was churning with sick fear. Theo had been so close—just one thin piece of glassand
the wards between her and a carrion-smelling piece of the Dark.

“I didn’t used to think so,” Hanson said, and glanced up at her face. She blew a golden curl back out of
her eyes, and Hanson amiled, his own eyesalittle softer than Dante had ever seen them. The blonde
seemed not to notice, her worried eyes on the wound instead of Hanson' s face. She missed his crooked
smile and the dight movement he made, sulbtly leaning towards her.

Well, what do you know, hethought, shifting alittle to ease the pain of hisown shoulder. His entire body
ached.

Miracles do happen.

Theo waslooking at him when he turned back from Hanson. Her dark eyeswerelit from within, and he
blinked. Suzanne finished wiping the blood away, and then she cupped Theo'sfacein her dry hands.
“Theo?’ she asked, looking at the younger woman’ sface.

Theo looked back at the Teacher, blinking. “I'm al right,” she said, and she sounded like hersdlf again. “I
was just stunned, | think. It was awful.”

Elise, her fiery hair pulled back severdly, stood by the door to the stairs with her arms crossed over her
breasts. “ Can we get everyone bandaged up so we can find out what the hell isgoing on here?’ she
asked, pleasantly. “My patienceisredly starting to wear thin.”

Dante nodded. Now that he was sure Theo was going to be al right, he crossed to the bowl of water
Mari had brought and dipped adark rag in it, wrung it out, and then started to wash off hisface. “Where
should | start?’ he asked nobody in particular. “Hanson and | are Watchers. We're part of the combat
amof CircleLLightfal.”

“Combat arm? What the hell isCircle Lightfal?’ Elise asked.



“A collection of Lightbringers, like yourselves” Hanson said quietly. “Used to be called just the Circle.
They started in 1532 in France, aresponse to the Inquisition. Innocent VI gave hisblessing to the
Malleus Malleficarium.”

“Kramer and Sprenger.” Mari shuddered, and Hanson looked up at her. “Hammer of the Witches.”

“Yeah,” Hanson said. “ They published that and started the witch-hunts. The Catholic Church waslosing
itsgrip on the people, and there was a pagan reviva of sorts going on. So the church took the easy way
out—burn the witches. Troubleis, the movement caught firein awoman-hating priesthood, and it turned
into genocide.” He let out a hiss between clenched teeth as he finished dabbing at the wound on his
shoulder. Hislong coat lay to one Sde, wegpons piled on it. “ Hand me another gauze, will you?’

Mari did. Ther fingers brushed, and Hanson' s eyes closed briefly, reopened.

Dante took up the story. “ A cardinal in Innocent’sinner circle came up with agreat idea. He had been
digging in the Vatican Library and came up with some texts—the forbidden kind. He found away to
create the perfect warriors for God. Strong, quick, demonic...and brainless.”

Theo was suddenly beside him. “Here,” she said, and picked up some gauze and the bottle of peroxide.
“Letme”

He nodded and winced as the movement made his shoulder twinge. “ So this cardind—Givelli, caled the
Gray Demon—nbrought hisideato the pope. A military order of Masters with brainless zombie Knights,
dead men raised from the cemeteries—suicides, men buried in unhallowed ground, criminas.” Dante
found his eyeslocked with Theo's. “ And they had these Knights and their hell-dogs—the Seekers, one
of which you just sasw—hunting down suspected witches. Then the Church found out that the Seekers
could see...well, Lightbringers. The onesthat shine”

Theo pressed the gauze to the long dice on his cheek, and he inhaed sharply, grateful for the pain. |
might fall into her eyes and never come back, hethought. | wouldn’t mind that. “And those ones
were dmost dways village wise women, hedlers, witches—the onesthat the Church had to break if they
wereto retain tempora power.”

Theo' sfingers had touched his cheek, and the spike of sensation that caused—the Darknessinsde him
reacting to thelight in her—temporarily blinded him. He inadvertently hissed again. It wasn't pain.

That was enough to startle him. It wasn't pain when she touched him. For thefirst time, it was pure
narcotic pleasure. Every other Lightbringer he' d met had caused a sort of furious agony, the Darkness
insgde him struggling to escape. But her touch soothed him, was abam to hisraw nerves and sore
shoulder.

“I’'m sorry,” Theo said.

“It' sdl right,” hesaid. If you touched me again, | wouldn’t mind. Even if it hurt, I’d want you to
touch me.

He opened his eyes and found her looking at him, her large eyes sad and her pretty mouth turned down.
“The Circlewas formed, Lightbringers banding together to try and escape the Church. Things were bad.
Women were being burned at the stake, and Lightbringers were dying everywhere at the hands of the
Knights, Gideon de Hauteville, aknight of the Hauteville family, was rescued from desth during a battle
by aLightbringer named Jeanne Tourenay. She was aheder, and as soon as Gideon could walk again,
he married her. What he didn’t know was that she was a part of the Circle, and when the Crusade came
to town to find her, he fought them. At some point, something very strange happened.”



Theo sponged the blood off his forehead and cleaned the dice dlong hishairline. “What happened?’ she
asked. Dante had forgotten there were other people in the room. He had, in fact, even forgotten what he
was saying. He smply looked at her face. Silence stretched between them, asilence that dipped Dante's
body in honey. He swallowed harshly, trying to keep contral.

