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Chapter One
The pain was nothing new. Remy had been dedling with agony—in different forms—all hislife.

Herolled over and pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. Blood caked his shoulder and the side of hisface, and he
was limping until the Dark symbiote living inside him forced the broken edges of the bonesin hislower
leg together, knitting them into wholeness. The pain decreased, but he was till drawing in huge gasping
breaths and spitting out blood when the call came.

Only itwasnt acal. It was more like a buzzing ingde the very center of hishead, atugging toward ...
what? More trouble, certainly. He didn't need more trouble. What he needed was to find whatever it was
the Brotherhood was scurrying around to find, and takeit to Circle Lightfal. Hed aready retrieved
severd artifacts and made himsalf aname as aquick and deadly opponent.

Except I'mjust a glorified garbage man, hethought bitterly. A baby-sitter for old hunks of
Power-soaked junk instead of a true Watcher.

"Maybe | shouldn't havekilled him," he said out loud, the chill night wind risng and pouring through the
broken windows, stripping his hair back from hisface. He wiped the blood away and winced ashis
shoulder twitched, the flesh closing over quickly. It was apale attempt at ajoke. Hed been doppy. The
Brotherhood operative could have killed him, and that would put adistinct wrinkle in aWatcher's day.

He picked up the black rune-chased knives. They marked him asaWatcher just asthe Darknessin him
did. Then helooked back at the scorched, still-smoking patch of floor. The Brotherhood had sent some
of itsworst out here to the middie of nowhere, and for what? An empty iron casket buried underneath a
hunk of marble flooring in an old abandoned church. Only the marble had been torn up and the casket
exposed, |eft lying broken in front of the hole. Someone else had gotten herefirst. Someone had outdone
both Remy and the Brotherhood.

Who would dig up achurch floor without knowing what was underneath it? Someone might have found
some mention of the Trifero and followed the same clues he had. Although how somebody else could
have found it when it had taken him afull month of poring over research texts and a careful mixture of
threats, coercion, and charm to even get awhisper of it, he didn't want to guess. It was too depressing.

Remy paused, looking down at the empty casket. There was afaint, tempting glitter ingde its cracked
darkness.

He crouched down. The Brotherhood n had come out of the choir loft. Embarrassingly
predictable. Let that be the end of it. | don't feel like killing anything el se tonight. It was bad enough
that the Brotherhood kept aflash-spell on their operatives to destroy any evidence of their existence.
Once you killed a Brotherhood operative, the body burst into blue flame. 1t was annoying, but he could
seewhy they didit. Still, did they have to makeit smell so awful?

The broken iron casket wasn't empty. There was a snagpped silver chain caught on atwisted diver of



iron. Someone had yanked on something after breaking the casket open. An amulet or a
necklace—something on achain.

So the Trifero could be worn, but it was now loose. It would help if he had come across a description or
adrawing of it, but the Church had been cautious. Very cautious. They'd stolen the Stone of Destruction
from a Lightbringer—the last European fire witch to survive past childhood—and hidden it here, ina
French church.

Remy blew out adissatisfied breath. There was enough ambient Power hanging around in thislittle church
to give him the scent. He could track the Trifero.

Maybe that was the buzzing in his head. But an artifact had never called him before.

He picked up the chain, letting out a short sharp sound as the Power bit him. The Trifero was nothing to
mess with. It was avake and on the move. The Taisman of fire and destruction was rattling around in the
world now, ready to cause some havaoc.

Damn. Now the Brotherhood would be tracking it too. And the gods a one knew where it might end up
next.

Remy scooped up the casket aswell. He would take it in with the chain and the Trifero when he found it.
Hopefully thistime he would get an assgnment that would put him in proximity with a Lightbringer or
two. It hurt, true, but how could he ever find hiswitch if Circle Lightfal kept sending him on these Easter
egg hunts?

Like you deserve a witch, you animal. The Darknessin his bones twisted alittle at the thought of a
Lightbringer. Even the thought hurt. It was agony to be near any of them, and Remy wasjust crazy
enough to keep hoping even through the pain. Hope was like adrug, even to aWatcher. He hadn't even
seen aLightbringer for four damn years now, too busy chasing down the little bits of Power Circle
Lightfdl just had to have.

A nicelittle Lightbringer, he thought, winding the silver chain up and dipping it into one of the pockets
of hislong black lesther coat. The Watcher uniforms hadn't changed much since the seventeenth century,
long black coats and utilitarian breeches. Some Watchers wore T-shirts and others went for asort of
poet's shirt thing that made it easier to hide wegpons. Remy himself liked T-shirts. The long-deeved,
blousy things that were the alternative seemed alittle fruity for seriouswork. Maybe it was just the macho
inhim.

Anice, quiet little witch to ease the pain. It would be easier to watch over one little witch than to
chase ancient artifacts all over hell and creation. And it would be good to be taken care of, have his
clothes mended and maybe a decent meal once in awhile. Most witches were good cooks and liked
fussing over their Watchers.

Aslong as I'mdreaming, I'll take a Corvette and a house up in Hollywood too. | don't deserve a
Lightbringer and | know it. Why even think about it?

He shook his head, examining the church one more time. He hated this sort of thing. The good newswas
the Trifero was on the move. Moving, it would cause a disturbance he could easily track. The bad news
was that the Brotherhood was dso hunting it, and it would cause a disturbance they would easily track.

"No Lightbringer for me," Remy said to the dusty, moth-eaten silence inside the church. The marble
flooring was scarred—maybe the Trifero was why the place hadn't been looted for fixtures. The artifact
would have made psychics seriousy uncomfortable and given normal people a sense of foreboding. The



wonder was that the church hadn't burned down. But then, if a Crusader under the aggis of the Church
placed the Trifero here, he would have bound it to stay <till and not cause any harm until it was found

agan.
"Just aglorified garbage man, sorting through trash and bringing home thetrinkets." And talking to
myself again. Maybe it's time for that psych evaluation. He kicked at the floor with the toe of one

heavy boot, and then stood, shrugging alittle to make sure hisweapons-harness fell correctly. "I should
never have sgned up for this"

Except he hadn't had any choice. Thiswas hislast chance. It was either being aWatcher or rottingin a
solitary cdll for therest of hislife. They had offered him an opportunity to make hislife worth something,
and here he was, complaining to himsdf in the middle of an abandoned French church after midnight. He
didn't mind traveling the world and seeing new sights, but he was getting tired of international food and
missing thelittle things about the States.

He should definitely never have signed up for this.

Wéll, too late now. And was that the Brotherhood's backup, flitting through the shadows? Of course.
They never went anywhere done. Bad for the Brotherhood if any of its operatives started thinking on
their own.

Remy sighed and half-turned, agun appearing in hisleft hand, held low and ready.

Time to get back to work.

Chapter Two

Elise Nicholson set her guitar case down, sighed, and yawned, her ears popping dightly. She was
drenched in sweat and bone-tired, and the heat hadn't helped any. Heat made most people crazy, and
today had been aregular end-of-August scorcher. Elise actudly liked summer, but gods above, she
hated dedling with crazy people.

They'd played awhole set, and the bar crowd had been too busy fighting with each other to notice.
Almogt tore the damn place down. Even minor celebrity hadn't fully prepared Elise for the pain of being
ignored by abunch of restless drunks.

She'd been tempted to use alittle bit of fire to restore order, but that wouldn't have been good, would it?
It would have been childish of her to set atroublemaker's shoes afire. Or, gods forbid, lose control of her
temper and set someone's hair on fire. She had contemplated it, though, and derived great satisfaction
from the mentd images. Too much satisfaction.

Even thinking about it now made sparks pop from her fingers. Elise grimaced and took a deep breath.
Control isyour best friend, shereminded hersef. | have a gift to help people, not to set their hair
on fire. Although it really would have helped me feel a lot better.

She leaned against the door and let her shoulders drop. Hereinside her house, she could let her shields
down abit, let the tough front dip away alittle. Let her neck stop its relentless aching and quit holding
hersdf sotightly.

Just as shefinally relaxed, the phone rang. Elise dropped her purse—an antique black-leather camera
case with along leather strap—and walked across the bare hardwood floor, down the hal into the living
room. The punching bag swayed gently as she entered the room, and she spared it asingle glance.



My temper must be really bad. She scooped up the deek black cordless. "Hey, Theo. Tomorrow?
Only beforefour, baby."

"Y ou must be psychic." Theo's voice crackled over the phone, amused and serene. She sounded happy,
at least, and Elise closed her eyes and concentrated. She could amost see Theo leaning againg the
glassed-in counter next to the cash register. Theo sounded happy more often than not these days. At
least that was an unmitigated blessng. "l was going to ask if you could pull ashift for me tomorrow.
Tinas getting out of the hospital, and | want her to be settled, and—"

Eliserolled her head back on her shoulders. Her neck hurt. Shed walked six blocksin the heat, carrying
the guitar case. "Sure can. | don't haveto be a the Liberty to meet Vann and Trevor until four-thirty.
I'm working al Sunday night at Brixo'sto get sometips so | can spend Full Moon with you guys.” And
tire myself out so | can sleep. Shetook another long dow breath in. Static buzzed on the phone,
subsided.

Theo was slent for abeat. Eliseimagined Theo, her long dark hair pulled back from her pretty, serene
face, frowning just alittle. "Elise?" she said, quietly, and Elise shut her eyes. "Everything okay?"