“Wall, the records are confused,” Hanson said. His shoulder was bandaged now, and he held up his
coat. His bare skin was glimmering palein the candlelight. “ Our ord tradition saysthat Gideon struck a
bargain with something, but we don't know what it was. The upshot is, he was given three gifts. Thefirst
was speed and strength to overpower the Seekers and the Knights. The second gift he was givenwasa
black knife with runes worked into the blade and hilt, and the secret of how to make other rune-knives.
Damn. Another bit of sewing | haveto do.” He sounded mournful as he eyed his coat.

“Here,” Mari said. “Hand it over, I'll seewhat | can do.” She sounded very matter-of-fact, busnesdike.

Hanson complied. Dante looked back at Theo, who was biting her lower lip as she cleaned the cut on his
scalp. Hefound that completely charming—and completely distracting. What had he been saying?

“What wasthe third gift?’ the redhead, Elise, asked from the door.

“Thethird gift was his bond with Jeanne,” Dante answered. “ She was hiswitch, after al. It gave him the
chance to defend her effectively againgt the Crusade. That' sthe lure held out for Watchers, you know.
The chance that we might find awitch to bond with, a Lightbringer that we can...Well, you understand,”
he finished lamely. Theo was gpplying some sort of herba paste to the cut at his hairline. She was careful
not to touch her bare skin to his. But she was leaning close, her hair faling forward. Even tangled and
mussed, it was gorgeous. He drew in along breath, filling hislungs with the smell of her hair. He could
track her anywhere now.

“No,” Elisesaid. “| don't understand. What if thiswitch doesn’t want anything to do with your Circle, or
with your Crusade, or with your Watchers?’

“Then the Watcher withdraws,” Hanson said. “ And he just watches. If the Crusade movesin, he takes
care of the Lightbringer as best he can. Dante’ s brought five Lightbringersinto Circle Lightfal sofar, but
none of them have been his witch. We' re not here to push, fire-witch. We're hereto help.”

“It'snot just the Crusade,” Dante said. “ They pursue Lightbringers where they can, but they’ re dying out.
The biggest dangers nowadays are the stray bits of Darkness—the predators and carrion-eaters, like the
Slider that just attacked. Lightbringers attract Darkness. I’ m sure you have al been attacked, one way or
another, without redlizing it. But you' re working together now, and you' re more powerful than ever. Asa
result, more of the Dark is attracted to you. The more powerful you are as Lightbringers, the more
vulnerable you are. It sthe price you pay.”

“Thisisthe biggest crock of—" the redhead began.

“Elise,” Theo said softly, and Elise stopped short. “Whatever | saw outside the store was evil,” she
continued, till gpplying that paste to hishead. It smelled awful, but he could tell that she had madeit. It
was aready helping the wound to heal. She had such incredible power.

“Or if not evil, then at least very dangerous,” she went on. “If it could have come through the glassand
the wards we' ve put on the store, | think it would have killed me.” She was studying her work with great
concentration, her fingers butterfly-light. “ And this man dove right through the window without even
pausing,” she continued. “He saved my life, with no thought for hisown. We at least owe him some
courtesy.”



“Hejust walksin herewith guns and you—" Elise began again.

“Yes” Theo said. “I’'mdoing it again, aren’t 1? Another one of my strays. One of thesedays 'l trust the
wrong person and end up dead. Can we move on to adifferent argument now?’ Her voice held alittle
sharpness, and she looked down into Dante' sface. “I know that these things hunt... 1" ve felt them before.
That’ swhy I’ve moved around dl my life, ever snce my parentsdied.”

“Youwon't end up dead,” he said. “Not if | can helpit.”
“Thisisdl very wdl,” Suzanne said. “But what doesthis Circle Lightfal want from us?’

Dante sghed. It was agood question. “If you like, you can join them and add your power to the
Lightbringerswe have dready. They’ re trying to turn back thetide.”

“What tide?” Mari asked. “There.” She looked at the muscle flickering under Hanson' s skin and seemed
to blush. She was doing something with his coat, her long fingers glowing softly with Power. “A minor
mending, but it should hold. Easier just to do it with needle and thread, but | need the practice.” She
smiled shyly at Hanson, who grinned back. “ Suzanne s aways after meto practice.”

“My thanks, Lightbringer,” Hanson said. “ The tide—the Circl€ s noticed that when there are acertain
number of Lightbringersin acity, the crime rate goes down. So does the suicide rate, and the domestic
violencerate. People sart acting nicer. The Circle thinksthat if we can get enough Lightbringersin the
world—and stop the Crusade and the Dark hunting them—it will be like the old hundredth-monkey
thing. If not world peace, then at least ahdll of alot closer.”

“Then why wasn't it more peaceful before the Inquisition?” the redhead asked. She didn’t look mollified
inthe least. Asamatter of fact, she looked more suspicious.

Hanson sighed. “I don’t know. It’ sjust theory.”

Theo leaned back. “There,” she said. “And your shoulder...What should we do with that? Some arnica,
maybe?’ Her tangled hair fell forward, and she shoved it back again. Dante twitched, wanting to brush at
her hair, sopping himsdf.

“I'll bedl right,” Dante said. He forced himsdlf to continue with the story. “One of the theoriesisthat
Lightbringers were scarce even before the inquisition because of the femaleinfanticide rate in the ancient
world. And there was atime when therewere alot of Lightbringers, before Atlantis disappeared in the
cataclysm. Atlantiswasthe last great Lightbringer civilization. We think that we can create another one.
A world without war, or poverty, or hatred—that’ swhat Circle Lightfal wants. Or &t least aworld with
much lesswar and hatred.”

“I’'m exceedingly wary of utopias,” the Teacher muttered, her sharp face pursed into lines of disapprovd.
“I think we should al go home and think this over. Theo?”

“I guess s0,” Theo replied. Sheretreated from Dante and picked up agreen-painted teamug. “1 haveto
open the shop tomorrow. And there re my rounds to make.”

“Dante.” Hanson was now looking at him. He tore his eyes away from Theo' s profile and found the other
Watcher looking criticaly at him. “We have three Lightbringers, a Teacher, and only two Watchers. How
arewe going to swing this?’

“Excuseme,” Elise said, politely. Her pretty porcelain face was set and angry. “If | understand you right,
you' re thinking you can boss us around in the name of salf-defense. | can take care of mysdlf, thank you.
I’1l meet you here tomorrow, Theo.”



Theo' sforehead creased. “Elise—" she began. “ Shouldn't we listen to them? | have to admit, I’'m more
than halfway convinced. Y ou didn't see that thing. It was awful.” She shuddered and cupped her elbows
in her hands, hugging hersdlf, Dante' sjaw st.

“How do we know they didn't bring it?" Elise asked. “Huh? How do we know?’

Dante looked over at her, his mouth turning back into astraight line. “I’ll forgive you thet, because you
don’t know us,” he said, softly. “Do you honestly think that I’d let anything harm her—or that I’ d bring
anything evil into her vianity?’

Elise stared back at him. Her facelost alittle bit of its sharpness. “Maybe not,” she said. “1 think you
might actualy be serious”

Theair girred uneasily ingde thelittle temple. Suzanne clapped her hands, sharply. “Let’ snot beidiots”
shesaid crisply. “1 brought the van. I'll drive everyone home, and come and pick Elise up tomorrow
afternoon. | think it makes sense to be as cautious as possible, don't you, Elise?’

Now thefire-haired witch shrugged. “1 guess 0,” she admitted grudgingly. “1 suppose we d better clean
up, then. Thisisamess”

“It certainly is,” Hanson agreed, shrugging back into hisbloody T-shirt. “I’'m going to haveto cdl inand
get reinforcements.”

“If there are any to spare,” Dante said, rising to hisfeet. He gave hisleather coat a shake, to make sureit
fel theway hewanted it to. His shoulder gave onelast twinge and subsided, hedling rapidly. Thepain
was going away. Aslong as he stayed near Theo and kept his cool, hewouldn’t fed it. Much. He would
fed that excruciating pleasureingtead. “1’ [l help clean up. Theo, you just rest, okay?’

“No thanks,” she said, smiling a him. Her beautiful dark-green eyes now had huge circles under them.
“That’ s one of the rules—everyone helps clean around here.” She bent down, picked up a stack of
plates. “We |l save the leftoversfor tomorrow,” she said. “ Suzanne, you want to go warm up the van?
It'scold out there.”

“I'll cover her,” Hanson said, shrugging into his coat. “ Thanks, Mari. It'sagood patch.” He was making
his weapons disappear into the coat’ s darkness, his sword aready strapped on againgt the dark leather.

“You' rewelcome,” she said, blushing furioudy. She started to repack the first-aid kit, dropping the bottle
of peroxide and then spilling the gauze packets. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, for thelove of—" Elise stalked away from the door and knelt down to help Mari. “Honestly. Am |
the only one around here who hasn't lost her mind?’

“Maybe,” Theo said, smiling. Suzanne touched her shoulder. The older woman was smiling too, but only
fantly.

“I'll warm up thevan,” shesad.
“Good.” Theo looked over a Dante. “ Can you help me pick these up?’

He made sure his guns were riding as they should be and hisknives were in place. Then he looked at her,
tired and disheveled and absolutely beautiful. “ Sure,” he said.

| amin so much trouble, he thought, and bent down to start collecting takeout cartons.



Chapter Seventeen

Suzann€e s van was a big purple mongrosty, surprisngly comfortable even with al sx of theminit. She
dropped Elise off firgt, and Hanson walked her up to her door. Shelived in alittle duplex on Fourth
Street, ablock from the store. Mari was next—she lived near Theo, renting aroom in ahouse full of
college students. Hanson, visibly torn, findly got out of the van with her when Suzanne informed him that
she could take care of hersdlf, and that she didn’t want him knowing where shelived. “| don’t trust you,”
shesad, coally, “and if I'm attacked, I’m capable of defending myself. Good night, young man. Y ou
keep Mari safe, or I'll ded with you.”

“Comeon,” Mari said. “I'll wash your shirt.”

And that wasthat. Theo smiled to see shy little Mari leading the tall man asif he was a puppy. He went
aong docildly. If Theo's guesses wereright, the man wouldn't know what hit him. Mari was only shy and
quiet until she figured out what she wanted—just like a python. Looked like she had a new conquest.