How could | tell you if it wasn't, Theo? You've got enough to deal with. "l guess. It was arough set
tonight. The new drummer's agreenhorn, but helll work out okay, | think."

Theo'sslenceintensified. Theo would be wearing her "listening look™ now, asif Elise was one of her
patients. She never could resist astray cat, or someone who looked down on their luck. That was how
the Watchers had horned their way into Theo and Mari'slives.

Sparks popped from the fingers of Elisesfree hand. | don't want to think about that. It will only
make me upset. | don't need that. Let's hope | can sleep tonight.

"Elise" A cam, firmtone, asif Elise had Sarted to cry. "It'sabout Mark, isn't it?"

"I don't want to talk about that," Elise said hurriedly. "I'm just tired, that's al, and | had a bunch of barflies
amost gart ariot while | was onstage. It took some doing to insulate myself from that. Look, Theo, |
hate to be rude, but I've got to catch some winks, okay?"

There was another silence, and Elise heard another voice. Mae, adeep growling bass, saying something
to Theo. That would be Dante. He would, of course, be hovering over Theo, hisblack eyesflicking
everywhere at once, gauging the environment and watching for possible threats whenever he wasn't
garing at Theo asif she was hisown persona saint.

The thought of Dante and Hanson—the Watchers—made a cold shiver go up Elise's spine. Nobody that
big, carrying that much weaponry, is trustworthy. She rubbed at her forehead, feeling the swesat-dick
skin and grimacing.

Theo findly sighed. "All right," she said, her tone neutrd. "'Dante just reminded me that we have another
request from Circle Lightfal. We're going to discussit at Full Moon."

Elise's shoulders sagged under this new weight. "My answer's going to be the same. | don't want anything
to do with it. Haven't they done enough?' Anger sarted in the pit of her belly, afamiliar warmth having
nothing to do with the muggy arr. A comforting, familiar, friendly feding with razor spikes up and down its
broad back.

Anger. Her oldest and most faithful friend.
Her only fathful friend.



Theo sighed again. "I know. Y our vote has aways been no, and we have to be unanimous for usto take
any action having to do with Circle Lightfal. | understand.”

"I don't know, Theo. If you understood—and if your pet chunk of hunk understood—would you keep
asking me?' Her tone was sharp enough to draw blood.

The moment shesaid it, sheregretted it. "Oh, Theo," she continued, hearing the whining, mortified notein
her own voice and hating hersdlf for it. "I'm so sorry. | didn't mean to imply—"

"Understood and forgiven,”" Theo said immediady. Her voice was soothing, restful, and full of the smell
of rich brown earth. Theo could hypnotize awounded anima into camness with that voice. Elise had
seen her doiit. "Dont giveit any more thought. I'll see you tomorrow."

"You bet. Blessed be" Elise's free hand curled into afist.
"Blessed be," Theo replied.

Elise hit the "talk™ button to disconnect and laid the phone back in its base. The punching bag swayed
again. Shed mounted it into a ceiling beam, and it creaked alittle asit moved.

She regarded it, dropping down onto the folded-up futon couch set ong the wall so she could look out
thewindows at night. Night was when she had the most trouble, redlly. Night was when everything
seemed bleskest, and her life stretched out in front of her like adead carnival, the rides busted-out and
broken-down, al the people gone and the trash drifted up in corners. Night was when she felt the most
vulnerable, because the thingsthat lived in the darkness were hungry, and her anger could keep them at
bay only solong. Anger only put the pain off, it didn't take it away. And the moreit hurt, the more Elise
fdt furious, aviciouscyde.

And yet night was when she felt most awake. The constant prodding of her anger wasthe only
companion in the darkness. The gods knew men didn't stick around, and her friends were too busy with
the Watchersto pay much attention to Elise anymore.

She unlaced her knee-high combat boots and dropped them to the side, then fished an eastic band out of
the pocket of her frayed, skintight jeans. The leather bustier would chafe, but it would keep her chest
reasonably under control. She reached up, scraping her hair back, and twisted it into abun, winding the
elagtic around to keep it up. Maybe soon sheld get that punk pixie haircut she'd been thinking about. But
she was vain about her hair, though wild horses wouldn't have pulled that admission from her. 1t was her
one concession to femininity.

She waked over to the punching bag, her bare feet whispering over the smooth hardwood floor. There
was apair of fingerless sparring gloves lying negily on the floor right under the black bag. She yanked
them on roughly and glanced across the room to the neat wooden bookshelf that held nothing but books.
Therewas alow black lacquered table that held asingle Shastadaisy in along, thin black raku vase she
had fired herself. Next to the daisy was asmall statue of agoddess with alion's head seated on athrone.

Sekhmet. The destructive fire of the sun, the Eye of Ra. Four thin red tapers, pristinein plain copper
holders, graced the table aswell.

Elise closed her eyes, centered herself. Asusud, the rage welled up insde her, looking for an outlet.
Rage—and something uncomfortably like pain. It hurt. All the way down to her bones, it hurt.

If you do not control the Power, it will control you, Suzanne's voice said, dry and academic. Fireis
the most helpful of elements—and also the most destructive.



Suzanne. Her teacher, the closest thing to amother sheld ever had, the woman who had believed both in
Elisgstdent with music and her taent with magick. The only person Elise had ever totdly trusted.

Dead and gone.
When Elise opened her eyes again, she threw the first punch. The bag shuddered.
Right hook. Jab. Jab. Kick, left hook, kick, jab, cover your face! Work it, work it, hit it!

The swedt filming her now started to bead up and roll off. She punched the bag, worked it hard, using
knees and fists and her elbowstoo. The crisp, clean punches began to blur, and before sheredized it,
she was hitting the bag with no finesse, no technique. Just pounding on it. And right on cue, the most
hurtful thought of al showed up.

Mark.

She hadn't seen it coming. What was the good of being awitch if she hadn't seen it coming? She hadn't
had any warning at dl. Just bam! One fine morning, she'd been prodded out of deep by aphone cdl.
Vann cdling, hisvoice sunned and cam. Elise, I've got some bad news.

And that bad news was Mark, dead under adrunk driver's bumper. Walking home from the bar they'd
playedin.

She hadn't known. She hadn't even known. No premonition of disaster a al. No inkling that anything
waswrong. What was the bloody good of being awitch if it didn't warn you about your
on-again-off-again boyfriend'simpending desth?

Thefunerd, with Vann holding her arm and Mark's parents and little brother glaring at her, had been a
particular type of hell. Mark's parents were conservative fundamentaists, and the way they looked at
Eliseand Vann was asif some particularly foul things had crawled up out of the sewersinto their solemn
occasion and let out astink bomb. Nobody had spoken to elther of them. Of course, Vann had been
wesaring ablack polyester suit direct from the disco era, and Elise, while dressed conservatively in a
knee-length black dress, was till the only woman there wearing silk stockings and anosering. She
honestly hadn't thought that she would be so out of place.

Mark's mother had hissed something highly uncomplimentary at her. Elise had been too busy trying to
hold back tears, or she could have told the woman about her husband's affairs—or the case of the clap
he was going to give her soon. At least Elise was witch enough to know about that. She hadn't said a
sngle, solitary word.

But oh, she had been tempted. So tempted.

And she couldn't even |eave this stinking place. She'd sworn to stay, with Mari and Theo, asa Guardian
of the City. She couldn't leave now even if shetried. Sheld taken abus out to the city limitsand tried to
sep over, but theinvigble linein the air—like asmooth glasswall, nothing for her to grab onto so she
could break it—had pulled her up short. She had the uncomfortable feding that if shewasdriving acar
she would have wrecked it, crashed into theinvisible barrier at full speed.

Sometimesliferedly sucked. The thing was, Elise didn't want to leave. Thiswas home. Sheloved
Santiago City, loved the bay and the freeways and theriver, loved the University Digtrict and the East
Side, loved everything about the town. She was just beginning to makeit asasinger, and her art was
hanging in galleries. She was known here. Respected sometimes, even.

When she was too exhausted to punch anymore, she dropped the gloves back where they had been and



went to lock the front door. The rage wasn't gone. It lay benesth the surface of her mind, waiting,
receded only enough that she could breathe and shove the thought of Mark under some black mental
blanket.

Denial isn't healthy, Elise. Suzannésvoice, cam and precise.
Shewhirled, her green eyeswide and wild. Searching.
Bare white walls, bare wood floor, futon, punching bag, bookshelf, table. That was dl. Nothing else.

Elisgsribsflared as she panted, breething in the still, muggy air. She hadn't turned the heat pump on to
provide air-conditioning, just eft the ceiling fan on and the windows open upstairs. The air was absolutely
gtill, humidity hanging like awet blanket over the entire city. " Suzanne?" shewhispered. The
swest-soaked |eather of her bustier chafed under her armpits and cut into her lower back. " Suzanne?"

Sherepeated it, supidly, for athird time, but no breath of air stirred in the entire house. Shelivedina
duplex, but the McCarrens had moved out last month and there wasn't atenant yet. She still had to go
through apile of applications and pick anew lucky neighbor.

Nothing. There was nothing there.