Then it occurred to Theo that she didn’t know anything about these men, and she glanced over at
Suzanne, whose sharp hazel eyeshadn’'t missed asinglething. “It' sdl right, Theo,” Suzanne said shortly.
“Remember the cards?’

Theo shivered. Knight of Swords. Three of Swords. The Tower. Three of Cups. Queen of Pentacles.
“What did you get from that?’ she asked the older woman, amost forgetting that Dante wasin the middle
seet behind the driver’ s seet. Theo hersalf rode shotgun, as usua. Suzanne often counted on her to
navigate. She frequently said that Elise was such ahorrible back seat driver that she belonged inthe
trunk, and that Mari, with her horror of traffic, wasjust asbad. “I just remember you saying something
about the Knight of Swords meaning aload of trouble, and the Tower meaning great change. The Three
of cups—that’ sus, but who'smissng?’

“Youweren't ligening.” Suzanne sniffed, shifted into “drive’ and pulled away from the curb. “Y our friend
hereisthe Knight of Swords. | would have thought that was obviousto you. Y ou're being called upon
to make achoice, Theo, likel’veawayssaid. You ve put it off for years.”

“Just because | don't want to be—" Theo began, and then remembered Dante. She looked back at him,
but he appeared to be adeep. Theo had no idea how he could deep with the sword strapped to his
back.

It had been along day, and she was exhausted. “| don’t want to fight with you, Suzanne,” she said,
softly. “I didn’'t deep well last night, and today ....1 could have done without this.”

Suzanne snorted. “ Should have thought of that before you incarnated as awitch, then. And awitch of
rare power, too. Y ou are meant for more than this, Theo. Y ou have work to do,” she said. Her long
slver hair wasfaling out of its coronet, and shelooked tired too. The cheerful yellow of her poncho
helped alittle, but it was dark, and late—eleven p.m. according to the dashboard clock. “It' s dl right,
dear. | keep telling you, we'rein Her hands.”

“What do you know about these people?’ Theo asked softly.

“Not enough,” Suzannereplied. “I’ll do some research tonight. But | don’t think he'll hurt you. He
seems...” Suzanne' shazel eyesdid up to therearview mirror. “ He' swatching you.”



Theo turned to look. Dante' s eyes were open, glittering in the darkness. “ Are you hurting?’ she asked
him.

“Not particularly,” hesaid. “ Just checking.”

Theo turned back to the front window. She watched the pavement dip smoothly by under thevan's
wheds. “1 wonder how Billy’sdoing,” shesaid, quietly. “I1t's cold out tonight.”

“You can't save everyone,” Suzanne said. Thiswas an old conversation, comforting in its familiarity.

“I know,” Theo said. “ That doesn’'t makeit any easier. He was so thin, Suzanne. He had sores up and
down hisarms”

“It'snot your fault,” Suzanne replied, taking aright turn on Willow Street. “Y ou didn’t shove the needle
inhisarm. Nor did you give him the drugs.”

“But he kegps going back toiit...” Theo sghed.
“Why don’t you talk about what' s really bothering you?’ Suzanne' s eyes were focused on the road.

“That awful thing wanted to kill me,” Theo whispered, and shuddered. “What’ s hgppening, Suzanne?
What' s happening to me?’

“Nothing but fate coming hometo roog,” the older woman said practicdly. “We ve been waiting for this
storm ever since you opened that store and hired Elise and Mari on the same day. We knew you were
the one. And you' ve been running from the Dark dl your life. When are you going to stop running?’

Theo blew out along sigh. The van waswarm, and shefelt oddly safe. The vision of red bug-eyes and
scrabbling legs going skritch-skritch on the glass faded. “Y ou sound so cam,” she said. “I wish | was.”

“Your timeiscoming, Theo,” Suzanne said, and then braked to astop in front of Theo's house. “All
right, kids, everyone out of the poal. I'm going home to soak my feet.” She sounded tired.

“Promises, promises.” Theo laughed, and then leaned over to kiss the older woman's cheek. “1 love you,
Suzanne. See you tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Teacher,” Dante said gravely, reaching for the side door handle. He opened the door and
got out, managing to look everywhere a once. He closed the door and stood waiting.

“Doyou trust him?” Theo asked.

Suzanne glanced at her. “Maybe. He sthe Knight of Swords. A good dly,” shesaid, dowly. “Go on
now. Get inside, and be careful.”

Theo nodded, biting her lip, and Dante opened her door. She did out of the van and stood on the
sdewalk, watching Suzanne drive dowly away. The air was chill and ill, clouds covering the night sky
and hiding the moon. Dante stood next to her, not hurrying her, just waiting.

Findly, Theo saw Suzanne s brake lights vanish around the corner. Shelived on Rambaugh Street, five
blocks up from Willow. She turned to the tall man who had dived through a pane of cracked glass a
something very much like anightmare with red eyes. And she had never seen him beforelast night...

“You saved my life)” she said, awkwardly.

He shrugged, his coat moving on his shoulders. “You're cold,” he said. “Y ou should go inside.”



“Do you have anywhereto go?’ she asked him.
“Circle Lightfal rented me aroom near here. It's okay, Theo. | won't push you.”

Theo shivered and looked up to find his black eyes fixed on her. Hisface, marred by the scratches, was
till handsome in a cold, severe way. She swallowed, suddenly aware that he had been looking at her dll
evening, whenever he hadn’t actualy been fighting or answering someone ese' s questions. He'd been
garing at her. It was unsettling, to be watched so closdly.

Shewastired, cold, and hungry again. “Why don’t you comein?’ shesaid. “Please. It'stheleast | can
do. And | want you to explain thisto me.”

Henodded. “If you like,” he said, quietly. “ Are you sure you want to invite mein?’

She examined him, from his spiky hair to his black boots. “Why not?’ she said, and couldn’t seem to
wipethe smile off her face. “Y ou did save my life, and you seem likeanice guy.” She shivered, hugging
hersdlf through her peacoat. “ And you watched me hed Billy and didn’t try to stop me.”

He shrugged. “You should goinside,” he said.

“Right.” Theo cocked her head. Her hair was tangled and dirty, and her hip hurt, and her head was
beginning to ache, too. “Y ou mean you won't come in?’

Hefindly smiled, looking down a her. “No, | didn't say thet at dl.”

Chapter Eighteen

Sheleft him standing in the living room and told him to make himsalf at home. Then she disappeared
upstairs to take a shower. Dante walked from room to room, his hands stuffed in his pockets. The urge
to touch something of herswas overwhelming, so he fought it.

There were shelves of books, green glass bottlesin all shades, agreen wall hanging—atapestry of jungle
leaves—and plants everywhere. Ferns and philodendrons hung from hooks in the celling. Swedishivy
was et in terra-cotta pots on the bookshelves. African violets and spider plants. Something that looked
suspicioudly like an orange tree grew in a huge green pot by a south-facing window. Rubber trees, a
lemon eucdyptus, coleus, orchids—he gave up trying to identify the different plants. Thiswitch’ saffinity
wasplain.

There was afat, deek black cat degping on the couch, and it opened one yellow eye to measure him.
Then, apparently judging him no threet, it went back to deep. He saw the subtle shimmer of awarding in
the air around the cat, Theo' slight touch and green-tinted Power evident.

She had hung three glass fishing-floats in the eastern window, and the pendants from crystal chandedliers
in the south windows. All in dl the house was crowded, alittle dusty, and smelled like green things and
the dry scent of book pages, with the odor of some sweet incense mixed in.

Heliked it, liked the plants and the Egyptian touches—little blue scarab beads, a statue of Hathor,
another of Anubis, carved from obsidian. There was arough rock statue of Sekhmet, and a statue of
Artemisaswell. So shewas an eclectic, thiswitch. There was another smal statue of Hotel, the Laughing
Buddha



It was an odd fedling to be insde her house. He had walked past it last night, and imagined what it would
be like. He had imagined silks, velvets, lots of light. Books, certainly—Lightbringers loved books. And
little bits of curiousthings, for amulets and decorations. Therewas no televison. That wasalittle
surprising. A stack of CDs by asmall stereo turned out to be jazz and classicd. She apparently liked
Sinatratoo. Good, awoman with taste.

There was afireplace with an dtar set on the hearthstone, an athame lying across a piece of fine linen that
had arune for health embroidered on it. It rang with calm power. So she wasworking on ahedling spell
for someone.

| found out what | was from books, her voice said, cool and cam insde hishead. I’ ve always known
| was different.

What had it been like for her? Parents dead in an auto accident, and her moving from place to place,
living by her wits. Why had she settled here? Probably tired of running. She had acquired the Cauldron
and was doing well, from the looks of it. It was probably the first timein her life she had possessed
everything she needed. She would be reluctant to giveit up and flee the Dark again.

He was examining a black and white print—a photograph of abunch of glass marbleslying on apiece of
crushed velvet—when she came down the stairs and stepped into the living room, wearing a pretty
dark-green silk nightgown. Long deeves belled over her hands, and the skirt brushed her feet. “One of
my friendsdid that,” she said, smiling at him. Her long hair was braided back, smply, and her cheeks
were flushed from the heat of the shower. “Lenny King. Isn'tit great?’

He nodded, the words drying up in histhroat. Her neck was alittle damp, the water gleaming on her
skin, and she smelled like sandalwood soap and dampness. Dante was suddenly very aware that he
hadn’t had a shower in two days, that he had dried blood in his hair, and that he was only aweapon.
Nothing very specid at dl, just aweapon.

She stood in the door of the room in blithe disregard of any danger, her attention on the print hanging on
thewall next to him. Suddenly, he saw himsdlf, hislong black coat and hisweapons, just ablot of bloody
Darknessin the beauty that she had created.

She came across the room on bare feet, swaying, the skirt of her nightgown making that low sound that
only silk could make. He watched her face—along nose and a beautiful mouth, her eyeslarge and liquid,
her hair pulled back. The brightness of her eyes, the charcoa fan of her eyelashes, and the vulnerable
little notch between her collarbones. The shape of her breasts under the silk. The way she moved, like

liquid power.

He had amost touched her shoulder before he remembered and pulled his hand back. She looked up at
him. “Why don’t you take ashower?’ she asked, kindly. “And I’ [l wash your clothes. I've got apair of
sweatpants that might fit you—old ex-boyfriend. Hewasn't astdl asyou, but he liked his pantsalittle
loose,” she grimaced, her mobile mouth turning down. “ A little too loose,” she continued. “He ended up
cheating on me with some bar floozy. Thought | wouldn’t know. Sometimesit’sahbitch being psychic.”