"Goddess." Theword fell flat againgt the floor. She hugged hersdf, suddenly shivering, gooseflesh
standing out on her wet skin. "1 missyou, boss," she whispered, and looked at the low lacquered table.

The candles stood there, waiting. Elise narrowed her eyes, felt the heat rise behind her skin. It was so
easy to cdl fire, to bring it out of the air. It was behind the surface of even ordinary things, and just
needed the right touch to releaseit. She had never understood why other people couldn't do it.

Thefirst candle puffed into life. Clear, ordinary orange flame. Then the second. Thethird. And theladt,
the sound of thefire sarting asoft puff! Therewasthe smell of burning wax, and the candle flames stood
up straight and steedy. As dways, when she used her gift, it felt like some sublimina steam valve had
been released, and the rdlief was instantaneous. Pressure diminished.

There was adark mark on the paint of the wall behind the dtar, and another darker patch on the celling,
soot from burning candles every day for the years of her life here.

Elise scrubbed at her wet forehead with the hedl of her hand. "'l need avacation,” she muttered, and
stalked toward the stairs. She wanted a shower and a cup of tea, and then a snuggle in bed with her
suffed flamingo. If shewas quiet and till for long enough, she might be able to pretend she was adeep.

Therewas, after all, nobody to fool but hersdlf.

Twenty minutes later, she wrung the water out of her hair as she stepped out of the bathtub, shrugging
into her red silk robe and tying the belt around her waist. She wrapped the towe around her hair again,
chafing it gently. A yawn caught her off-guard, o she was yawning and looking into the mirror, swiping
aside the condensation so she could see herself, when something hit the very edges of the warding laid
on her duplex.

Crap. Eliselegpt for her bedroom and was yanking a clean pair of jeans on when it came again. A weak
hit, something blundering against the edges of the blanket of protections over her house.

She shrugged into atank top and shoved her feet into apair of black canvas dip-ons by her bedroom
door. Then it was down the stairs, moving as quietly as she could. Her hands began to throb with Power,

tingling in her fingertips.



Elise? It was Mari, faraway and dim. Ever snce that awful night in the back room at Tantan's, she had
been able to hear Mari sometimes, especialy when the anger rose and made Elise's skin burn. Mari's big
blue eyes and flyaway golden curls, the sound of ocean waves that seemed to follow Mari just like the
amel of burning followed Elise.

Elise?

Elisejammed alid on that voice and shoved it away. | love Mari, but | don't want her involved in
this—whatever thisis. Shebaled up afist and flung out her hand as she ran, and her front door
unlocked, swinging inward.

She ran out onto her front step, stopped dead, and then jerked to her left. The laurel hedge right next to
her door was absolutely still, not even a breath of wind.

That's where it's coming from. Someone in the bushes at the corner of the house? Wdll, they were
going to be sorry when she finished with them.

Therewas along howling scream, and something whooshed past her, streaking through the hot night air.
Elise's hand jerked up, her hair raying out with static dectricity, and a crackling whip of fire arced out
from her right hand. It lashed across the thing, which let out a screech.

Sider! shethought grimly, and centered herself. Sheld seen scutttling dark things before, but they had
been easy to avoid until the Watchers had shown up. One of the dark things with four red eyesand
insectile legs had attacked Theo's old shop, amost breaking the glassin its eagernessto get to Theo and
drain her like awineglass, to suck out Theo'swonderful cam light.

Light. That'swhat the Watchers cdled psychic women. Lightbringers.

The insect-thing let out another feedback squed. Elise didn't flinch, though the sound was painful, dicing
through her head without going through her ears. She sngpped her hands up, the golden glow lining them
clearly visible in the darkness, and Power crackled.

"Go ahead. Make my night, buggy. I'll bethelast meal you ever attempt.”

Because Elise was a Guardian of the City, afire witch, and generally one tough cookie. She smiled, a
hard delighted grin, and the Slider made an uncertain scratching sound.

Dante or Hanson would no doubt attack the thing, if they were here. But they were guys, and
testosterone-laden guys at that. Hanson in particular treated Mari like some sort of child who wasn't
smart enough to belet out by hersdlf. Elise hated that. Sheld dated men with similar brain mafunctions,
and didn't know how Mari sood it. Mari just gave ashy smile and—mogt of thetime—gavein.
Sometimes she just quietly went ahead and did what she wanted anyway. It was those timesthat Elise
was most impressed with her.

The Slider hesitated, then apparently decided that discretion was the better part of valor. It turned tail
and ran, the wind of its passing smelling dry and venomous. Elise blew out along breath between her lips.

Well, at least my hair's dry now. Sheflicked her fingersto shake the built-up Power away. Sparks
popped. Power's good for something. And so much simpler than going to a salon.

Shewalked back to her door, fedling the thrill of exhaustion dong her nerves. Once again, Elise
Nicholson had proved she was the toughest girl around.

Now can | deep?



The phonerang, shrilly. Elise kicked the door shut, locked it and paced into the living room, hooked up
the receiver. "Hdlo," she said, trying to hide the anger sparking in her body. It was unsuccessful, but at
least shetried.

"Elise?" Mari's soft, bresthy voice, soothing through the receiver. "1 had an awful feding.”
You and me both, sugar pop. "Just one of those insect thingies. | took care of it."
Mari gasped. "Why didn't you cal me?| could have asked Hanson to—"

"I don't need him." Elise heard the sharpnessin her voice, hating it. Why couldn't she bekind, like Theo?
Or gentle, like Mari? Instead, she was the abrasive one. The loudmouth, tough-as-nails, brassy one. The
crazy artist. "'l can take care of mysdlf. It'sokay. | scared it off.” Shetook adeep breath. The candle
flamesweretal—at least five inches tall—and burning maotionlesdy, bright blue.

Elise fdt the bottom drop out of her ssomach. The last time she had seen that, Dante had entered their
lives, saring & Theo dl thetime and bringing dl the Circle Lightfall trouble with him. Elise had never seen
candles act that way before or since.

"Elise?" Mari sounded uncertain now, and frightened. "There's something ese. | canfed it. What's
wrong?'

"I'll see you tomorrow," Elise managed around the lump in her throat. "Okay? I'm pulling a shift & the
shop before | go to the Liberty.”

"Elise." Mari tried again. Elise heard Hanson's voice, asking a quiet question, and she closed her eyes.
The dark behind her lidswas comforting. But there was nothing to be gained by hiding.

"l haveto go, Mari. I'mtired. | love you, good night." Shelaid the phone back in its charger,
disconnecting the call. Then, asif hypnotized, she looked back at the hissing blue candle flames.
"Goddess. Not again.”

If there was a poker-faced Watcher for Theo, and an overprotective Watcher for Mari, and the candles
were spitting blue again, it could only mean that Circle Lightfal was going to try to worm aWatcher into
her life. A possible spy who would want to convince her to change her vote and get dl three of them into
this mysterious organization. They gtill knew next to nothing about this Circle, and it had aready cost
them Suzanne. Of course, the fact that Suzanne was haunting them—or was acting as a Guardian on the
adtrd plane, Theo said, though Elise didn't put much stock in that—was acomfort, but it wasonly apae
comfort.

Of course, if Elise believed in the Craft and lighting fireswith her mind, she could believein the astra
plane. It certainly explained awhole hdl of alot.

She made her way back upstairs dowly, stopping every so often because her legs were shaking and
wouldn't quite hold her up. She had to lean on thewall for support. And oh boy was she glad nobody
was around to see that.

It was exhausting, being tough dl the time. Sometimes she wished she could just, for once, relax. Let
down her guard.

She shook the thought away. There was no way Circle Lightfal was going to make her do anything she
didn't want to do. Elise Nicholson was nobody's fool. She'd |ooked after hersdlf al her life, thank you
very much, and now she was responsible for looking after Theo and Mari too. The Watchers couldn't be
trusted, and neither could Circle Lightfall. Elisewould just have to take care of it.



When shefell into bed, she was mercifully exhausted enough that her eyes closed of their own accord,
and shefél into adreamless degp. Now that she knew the worst was coming at last, she could relax.

Chapter Three

Remy flipped open the cell phone. He held it to hisear and said nothing. It had been avery long
internationd flight, and an even longer search for areasonably priced hotel room that wouldn't give him
some sort of rash. Good to be back in the old US of A. Hed missed it.

"Whereisthe artifact?' It was a beautiful voice, soft and melodious. Witches had beautiful voices. The
Darknessinsde Remy's bones stirred, sent a spike of bloody pain through his mostly-hedled leg, and
went back to deep.

Hetold her. There was along pause, which was unprecedented.

"And where areyou?"

He repeated the name of the city. "Santiago City. Do | have another assgnment?”
"Youreinddethecity limits?'

"Yes, maam. | wasn't awareit wasared zone." It was the closest to a question he would ever ask this
facelessvoice. For four yearsthis voice had told him what Circle Lightfal wanted of him. For atime he
had even thought that this voice was something specia, until held met other Watchers and found out they
received their ordersin the same way.

"It isn't." Now she sounded amused. "Well. Proceed, then. Report as necessary.”
"Yes, maam." He closed the phone, turned it off and dipped it back into a pocket.

Now that had been one of the strangest calls held ever had. Usualy they didn't care much where he was,
aslong as he had an idea of where his current quarry was. And aslong as he didn't spend awhole lot of
cash to get there, he was pretty much free to do as he pleased. If it wasn't ared zone, why had she
asked if hewasingdethe city limits? Wasthere another Lightfall operation going on in here he shouldn't
interferewith?