“I guess,” he said, histhroat a most stoppered with the things he wanted to say. Who would ever want to
leave a house that she wasin? Who would not count himsalf lucky to bein her presence? Who—

Oh, ouch, hethought, grimly. Thisis going to hurt. | amin so much trouble.

She blinked, maybe not understanding him, and smiled. It wasaglorious smile. “ Areyou psychic?’ she
asked him. “Y ou seem to have some Power.”



“Only inalimited way,” he answered, automaticaly. “Mostly thanksto the training.”

“What kind of training?’ she asked. “No, wait. Go take ashower. I’ ve |eft the sweatpants up there for
you, and atowel, too. Bring your clothes down. I’ ve got aload of wash to do. I’'m hungry. Areyou
hungry?’ Shetook adeep breath. “ The problem with Chineseisthat it fillsyou up, and then you're
hungry an hour later. What about a beer? Do you like beer?’

He shook hishead. “Don’t drink. Don’'t smoke, either.” He watched the flush risein her cheeks.

“I supposethat’ sgood,” she said. “I’m babbling. | know I’'m babbling. Go take a shower, will you? I'll
cook something.”

He nodded. Gods, hethought, I’ m acting stupid. She's uncomfortable with me here, and all | can
dois stand here like a big dumb Watcher. All muscle, no brain—"I"'mgoing.” he said. “If anything’'s
wrong, I'll fed it and come down.”

She bit her lip, ashadow crossing her face, and Dante felt hisheart fal insde hischest. “Look,” he
continued, “it’sgoing to be okay, al right? promise. Nothing’ s going to happen tonight. Thank you for
your kindness.”

Theo nodded. “I'll just go start making us something to est,” she said, and backed away, almost tripping
over apillow lying on the floor. Then she whirled and vanished into the kitchen. Dante tried not to amile.

Something crashed in the kitchen, and he heard her curse with an inventivenessthat raised his eyebrows.
Then she sarted to hum, the same song she had been singing last night, and that reminded him of why he
was here.

She' s my witch, hethought, with akind of amazement. It’'s happened. It s finally happened. He
looked down at his callused hands, scarred from practice and combat, wide fingers and thick bones.
Then he shook himsdlf and started upstairs to wash the blood and stink of Dark off.

Now all | have to do is keep her alive.

Chapter Nineteen

Cooking aways hel ped.

Theo was soon singing out loud while she scrambled eggs and whipped egg whites for waffles. “Bring me
down to the god in the glen, bring me down to the green trees dancing. Bring me down to the Lady’s
mirror, bring me down to the place of the dance...” Suzanne's song again. She aternated between
singing about Mexico and about the god in the glen, and soon felt much less nervous. Thorin, the cat,
began twining around her ankles, and that helped too.

She had found Thorin in acardboard box, shivering and sick, ayear ago on Samhain. She was on her
way home from the Halloween party she and Elise had gone to after the magick was done. The cat had
been aball of fur and bones, too sick to protest when Theo picked him up. His soft sounds of distress
had brought her into the aley he' d been abandoned in. Now he was deek and glossy, and as arrogant as
any king. Sherefilled hiswater dish and was rewarded with ameow of thanks.

She didn’'t have any bacon, but she did have some tofu sausage, and she was trying to decide whether or
not to cook them when Dante ghosted into her green and white kitchen, his black hair wet and dick,



wearing apair of black sweatpants and aragged black Kite Fighters T-shirt. Her song trailed off.
Thorin smply looked up from hisfood dish, ditted his eyes, and went back to esting.

So Dante had Thorin’s stamp of gpprovd. Well, he would be the first man who ever had.

Thetal man was carrying hisdirty clothes, and she pointed at a basket full of laundry set by the basement
dairs. He tossed them accurately into the basket. “| had an extrashirt,” he said, and Theo amost
swallowed her tongue. He had the knives she’ d seen before, but there was no sign of the guns. Or the
sword.

“Do you carry around extraclothesin that big coat?’ she asked, and then looked down at the watffle
iron. “Oh, Goddess,” shesaid. “| hope | don't burnthese. I'm so tired. I’'m sorry, thisisn’'t going to be
any good—"

“Isthat tofu?’ he asked, his eyebrowsrising.

Theo tried not to look at how dark his eyes were, and at his shoulders. “1 didn’'t have any bacon,” she
sad.

“Oh,” hesad. “Vegetarian?’

She nodded, biting at her lower lip so she wouldn't babble at him. It didn’t work. What iswrong with
me? | haven't acted like this since high school!

“I just had to, she said. | couldn’t stand the thought of acow dying...I really couldn’t. | went to a
daughterhouse once, to see where meat came from, and | was sick for two weeks.”

“Nowonder,” hesaid. “A psychic in adaughterhouse. Y ou must have been horrified.”

She was blushing, she redlized, and dropped the spatula she was holding. It hit the counter and
bounced, and his hand shot out and caught it. “1 was, actudly,” she said. “L ook, waffles, and scrambled
eggs, and those things—if you want them. | want to ask you—" How did he do that? How does he
move so quickly?

He was leaning against the end of the counter, his arms folded across his chest. She looked at his eyes,
and then decided that would get her into trouble and looked at his shoulders. That wasn't any better.
Then his ches—Goddess, does he have to be so big? she thought, and blushed even more fiercely.
“Go ahead,” he said. “Ask me anything.”

She took the spatula back and noticed that he avoided touching her fingers. “Why won't you let me
touch you?’ she asked.

He shook his head alittle, the corner of hissinful mouth lifting up alittle. “Nice and direct,” he said. “You
know how to ask, don’'t you?’

Before she redlized what she was doing, she grimaced a him and kept stirring the eggs. Thewaffleiron’s
light went off, and sheflipped it open, reveding abeautifully golden-brown weffle, seaming gently. She
flipped it out with practiced skill, added it to a plate that already held another waffle, lifted the egg-pan,
and flipped out some of the scrambled eggs.

“There” shesaid, pleased with hersdf. “Here, takeit.” She handed him the plate, and he took it, looking
surprised. “ There' s butter and syrup right there. Speak now, or taste no sausages.”

“Do they qudify as sausages?’ he asked, amischievousglint in hisblack eyes.



“Oh, go sit down,” she said, tossing the box of tofu sausages onto the counter. “Y ou' re probably a
carnivore.”

“Mm.” He added alittle butter to hiswaffles and doused them in syrup. “I eat what | have to, most of the
time. I’ ve esten some pretty awful things. Therewasthat timein...” Hetrailed off. “Where should | St?7°

Shetook asp of orange juice and waved him towards the living room. Her own plate held scrambled
eggs and would soon have awaffle, too. “1n there. We can talk and eat like uncivilized people.”

“Uncivilized?’ heasked. “Y ou strike me asbeing very civilized.” He was smiling dightly, and the hot flush
rushed up Theo's cheeks again.

“Why won't you let me touch you?” she asked, taking care not to drop the spatula again.
“I'll go 5t down.”

He left the room, and Theo had the completely reprehensible urge to throw the spatula after him. Who
did hethink he wasfooling?

Me, shethought, and doing a damn good job of it, too. “What do you want to drink?’ she caled after
him.

“Water'sfine” hesad, from theliving room. “I can get it.”

“Oh, no you don't.” Theo finished another waffle, and looked in despair at the batter she'd made. She'd
bein herefor ahaf-hour, cooking these. “I’ll bring it.”

She decided to leave the extra batter in the fridge and carried her plate and hiswater glass out into the
living room. He was actudly sitting on the floor, with his back towardsthewall next to the fireplace. The
only placein the room where he could see dl the entrances and exits, including the windows, she
redlized. Hewasn't Sitting in any of the chairs because he wanted to be able to see everything. And the
black coat, with his sword lying on top of it, wasright next to him. Theo swallowed dryly and handed him
hiswater glass. She set her plate down on his other side and went to get her orange juice.

“Now,” she said, settling back down, “do you mind answering my question, or are you going to put me
off again?’

“Thisisredly good,” hesad. “I'll answer.”
“Good,” shesad. “Well?’

He took a deep breath and set his plate aside. She noticed that he' d eaten hdf hiswaffle and most of the
scrambled eggs. “Habit, kind of. I’ s because I’m aWatcher,” he said. “If you accept the
responsibility—of being a Watcher—there’ saprice. And part of that priceisthat it hurtsto be around
Lightbringers. Something about the...the Darknessin us. Most of usaren’t nice people, and we' ve got
thisonelast chance to do thingsright, you know?’

Theo shook her head. Her braid was still wet, and it had made alittle damp spot againgt the small of her
back. *Y ou seem nice enough to me,” she said shyly, and then she wanted to smack hersdf. Did | really
just say that? How dumb can | be?

But he gave her alopsided angelic smile, and she forgot to breathe. “ That' sgood,” he said. “I'd hate to
have you afraid of me. It sjust that to do what we do we have to be mean. We' re abunch of riffraff.”



“Doesit hurt you, if | touch you?” She heard the wistful tonein her own voice and took a bite of waffle.

“Not exactly,” hesaid. “Y ou're my witch. | wouldn’t call it pain, coming from you. But it’ s distracting,
and it'smy habit to avoid touching aLightbringer.”

Theo took thisin and decided that achange of subject was probably best. “Well, where do you come
from?” sheasked him. “It’ slike pulling teeth, talking to you.”

He shrugged. “I’ ve gotten used to not saying much about it. | wasin the Marinesfor awhile, inawar
zone. That'sall | want to say. It was awful. | came home with a case of combat jitters and was hafway
to the nuthouse when a Lightbringer—she was alittle like you, except shewas part of Circle Lightfall and
had a Watcher—brought me out of it. It was.. .it was like wandering around in ahaze, just sumbling
around with my head stuck on blood and dying and...” He seemed to remember that he wastaking to
her and looked at her. “ She brought me out, and they told methat | could make up for dl thethings!'d
done. That | could be useful. So once | hedled up, | took the training and here | am.”

Theo found that her appetite had vanished. Thorin came strolling in and stole abit of scrambled egg from
her plate. She petted him without thinking about it, smoothing hisfur. “What kind of training?’