He leaned back on the bed, propping himself up on his elbows, looking at the thin, cheap curtains. The
night was hot and motionless, but this place had air-conditioning, at least. Srensresounded, and there
was abrief flurry of gunfire. Not as much as some other large cities—there was acurious air of peace
here, though the temperature was in the eighties even now, at one o'clock in the morning.

Remy lowered himself down the rest of the way, so he waslying on the bed, his boots hanging off the
edge, and stared up at the ceiling. There was something about this city. Thetrail of the Trifero led here ...
and so did the numbing, buzzing, aching cdl that had settled into his head and the middie of his chest. If
there had been another Watcher he could have asked about that call. It didn't feel normal.

Then again, Remy was aWatcher. Norma didn't redly apply.

He closed hiseyes. The cdl remained, whispering, shouting, strumming on hisnerves. Where are you?
He took a deep breath. Why are you calling?

There was no answer, but the sound of sirens and gunshots from outside faded. He lay across the cheap



narrow bed, searching, his awareness spreading out, contracting as he became aware of his own body
again, then dipping out to coast through the city. There was acurious stillnessto the air, asif the entire
city was under the magicka equivaent of adome. Something incredibly powerful had closed off this
place from the outside world.

Why hadn't he noticed it as soon as he crossed the city limits? That lapse in awareness could kill him. But
there hadn't been any sense of abarrier. More like awe coming fegling. Asif he was supposed to be
here. Asif something had pulled him in, dmost. Hed felt drawn dl the way acrossthe Atlantic and across
the damn continent itslf, wondering why the Trifero was moving so quickly, so far. And grateful that the
Trifero and the call seemed to be coming from the same place.

Remy's body jerked, the tanak growing restless under the prodding call. He breathed deeply, control
reassarting itsdlf, and came back to find that he had clenched hisfists so tightly his palmswere bloody,
though he kept hisfingernails ruthlessy short. Superhuman strength had its price.

He opened hiseyes again, stared at the white popcorn of the ceiling.
Something was here. Something or someonein this city was caling him.
Who?

Remy shut his eyes again. He needed afew hours of mind-resting trance before he could untangle the
mystery. Whatever was caling him could wait until morning. And Circle Lightfal would no doubt be very
interested inthis.

Chapter Four

Elise's temper had not improved by the time she stamped into Theo's shop at precisely eight the next
morning. The sun wasjust above the horizon, she had been unable to find her red silk tank top, and her
leather pants would be too tight today, she could just fed it. One of the things about approaching thirty
was that her PMS got to be more Bloat City every year.

So sheld settled on ared sk dip over apair of skintight jeans and knee-high bright red Doc Martens.
She hadn't found her favorite silver nose ring, either, so sheld settled on asmall ruby stud. The star
tattoos on her shoulder blades would be clearly visble, and she'd |eft her hair down, even though it was
aready eight-five degrees and promising to be atar-melting hot kind of day.

"Hey, Lise" Mari greeted her from behind the counter. Her flyaway blond curls were held back with two
tiny rhinestone clips, and she was grinning. Her big blue eyes danced with mischief over a snub nose and
beautiful, high-spaced cheekbones. She had a cute little rosebud of a mouth and invariably looked
cheerful and pretty.

Elise grunted and stamped toward the back of the shop. She carried her guitar-case, decked with
bumper gtickers proclaiming her favorite bands. Her purse bumped againgt her hip.

Theo's old shop, the Magick Cauldron, had burned down ayear and ahaf ago, during afight between
Dante and something called a Bishop. The Bishop was part of the Crusade, a secret society that for
some reason wanted to kill psychics. Elise didn't quite understand, and she didn't want to. Anything
Dante and Hanson had to say about it shejust tuned out. They were not to be trusted.

She had done alittle research of her own and dug up little to nothing. She wasn't as good as Suzanne a
finding things out, and the only people she had to ask would want something in return. Elise had precious



little to offer. She was only good at setting things on fire. Sheld rather save that kind of favor for when
shereally needed it.

Mari had done some research in her funny underground Library run by Suzanne's creepy sister, but Elise
hadn't asked. Asking Mari about the Watchers would probably only get Elise aforty-five minute lecture
on How To Be Polite To Creepy Men With Guns.

They had decided not to rebuild on the old site a Bell and Fourth. The new shop, Rowangrove
Metaphysical Supplies, wasdirectly on the Avenue, right in the center of abunch of high-priced
boutiques. Business was good, and Theo had made Mari and Elise her partnersin the store. They had
both tried to tell her not to, but she was determined. Mari, who had graduated and was now working as
an assistant head of research at another library, sometimes opened the store; but it was Elise who
generaly worked there the most. Mari was dways studying, and Theo had her patients to attend to.

Elise shoved aside the curtain hiding the small Employees Only section from the rest of the store. Hanson,
Mari's Watcher, turned around, his pale blue eyes interested and cool asusual, and held out her red
Peruvian coffee mug with the golden sun design.

Hanson was alittle shorter and much leaner than Theo's Watcher, Dante. He had ice-blond hair and blue
eyes, asharp nose, and anice mouth. Eliseliked him alittle more than she liked Dante, but the way he
trested Mari—asif she couldn't take care of hersdf—wasinfuriating.

Hewore along black leather coat and ablack KISS T-shirt, asusua, and apair of well-worn jeans. A
dight shimmer in the ar—the glamour laid over him to hide his wegpons from normal eyes—was by now
so familiar Elise barely noticed it. A sword-hilt poked up over hisleft shoulder, and there were knives
strapped at his chest and waist, aswell astwo silver guns—9mm, Elise had found out when she looked
them up in agun catdog. High-qudity hardware.

Professional hardware.

She put her guitar case down and turned to snatch the coffee mug away from him. Hanson avoided her
fingers. "Thanks," she said grudgingly, and took asip, durping in air at the sametimeto cool the scalding
liquid. "Towhat do | owe this honor?'

"Mari told me you were attacked last night.” His voice, an even tenor, was neutrd . Elise heard the bell
over the door jingle merrily, and the green witch'slow, pleasant voice. Theo's here. Hail, hail, the
gang's all here, all gathered to give Elise merry hell. | shouldn't have even gotten out of bed this
mor ning.

"Just one of those Slider things." Shetook another scalding Sip. "I scared it off al by my lonesome. Guess
| don't need abig burly weirdo around.”" Her lips peded back, showing her teeth in abright sunny amile.

"Y ou could have died," Hanson said quietly. "It must have been weakened, not to offer you any combat.”

It was the reasonableness of histone that bugged her, she decided. "Very few things like being set on
fire. | can take care of mysdlf. Besides, shouldn't you be bugging Mari? Y ou don't seem to think she has
abrain anyhow."

"Shelikesto hear mefuss" One shoulder lifted and dropped in a shrug. It was an elegant movement. It
made her nervous, the way these guys moved. They werelike cats, either immobile and deepy, or
moving much faster than ahuman being could—or should. And creepiest of al was the darkness that
clung to them, a scary aurathat made ordinary people hurry out of their way. Elise had seen Dante dive
through a plate-glass window so quickly helooked blurry, but not so blurry she couldn't seethe



venomous red Power outlining him.
Nothing that moved that fast and fought that vicioudy could be safe.

Elise snorted rudely and pushed past him, out into the main body of the shop. The air-conditioning was
on, 0 it was agood even seventy degrees—comfortable enough, even though the swesat on her back
was chilling asit dried.

Theo turned from the counter, her long brown hair swinging as she tucked a strand behind her ear. Elise
ran her eyes criticdly over the candle display and made a mental note to bring up some of the new
shipment and face the bookshelvestoo. A ot of work.

Wel, it would take her mind off things.

"Elisel" Theo sounded delighted and stern at once. Her voice was alow clear contralto, and it made the
air in the shop turn thick and golden. Theo wore agreen sundress, spaghetti-strapped and full-skirted,
and apair of strappy brown sandas. As dways, she looked absolutely flawless. Her skin was pale and
velvety, her eyes adeep green lit from within. Theo's eyes could stop aMack truck going downhill.

Elise amiled. It was agenuine amile. Being around Theo always made her take a deep breath, an
unfamiliar soothing calm spreading down her shoulders.

Mari folded her arms, tossing her blond curls back. "Well?'Y ou have coffee, so don't put me off. What
happened?”

"Something just smacked my wards alittle.” Elisetook another sip of coffee. Blessed coffee. It wasthe
only thing in the world that didn't make her sick. She was having more and more troubl e keeping food
down, and wondered if the persistent burning in her chest was acid reflux or an ulcer. That particular
question had kept her up three nightsin arow last week. "I went out and faced it down."

Dante turned away from the bank of plate windows that showed the Avenue outsde. Thisearly inthe
morning there were few customers, just people coming in to open the shops, hurrying to work, or
stopping for a cup of coffee beforehand.

Dantewastall and had shoulderslike alinebacker, short black punked-up hair, and absolutely black
eyesin aface that looked as comforting and cuddly as asnarling lion's. He wore the standard long black
coat and a Cazotte Lives T-shirt. His hands were scarred and callused, like Hanson's, and he always
seemed to be scanning the areaaround him with akind of high-powered radar. When he wasn't staring at
Theo asif hewanted to edt her dive, that is.