“Apprenticed to other Watchers,” he said. “It wasjust like basic training, in away. Don’'t move, don't
talk, don’t even breathe unless the man saysit’s okay.”

“Arethere any femae Watchers?’ she asked. Thorin finished chewing on the scrambled eggs and walked
over to Dante. He investigated Dante' s knee and then stalked away. He legpt up onto the couch and
settled into his habitua bal, closing hiseyes.

Dante shook his head, pushing hisdamp hair back with stiff fingers. It began to stick up in soft little
gpikes, maybe remembering that he was supposed to be tough. Theo had to hide asmile, but hisown
mouth turned down at the corners. “How many women do you know who can dit athroat?’ he asked.
“Or break someone' s neck? It takes alot to push awoman to the point of violence, and, well, we need
to be able to go there sooner.”

Theo shivered. He said it so calmly it was hard to grasp. It was like the violence didn’t even matter to
him. It was just something he lived with. “What about Lightbringers?’ she asked. “ Are any of them
mde?’

“Some,” he admitted. “ They get assgned Watichers, too, and sometimes...well, there are afew gay
Watchers. They’ re actudly tougher than some of us straight guys.” Hetook another bite of waffle. “ They
bond just like the rest of usdo.”

“S0...it hurtsyou to be around me?” she asked, hearing the wistfulnessin her voice again.

“It'sjust distracting,” he said. “ That'll stop at some point, | guess. It'sactudly...it fee'sgood to have you
touch me.

Almost too good.” He was eating quickly, with neat manners, but till making the food vanish. “You're
my witch.”

Theo took asip of orangejuice. “How do you know?” she asked, fascinated.

“I just do,” hesaid. “I knew thefirst timel saw you.” He stopped eating long enough to look at her, his
black eyesfocused on her face, and Theo shifted uncomfortably.

“When wasthat? How long have you been following me around?’



He shifted alittle, took adrink of water. “1 just got into town last night.”

“Y ou followed me homelast night?’ sheasked. | knew it. | knew it was him. “ That’ s right, go home.
You're safe, | promise.” That was him. Goddess, that was him!

“Wall, yes, actualy. | waslaying traps around your block, defenses. There was a Seeker following you
lest night.”

“A Seeker...likethething at the shop?’ Theo'sthroat was dry. She took another drink of juice.

He nodded. His hair was drying rapidly and beginning to look softer, not dick with water. Heran his
hand back through it, obvioudy used to having it up in gelled spikes, and grimaced alittle. “ Y eah. The
thing at the shop was a Slider, not a Seeker. Sliderswork alone, they feed on psychics and addicts. The
Seeker following you was the kind that the Crusade usesto kill Lightbringers. Good thing | was there.”

Theo redized that she was shaking. She set her orange juice down. “I should go put the laundry inthe
wash,” she said, her voice thin and tight. She made it to her feet in arush, dmost upsetting her glass. He
grabbed it, hishand moving so quickly it blurred.

“Theo,” hesaid. “It'sokay. Y ou' ve got timeto get used to the idea.”

“What idea?’ she asked, her voice shaking. “1 suppose | have no choice, not if | want to keep living here.
Thisismy home now, and you'retelling methat if | stay. ..those thingswill kegp coming after me. And
you...what do you want from me?’

Dante sat her glass down carefully. “Nothing you don’'t want to give,” he said. “I’ll wait for you, Theo. |
mean it

“Wait for what?’ she amost yelled, and then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The windows
were rattling with her anger. Something inside her that had Suzann€e s voice wastelling her to cam down.
She could hurt someone or something if shelost control. Thorin looked up from his perch on the couch.
Hisearswerelaid back, and hisyellow eyes were ditted.

“Theo,” Dante said, softly. Just that.

Theo took adeep breath. “Wait for what?’ she repested, alittle more camly. “What isit that you want
from me, Dante?’

“Anything you careto give,” he said, and looked down at hisplate. “'Y ou stop the pain, Theo. |
was...Weéll, | never believed in alot of what Circle Lightfall says about the Watchers and the
Lightbringers, but | think I’'m starting to. | think | was meant to be your protection, Theo. If you don't...|
mean, if you can’t stand the thought of me being with you...”

“No,” Theo said. “It'snot that. It' sjust that...l don’t even know you.”

Helooked up at her, hisblack eyes hot with something she didn’t want to name. “ Are you sure you
don't?’ he asked, softly. “Because| fed like | know you.”

“I should go do thelaundry,” Theo said, in ahigh breathless voice.

“I don’'t want to scareyou,” he said, and she could see that he meant it. It was a nice thought, but Theo
was dready frightened. “ Redlly, Theo. | don't.”

“I know you don't,” shesaid. “I just don’t like the thought of being forced into a...ardationship, just



because I'm afraid.”

“I won't force you into anything,” he said, shortly. He dropped his eyes. “ Go on, then. It'sokay.” He set
his plate asde and dropped his hands onto his knees, in a classic meditation posture. “I’ [l wait for you,
forever if | haveto.”

Why does he have to say things like that? Theo retrested to the kitchen and carried the laundry basket
downstairs with shaking hands. Her basement was dark, with boxes stacked neatly on one side, and her
laundry room on the other. She stood leaning on the washer, her kneesweek and trembling, and then she
duffed the dark clothesinto the machine. His shirt had blood o