"Y ou | eft the safety of your wardsto face a Slider?' he said. "That wasfoolhardy, witch.”

Elise's hair snapped with gatic. "1. Am. Capable. Of. Taking. Care. Of. Mysdlf. | have been doing it for
years, thank you very much.”

Theo put up ahand. "Not right now, you two." Even though her voice was gentle, Dante straightened and
took half astep back, effectively disengaging from Elise. "Therés news, Lise, and | want you to listen to
meadl the way through before you say anything. All right?*

Elise shrugged, the silk dip moving againgt her back. She took another sip of coffee and et her eyes drift
half-shut. Thefireinsde her didn't dim, though. It only stopped flaring out through her skin. Shetook a
deep breath. Theo's cdm was contagious. The green witch could calm anyone down, given long enough.

They're my best friends, Elise reminded hersdlf. They don't mean to hurt me; they're just excited



about the new boyfriends. Chicks do that sort of thing, temporarily lose their minds over men. It's
happened before. When these guys go away, I'll still be here.

Mari leaned on the glassed-in counter that held the ancient cash register. They had scoured flea markets
and secondhand stores to find aworking one, because three witchesin asingle building could play havoc
with complicated eectronics. Elise had burned out quite afew computersin her time, mostly when she

was Upset.

Mari's big blue eyes met Elisg's. She dways seemed genuindly, deeply happy to see Elise, which made
her two short steps from crazy. Then again, Theo seemed to like Elise too, but Theo had always had a
thing for strays. Make puppy dog eyes a Theo Morgan for long enough and eventudly she'd take you in.

That was one thing the Watcher was good for, Elise decided grudgingly. He served as a deterrent to
wackos and crazies that would otherwise attach to Theo. And he seemed to genuinely care about her.
Like Hanson genuinegly seemed to care about Mari.

| know he loves her. Therewasthetime Mari had disgppeared after the earthquake, in the beginning of
summer three months ago. Hanson had been frantic to find her, and Elise had been impressed by the
depth of hisdevotion. He obvioudy thought she hung the moon.

Just like Dante thought Theo was the coolest thing since diced bread.

Theo waited another beat or two, with impeccable politeness, to dlow Elise to gather her thoughts.
"Okay," Elisefindly said, taking another long swallow of coffee and burning her tongue. "I'm listening.”

"Circle Lightfall wants our permission for Lightbringersto live here" Theo said. "Since werethe
Guardians, they fed thiswill be one of the safest places on earth once we get finished with it. But if the
Lightbringers come here, it will also attract more things like those spider-things—the Siders. Not to
mention other things. So they want to send Watchersto patrol the city. Under our direction, of course.”

Elisefdt her eyebrows going up and she bit theingde of her tongue to keep from spesking. "Mmmh.”
Shewaited to seeif Theo was done.

"Elise”" Theo said gently, "l think they'reright.”
Elise's ears began to tingle with fury, and her fingers, too. She took a deep breath. Another.

Theo's green eyes were deep and earnest. "Dante and Hanson aren't dl that bad. They redlly have our
best interests at heart. And if we can provide some protection to other peoplelike us, I'm not at dl sure
it'sabad thing. If we can offer sanctuary, shouldn't we? And we have so much to learn about the
respongbility of being Guardians...” Theo trailed off.

Suzanne. Elise knew it. She was thinking about Suzanne. Thiswhole thing had been Suzann€e'sidea, but
the old woman hadn't been able to stick around long enough to teach them how to use what they'd done,
despite Mari's careful research in the underground Library. It was like having abig shiny new car you
didn't know how to drive. Too much Power, not enough direction. And al their gifts—Theo's healing,
Mari'svisons of the future, and Elise's own command of fire—had been magnified by the Power of being
Guardians. Terribly magnified.

Suzanne had been the one to teach Elise that she wasn't crazy, the one who had taught her about the
Goddess and about love and respons bility. Suzanne had been teacher, confidante, drill instructor, and
friend. Elise could still remember hours of exhausting work, trying to hold a candle flame steady as she
dared & it, feding the Power trickling through her, fighting for control. Suzanne had given her the gift of



true magick, and it was a gift Elise would be grateful for until she died.

Suzanne had taken in one terrified, haf-sane foster child turned resentfully into awoman, and given her a
second chance, shepherding her through her first foraysinto the art world. Suzanne had dso given Elise
Theo'sad inthelocal paper and said, " This one. Apply here."

And oh, but Suzanne had been right.

Suzanne had held Elise through many deepless nights, humming softly, stroking Elisg'slong hair. Theold
woman had smelled like lemon and incense, acombined smell that was powerful and good and clean, a
amell Elise now associated with comfort.

Suzanne had alway's been there, to guide and ingtruct dl three of them. Being a one without her now was
very frightening. Elise could admit that much to hersdf.

Soit's all the more important that | take care of Theo and Mari. She squared her shoulders under
the burden. It's up to me now. Theo can do the teaching, and Mari can do the research, but it's up
to me to do the ass-kicking. It was up to her to be the voice of reason here.

She waited to seeif Theo was finished. She obvioudy was. Elise looked over a Mari, who looked
uncharacteristically serious. "l think they'reright, too,” Mari said. "I've seen ... things. Things that
shouldn't be here. Like when | was waking home with Hanson that night.” She shuddered delicately, her
blond curls brushing her creamy shoulders. Her blue tank top shifted alittle. "And | remember what it
was like before | moved here and met dl of you. | was o frightened, dll thetime, of thethings | saw but
nobody el se seemed to see. It wasawful. | think if we could make thisasafe place, if we could help
some of the peoplethat are like us—"

"Oh, for God's sake." Elise couldn't keep quiet any longer. "Don't you two get it? These guys carry
around gund So we start gathering together the peopl e they want—the Lightbringers—and then these
guys come in armed to the teeth? Oh, come on."

"Theo," Dante began, but Theo held up her hand, and he subsided. He didn't just subside; he snapped his
mouth shut asif Theo had pulled astring. At least he usudly did what Theo told him to do, and did it
awiftly.

Elise stared at the tdl, black-eyed man for afew moments, daring him to open his mouth again. Both of
her hands knotted around the coffee-cup, and the coffee was steaming alittle more than it had been.

The silencefilled with crackling static. "No," Elise said, finaly. "No. Not now, not ever. | don't want
anything more to do with these guys. We were getting along fine until they showed up.”

"The mere fact that you three had escaped death at the hands of the Dark is sheer coincidence," Hanson
sadflatly. "And youve al been running and hiding most of your lives. We didn't bring the Dark.”

Elise knew hewas right, but that didn't make her fed any better. Instead, shefelt like abitch for being the
voice of caution and reason.

Oh, well. I've been called a bitch before. It's never done me any permanent damage. "Fine" It was
hard to keep her voice even through her clenched teeth. "But | will be damned before et any more of
you bastardsin on my turf. If not for you guys, Suzanne would till be here."

"Elisa" Theo sounded horrified. "That's not true!*

"Itis" Elisesad grimly. The air-conditioning kicked on, and cool air drifted across her skin. "The gods



know that it'strue, Theo."

"I miss Suzanne as much asyou do." Mari drew herself up behind the counter. "Y ou're not the only one.
Don't dothis”

Asif it matters who misses her more. The coffee mug trembled in Elisg's hands. She turned away from
al four of them, stalking acrossthe store. The fire was back, risng in her boneslikeacrimsontide. If she
didn't get out of here she might lose control and take out the whole rack of candles, or maybe the front
window. And Theo's shop had aready burned down once.

If 1 did it thistime, would Theo forgive me like she's forgiven that big punk? Shewasimmediately
disgusted with herself. She shoved the curtain aside and tossed the coffee mug into the smal sink,
ignoring the splash of boiling liquid that dopped out. The smdll of boiled coffee was thick and rank.

Elise scooped up her guitar case. She was powerfully tempted to use the back door, but that would be
childish of her. Instead, she stalked back into the store. She hadn't even taken her purse off yet.

Dante had moved up next to Theo and had hisarm over her shoulders. Hanson was on the customer's
sde of the counter, looking at Mari, who had her head down, golden curls curtaining her face.

Elise stamped across the store, each step seeming to echo in the emptiness. Sheld painted the walls here
hersdf, alovely dark celegtial blue scattered with stars. She'd even painted the roof, ajoined golden sun
and moon, her own design, wheeling around the light fixtures. She had worked aspell into it with her
effort, aspell to protect everyoneinsde the store, to make it a sanctuary. The spell had soaked into the
wallsasthe paint dried, and Elise could till seeit pulsing. The effect was usualy caming and soothing,
but not right now. Pretty soon the paint would start to bubble, if she got mad enough. She could smell her
own anger, ascent like burning paper.

"All right." Her voice sounded funny even to hersdf. "I get it. Theo and Mari have their new boy-toys
now, and poor little Eliseis till the odd girl out. Well, I've had it. Y ou want to get nuclear with thisCircle
Geekfdl? Fine. Go ahead. Do what you like. Just don't come crying to mewhenit al crashes down
around your ears. | swear, you guys are acting like—" She heard herself and bit her lip savagely,
stopping just in time. She had been about to say something truly horrible.

If shedidn't get out of here, she was going to burn something. And since the Power had become so much
more intense—so much scarier—Elise wasn't sure she could stop if she Started while shewasthisangry.

Instead, she stamped for the door. If either of the two men moved amuscle to stop her, she was going to
flambé them.

The Power shook and jittered, and athin thread of smoke started to dide up from the hem of her jeans.
Elise took a deep breath and pushed the door open. The bell jingled playfully.

"Elise—" Theo began.

Elisejust shook her head and let the door close behind her. | can't, Theo. | can't stay here. | don't
want to hurt you. You're my friend, and | love you. Elise swallowed the words, choked on the degp
hurt boiling insde her chest. Then, clutching her guitar case in fingersthat had gone white, she began to
run.

Chapter Five



Remy surfaced in the late morning with the sense that something was very wrong. Of course, held been
deep in the trance that passed for deep, not waking when he wanted to for the first time since he'd
become a Watcher. He had only awakened because something was pulling at him with invisible hands, a
bone-deep buzzing that must have been what a compass needle fet when it wastrying to find north.
Something—or more likely, someone—was cdling him. Hard.

Thethird thing that was very wrong wasthe cell phone buzzing againgt his chest. Hefished it out,
blinking, his head feding asif someone had stuffed awhole hive of hornetsinit, and flipped it open. On
the way up to hisear, his eyesinformed him that hed missed three cdlls.

The pulling was il there, buzzing and jittering under hisskin.
What the bloody blue hell?
"Remy," he said into the phone.

"Y our assgnment has changed.” The facdesswitch'stone, for thefirst time ever, was not perfectly cam.
"Y ou areto go to this address, where you will be given adossier. ThereisaLightbringer, and sheisin
terrible danger. Weve received intelligence about the Brotherhood. They are seeking both the Trifero
and thiswitch to use it. On your way to the address | am about to give you, you are to destroy this
phone. Congratulations.”

Remy blinked. The buzzing in his head aoruptly calmed without losing any of itsintendty, and asingle
sharp tugging began in the very center of his chest, damming into him. The message hit him like afreight
tran.

Gods, they just abandoned me! How could they do that? I'm fine. | can take care of myself.

The sudden powerful communication was like aburst of gatic, afemae voice bolting through hisears
and whispering in the center of his skull. Remy's head whipped to the Sde, asif he had been dapped.
Blood did down from hislip. He barely heard the witch's voice giving him the address, hisown voice
repesting it. One part of his mind—the practica part—uwas taking down the address, memorizing it and
making swift deductions. The other ninety percent of him was sitting absolutely il in shocked disbelief.

"Timeisof the essence" thewitch said. "Hurry, Watcher."
"Understood,” he said.
She hung up.

He sat there for maybe three seconds, staring at the deek slver phonein hisfigt, before hisfingers
snapped closed around it and he heard adecisive, satisfying crunch.

A Lightbringer. Here. Introuble. In serious trouble.

The call hadn't gone away. If anything, it was moreinsistent, aterrible aching need. He had to follow it.
What were the chances of two Lightbringersin this city—one of them in complete distress and sending
out asigna he wastuned to, and the other powerful enough to be targeted by the Brotherhood? They
had to be one and the same.

Have to be? Sure. Talk yourself into dereliction of duty. You've been given a job. Go do it.

For the phone to be destroyed meant that he was supposed to watch over a Lightbringer instead of doing
garbage duty. He wished he could smply follow the call without worrying about the Trifero, knocking



around loose wherever it was, and this new wrinklein the plan.

If wishes were pigs we'd eat bacon for free. The shards of plastic and circuitry that used to be acell
phone cupped in hisfist began to grind together. Smoke and the smdll of burning plastic drifted up from
hishand.

Duty or honor?

Both, the pitiless voice of his conscience replied. Remy stared at the hotel curtains, which were moving
gently in afaint breeze. The air insde the room was dead and till, so he must be creating thet little
movement. Was his control dipping? That wasthe very last thing he needed.

The address. Hewould go and get the dossier and find out who thiswitch was. Theinsstent, nagging call
insde his head and chest had subsided to adull throbbing ache. But that voice—awoman's voice, with
overtones of rage and agony, and an undertone of dark panic and aching londliness—had spoken directly
into hishead. She must have been in ahigh emotiona state to broadcast so strongly. He would be
surprised if every psychicin the city wasn't clutching his or her head and moaning.

Unlessit was a specific frequency and Remy was the only one picking it up.
Remy's conscience spurred him again. Hard. He had ajob to do.

He rocketed up off the bed, his booted feet meeting the floor with athud. The smdl of burning plastic
was overwhelming. He looked around for somewhere to stash the messthat had been the cell phone and
settled on a cheap metal wastebasket as the only possible choice. He dropped it in, and the dag thumped
asit hit the bottom of the can. Smoke drifted through the room. Thefire detector hadn't gone off, thank
the gods, but Remy knew he had let his control dip. Just alittle. But even alittle dip could get him
killed—or godsforbid, get aLightbringer killed. That would be the worst thing he could imagine.

If they told him to destroy the phone, it meant they were sure of something. What could they be sure of ?

His conscience pricked him again. He dug in his pockets, glancing at the small digital clock bolted to the
plywood nightstand. The bed was hardly rumpled. He must not have moved very much in the depths of
the mind-resting trance that passed for deep among Watchers.

It was dleven o'clock.

Hold on, he thought as clearly as he could, at the distress call blazing away in the middle of the city. She
would be lucky if something Dark didn't find her before he did. They would gather around her like moths
crowding around a candle flame. Huge carnivorous moths that would snuff the candle, if they had a
chance.

| can't let that happen. Panic started under his breastbone. The long harsh years of training bottled the
panic tightly, turned it into icy resolve. Hisfingers dug in a pocket and fished out apair of sunglasses. If
he screwed up on thisjob—nhisfirgt time watching over a Lightbringer—they would keep him hunting
down trinkets for the rest of his days. He would never have a chance to find awitch who could ease the
constant, grinding pain of the tanak melded to hisbody, a useful symbiote but one the human body was
never meant to carry. It hurt to be aWatcher, asteady agony that was nevertheless better than the sharp
spurs of his conscience.

If he failed thistime, he would never find away to make up for dl the things he had donein hisusdless,
violent life before Circdle Lightfall had found him.

Hewould never see the Lightbringers gathered together again and fedl the Power of the Light caroming



through his nerves, never see the face of Heaven open up asthey called on the Powers of Crestion.

Hold on. The call wrapped itsdlf tighter around his bones with every passing minute, and he wished he
could be sure she heard him. Hold on. I'm coming.

Chapter Six

Elise banged open the pawnshop door and stepped inside, relishing the wash of cool air. She was panting
and sweaty from running al the way from the Rowangrove. Her guitar case now fdt asif it weighed two
hundred pounds, and her bootsfelt asif they weighed fifty pounds each. Thank the gods she wasn't
wearing heds. Her hair hung in her face, and she was very glad nobody wasinside the shop but Vann,
who looked up from behind the counter and gave her awave. His smile died on hisface and hishand
stopped in midair. He chewed on his pierced lip while he regarded her, a sad-faced young man with

short dark hair haf dyed abright Kool-Aid red. Hislong blunt fingers were tipped with thick calluses,
and he drummed on the thick blue countertop, counting out time for asong running in his head. Hewas
one of the best basssts she'd ever played with.

"Hi, Lise," hefindly said, as she reached over the top of the swinging door that separated the pawnshop
proper from the space behind the counter. She popped the catch and the half-door did open. ™Y ou look
likeshit."

"Must belack of caffeine” She sat her guitar down next to his bass, which was stuffed under the counter,
out of Sght. "My day just freed up. | thought I'd spend some time practicing downgtairs.”

The pawnshop was a nice one, guitars hanging on arack, jewdry in glassed-in counters, three racks of
leather jackets, and an assortment of other stuff. Heavy late-summer sunlight fell in through the front
window, cut into diceswith curlicue edges by theiron grillwork outsdethe glass. Ingde, it smelled like
new carpeting and desperation. Elisg's nose didn't wrinkle; she was used to the smell. The carpeting was
new, but the smell of desperation clung in every bar and pawnshop she had ever been in, and she'd been
inafar number.

Vann shrugged. He wore atattered blue business suit and atie with alegping fish onit. A
cubic-zirconium earring winked in hisleft ear. "Trevor's coming by at about two. Guess we're going to
get some decent practicein after al. Y ou finished that song yet?'

"Which one?" Elise dropped down on athree-legged stool. The air-conditioning felt wonderful. Vann's
battered yellow sneakers were the perfect added touch to his rumpled suit. Helooked just hip enough to
be working here. The money was good and the boss was his uncle, so Vann waswell cared for.

"The one about the man with the plan.” Vann grinned and blinked owlishly, visbly deciding not to ask her
any hard questions. He knew her too well, and got along with her because he didn't pry.

I must be wearing my mad face. "No, haven't finished it yet. We can work onit. How are you doing?"
He shrugged. "It'sonly nine-thirty. Too soon to tell.”

"Y ou want some coffee?' She hadn't had more than two or three sips of hers before it had boiled in her
hand during the Happy Little Discussion. Asaresult, she wasin her morning pre-caffeination funk. "My
treat."

"Surething." He blinked at her. "Must have been one hell of amorning. Hey, are we ever going to play
that bar again? That wasfun."



"Atleast we didn't get in on thefighting,” she said darkly, and hismouth quirked upinagrin. "Were
playing the Clair tonight and the Galaxie again next week. Okay, I'm coffee bound. Try not to burn the
place down." Get it, Elise? Burn the place down. That's your trick, isn't it?

"No milk." Hisfingers went back to tapping at the countertop. "I'll just keep the crowd busy until you
come back."

It wasthetag lineto an old band joke. Elise actualy laughed. Shelet herself out through the half-door
again and shook her hair back, wishing shed thought to bring something to tie it back this morning. But
she had overdept, dreaming of ... what? A church with awrinkled marble floor and an empty choir loft,
and something el se she couldn't remember. She had awakened with agtart, the air in her room hot and
dill, steam evaporating from her skin, leaving little curlicues of st behind.

She pushed the pawnshop's door open and stepped back out into the hest.

Liberty Loanswas on Belmont Street, afair distance from the Rowangrove. A red neon sign hung over
the entrance and she could seethe metd grille for the nightly defense of the storefront pushed negtly to
the sde. Belmont was alot more active at this hour than the Ave, where Theo's shop was located, mostly
because it wasin aworse part of town. Thisfar down Belmont the sidewalks were cracked, there were
four pawnshops and three liquor stores, gangs of teenagers hung out on the corners, and afew hookers
worked their respective turfs even in this heat. Elise strolled down to Bronson Ddli and ducked in,
grateful for the air-conditioning here too. The day was going to be a scorcher.

"Elisal" Mrs. Pauves chirped from behind the counter. "' So nice to see you!"

Mrs. Pauvelswas short, and her yellowing dentures dipped in her mouth sometimes, but her blue eyes
were sharp and missed little. Her gray hair was scraped back and pulled into abun. Elise leaned over the
counter to give her a peck on her soft old-lady cheek. She smelled like baby powder and fried food, a
familiar smell from Elise's many restaurant jobs. "Hey there, Mrs. P. What's the word on the street
today?"

"New pimp carving out some territory two streets down,” Mrs. P said immediately. The ddli's eight
tables, al decked with plastic flowers, were deserted. There would soon be a steady stream of people
coming in to buy coffee and bagdls, aswell ashangover cures. " Stay away from him, sweetie. Wearsa
white suit, got agood line and a crew of PR chippies.”

"Oh, no." Elise clicked her tongue. " Give metwo coffees, Mrs. P. That'sterrible. Troublefor sure;
Robbie won't like anyone moving in on him." Her back ached from running, so she leaned on the pink
Formica counter, resting her chin on her hand. It would make her ass seem heart-shaped to anyone
coming in through the door, but right now she didn't care. "And can | have awhole-whesat bagel?"

"You sure can." Mrs. Pauvelsswrinkled face split into asweet smile, and Elise smiled back. "Now why
don't you tell mewhat's troubling you?"

"Ahh." Elise shrugged, watching the old woman shuffle over to the coffegpot. "Why don't you get some
help here, Mrs. P?'

"Ach, my boys help out. What'swrong, swestie?"

"Oh, just alittle disagreement with somefriends of mine." Elise stared at the racks of bagels on display.
Little marching soldiers. Mrs. Pauvels selected the biggest whole-wheat bagel and wrapped it up nestly.
"They get boyfriendsand dl of asuddenit'slikel don't exist anymore. Like I'm not important anymore
because | don't have some hatchet-faced badass hanging on me.”



"What about your friend?' Mrs. Pauvels poured the coffee, sniffing deeply. "The nice boy in the band?
Tdl, long hair? Of course these young men al look the same nowadays."

You mean the nice boy who died last month? It was a tragedy, Mrs. P, areal tragedy. Tearsrosein
Elisg'sthroat, and she shoved them down with an effort of will. If she started crying now, she would
never stop. "Yeah, | agree. They'redl| the same dl over theworld.” Eliselooked up at her. After a
moment, the old woman's blue eyes sparkled. Elise hauled hersdf upright. The backs of her legsand her
shoulders burned from carrying her guitar case. Her neck ached, atension headache spilling up through
tense muscles. Coffee would help.

The old woman laughed. "Ach, you're too young to know what | mean. Y our friendswill grow out of it.
They'reyoung, likeyou."

"Theresone critica difference between my friendsand me." Elise dug in her purse. She brought out a
five-daollar bill and two guitar picks, aswdl as some Merry Mint Lip Polish. The picksand thelip gloss
went back into the camera case. Mrs. Pauvels started struggling with her cash register. "I'm not stupid
and boy-crazy. Hey, Mrs. P, why don't you get a different cash register? | could find you one.”

"Ach, no." Mrs. Pauvels waved one liver-spotted hand. "Would be even worse. At least this hunk of
junk, 1 know it'sjunk, so I'm not disappointed.”

Eliselaughed again to keep up appearances. Mrs. P was adear sweset lady and didn't deserve the sharp
end of Elise'stongue. She took the two cups, popped lids on them, balanced them on top of each other,
and stuffed the bagel into her purse. "Thanks, Mrs. P. | owe you one for making me laugh. You redly
think they'll grow out of it?"

"I'm sure of it, sweetie." The old woman nodded, but her blue eyes were sharp and troubled. "Girlfriends
are supposed to ladt. It would be aterrible world if they didn't.”

"l guess" Elisesad. "Thanks."
"Ach, don't mention it."" Mrs. Pauvelswaved her away. "Stay away from that new pimp.”

No worries. I'matough girl, and being psychic kind of takes all the mystery out a man's pickup
lines. "1 will." She picked up the coffee carefully, hitching her shoulder higher to keep her purse on. She
concentrated alittle, so the edges of her persona warding solidified. No purse-snatching for her. And no
pimp would messwith her with her shieldsthis solid.

A maninapair of blue overalls pushed hisway into the shop and held the door for Elise. She thanked
him with anod and waked away, knowing he was probably watching her ass.

Watch what you can't have, kiddo. Don't we all.

The heat was dready starting to shimmer off the pavement, and it made her fed alittle better. It wasn't as
comforting as Theo's voice humming as she stroked a fevered forehead, or Mari's laughter, but anice
sunny summer's day, even one as hot and airless as this one was turning out to be, was like being
wrapped in awarm blanket. Elise's Power fed on the heat. Sometimes shefdlt like asolar pand, asif the
sun made her gretch just like aplant. 1t was adeep and happy fegling, the sun in the sky and al right with
theworld.

Except that it wasn't right. She'd popped her lid on her two best friends, her only two friends. She'd dll
but accused them of murdering Suzanne.

| didn't accuse them. A construction worker whistled at her, she ignored it. The streets were starting to



wake up, the city's heartbeat taking on arhythm that sounded just like ajazz bassline, and her ears
began to pick out the music of the city beating just under the pavement. | accused those two gun-toting
psychos of bringing those horrible things here. The Dark. But they'll believe the guys. They always
do. Good-bye, Elise. We found boyfriends so you're out. Just like usual. She took a deep breath.
The heat shimmer intengfied. A hot wind blew down the street.

She carried the coffee back into Liberty Loans and saw Vann had a customer, who pushed something
across the counter as the door closed, air-conditioning puffing coolness across Elise's shoulders.

"Twenty," Vann said. "Come on, man, it'sapiece of junk. Look at the setting. It's brass.”
"Fine." The man wore ablack cowboy hat, jeans, and ared flannd shirt.

Elise paused for amoment, her shields quivering. Why does he have flannel on in this weather? A
shiver traced itsway up her spine.

Hisvoice sounded odd, too, asif something was stuck in hismouth. "1 don't care aslong as| get rid of
it

Vann's gaze flicked up and met Elise's. She caught the blast of worry and lifted her eyebrows, the
question implicit. He shook hishead dightly. No, the guy's not a problem, just a weirdo.

She st the coffee down on part of the counter reserved for just such occasions, alittle empty space
between arack of slk tiesand a L ucite case holding diamond earrings. She did behind the counter and
latched the half-door, then pressed her fingers over it. It was asmal spell, and asimple one, but better
than nothing. The rune naithuz, the closer of doors, shaped like a backwards-leaning X. The door would
stay shut until Elise wanted it open.

"Sign this, then." Vann pushed a square of paper across at the man.

Elise carried the coffee around to Vann's sde and examined the man, feding her fingers and toes go cold.
He was glamoured like the Watchers. If she hadn't been around them so much, she wouldn't have been
looking for the shimmering around his edges. But she saw the faint glitter and looked under it before she
could stop hersdif.

Thething under the glamour was skeletd, gray skin runneled with awful sores. Elisedid not let out a
horrified gasp only because she had no breath |eft, having just exhaed. She stared, and her heart gave
oneterrified legp.

Itsfilmy eyeswere huge, watery, and red-rimmed, and it had no nose, just a collapsed ruin. The hand
clumsily wielding the pen VVann had handed over was atwisted, oozing claw. Its mouth waslipless, and it
had a set of wicked-looking teeth that clicked together when the thing glanced up &t her.

"It'sardief to berid of the damn thing. | never should have takenit." Thelittle sound its teeth made as
they met made Elisg's heart give another shuddering leap. The cowboy hat bobbed, and Elise began to
fed serioudy sck.

Vann took the signed piece of paper, glanced at it, and then handed the thing atwenty. "There you go."
He picked up his coffee cup. Hetook a hedthy swallow and grimaced. "Pleasure doing business.”

"Likewise," the gray thing said, and Elise had a horrible thought.

It's festering. It's not supposed to be out during the day. It's one of those thingies. Something
Dark. Like the Grays—the ones Theo saw, the ones that smelled so horrible.



It's a predator.

Sheraised her coffee cup to her lips, asif inadream. Thething stared a her hungrily, licking its oozing
ragged lipswith along yellow tongue. Its eyesblinked, first one, and then the other, dowly, ddiberately.

"Hey, buddy,” Vann said. "Y ou got a problem?’

The gray thing darted him one murderous look, and Elise's hand twitched. If the thing legpt up on the
counter she was going to flash-fry it. Power hummed in her hand, a prickling, intense heat. Not Vann,
shesaid to hersdlf, to the gray thing. Leave him alone, or | swear to God I'll sauté you.

The thing backed up two quick mincing steps. "No problem,” it said thickly, the glamour wearing
eggshd|-thin. Any moment now it might break.

The door opened and closed. The creature fled. Elise took in aharsh gasping breath. One of the TV sets
on the shelves high above the floor of the pawnshop popped some sparks, and Vann looked up
incurioudy. Mot of his attention seemed to be on the counter. "Now thisis serioudy weird." He took
another durp of coffee. Y ou have any ideawhat thisis, oh freaky one?’

Elise dragged in a deep breath and looked down at the counter. Her hair was about to start standing
sraight up likeacat'sfur if shewasn't careful. Wouldn't that be asight?

Thething on the counter looked like agiant ... What was it?

Elise, fascinated, reached out with one finger and touched it. A spark zapped off the smooth, carved
surface.

It was aslong as her middle finger, around red stone that had been carved into adragon. Or like a mad
cross between the Chinese and European notions of adragon. Rudimentary batwings clung to along,
deek body, each scale carved with finicky precision. A long, flaring snout, wicked teeth, and smdll
glittering eyes completed the picture. The dragon was|ooped, itstail curling just under its chin so that it
made an almogt-perfect circle. A heavy brass ring came up from the setting, which looked to be brass as
well. It looked like a necklace pendant for a barbarian princess. There was another, smaller red stone set
inthe middle, the dragon curled around it, and this stone was dmost definitely aruby. Or something that
looked like one,

It would look nice on a bit of black velvet ribbon, for a choker. Elise stroked the dragon’s sSinuous
curve. It wasabig, gaudy piece, and sheliked it. "I likeit." Her fingertip caressed one bat wing. The
carving was exquisite. Was the stone a carndlian? The color of the outer stone was too deep to be
carnelian, too light to be garnet, and too opaque to be ruby. Maybe it wasn't even something
semiprecious. Maybeit was just ared rock someone had found and carved up.

"Y eah? Twenty bucks" Vann joked, durping at his coffee. "Hey, you okay? Y ou look pae.”

Eliseflipped her purse open, her eyes never leaving the meddlion. It would fit into her pam nicely, she
thought. She could cup it in the hollow part and look at it for along time, meditating on each curve and
line. "Sure. Just fine. Herés atwenty. Can you write me areceipt?’

"Yourecrazy."

"Well, you made back your money in less than five minutes,” she pointed out practicdly. "I'd say it'sa
good bargain. And the guy didn't borrow, just wanted to get rid of it. Come on, Vann. Giveit up." She
waved the twenty, knowing without having to look that his dark eyeswerefollowing it.



"He was staring at your tits." Vann snatched the twenty out of her hand. He started scribbling areceipt.

"So wereyou." Elise scooped the dragon up from the counter. It fit perfectly in her hand, and shewas
hard-pressed to make her fingerslet go and drop it into her purse. The dragon seemed to shift against her
pam, asif it was glad to be touching her. "Thanks, Vann. | oweyou one." At least something's going
right about this day.

"Ah, crap, just go downstairs and practice." He tore the receipt off and handed it over. "I'll bedownina
while. Asyou can seg, it's Fun City up here.”

Elise accepted the receipt. Now that the dragon was in her purse and the gray thing was gone from the
store, she began to fed dmost normal. "I'll come back up for lunch. We can do Thai or something.”

Vann grunted at her and went back to drinking his coffee.

She carried her guitar to the Employees Only door and went through, turning immediately to her right and
heading down the stairs to the basement. She would be able to see peopl€e's legs through the
half-windows, passing by as she practiced. She did some of her best thinking down here, pacing back
and forth or gtting on abarstool with her legs crossed, the guitar cradled againgt her like abig, balky
child, watching the legs go back and forth. Suzanne had often come to band rehearsals and listened,
giving little bits of advice or criticism. She'd had agood ear.

Elise shook away the thought of Suzanne.

Elise's guitar was a candy-apple red Stratocaster—christened Christopher at a post-gig party sometime
ago, when he had been new—that she'd saved for months to buy. She jacked in and kept the volume on
the amp low s0 nobody upstairs would hear. She tuned up quickly and did some chords, her fingers
shaking againgt the strings so the sound came out wavering and uncertain instead of with her usua brash
confidence.

That thing was allergic to sunlight. She shuddered. And it was dying of leprosy or something.
Gods. If the glamour would have broken it probably would have come over the counter at us. I'm
sure it would have.

But that was crazy. The glamour hadn't broken. It had held. It had held.

Elise sat on the couch, with Christopher cuddled against her, and stared fixedly at the Felix the Cat clock
hanging on the opposite wal. Fdix's eyes and tail went back and forth with mad synchronization. If |
wasn't absolutely sure | was sane, | would be going out and getting very, very drunk right now. At
least Theo and Mari can see the same things | can.

She sat there, mulling it over, waiting for the shaking in her hands and kneesto go away. She'd been
within legping distance of something with razor-sharp teeth and giant festering soresand hadn't even
known until shed looked. If it had been something like a Sider, would it have had her for breskfast?
And maybe finished up with poor Vann too?

The trembling came in fits, peaking and dying down. It wouldn't be so bad if she could just dia up Theo,
but Theo might be out with one of her patients by now. And Mari would be working in the Rowangrove
instead of having her day off. Y et another thing to fed guilty abouit.

Shewas gtaring at the clock face, showing her eeven in the morning, when asingle molten-hot tear rolled
down her cheek.

God. They abandoned me, those guys came along and they just abandoned me. How could they do



that? They promised ... I'mfine. | can take care of myself. | can deal with this. | can deal with this.

Elise put her head down over the guitar. Her hair fell down inlong coppery strands, cloaking the way her
face screwed up into agrimace of terrible pain. Shefelt ... well, lonely. Sheld never had redl friendsto
lose before, keeping hersdlf distant and untouchable until shed met Suzanne. The distance was the only
way to be safe. Keep yourself closed-off, and nobody could touch you enough to hurt you.

Shesat for along time, fingers wandering over the strings, producing some awful squealing sounds like
pigletstrapped in apen, until something brushed againgt her again. It felt like someone touching her
cheek, fingersthreading through her hair. A very persond touch.

Elise rocketed up from the couch, whirling. There was absolutely nobody in the basement with her. She
was sure of it. She had checked automatically when sheld come down the stairs, and it would have been
impaossible for her not to notice someone else coming down.

Hold on. I'm coming.

Elisswhirled again, her hair fanning out in along bright streak. She even glanced up at the celling, her
fingersloose with shock. If she hadn't had her black leather guitar-strap on over her shoulder, she would
have dropped Christopher. The voice was male, dark and low, and tinged with afaint dow accent. Hold
on, it repested, and Elise did afull three-sixty, her eyes searching every nook and cranny of the dark,
low basement she knew aswell as her own house, from the stack of Penthouse magsin the corner to the
picture of Al Pacino hung on the opposite wall to the dart board Mark had hung up three years ago.

Nobody home but Elise, and the chickens in her head. The thought had an edge of dark panicked
hilarity she wasn't sure she liked.

"Hearing voices," Elise sad, and her shaking left hand curled around the neck of the guitar. "I'vefindly
cracked. Being awitch hasfinally cracked me. Oh, no. No. No, no no."

She found a chord, struck it, and then her fingers moved into their accustomed positions. Music began to
come softly from the amplifier crouched at her feet. The drum set—Trevor's drum set, since they had
taken Mark's down and given it to his younger brother—vibrated uneasily in the corner, the high hat
ringing alittle as her tenson communicated itsdf to the air.

The music picked her up, shook her out of hersdlf. Shethrew it up likeawall, the guitar crying and
screaming and wailing, shieding her from whatever was hunting her. Whoever was touching her without
her permisson.

—hold on—it repeated once, faintly, but Elise, no longer caring about politeness, used her boot toeto
jam the volume control up. It was an operation she'd performed many times before, and the resulting
blast of sound shook al the thoughts out of her head.

Good. Firgt thing tomorrow morning she was going to hit the library and the other occult shops and find
out what she had to do to get out of thistown. It was time to do the Locomotion right on out of here, to
boogie on down to somewhere sane. If she got far enough away from the Watchers her life might get
more normdl.

Normal? | can set things on fire just by staring at them. Normal isn't going to be part of the
bargain, Elise.

Shut up. She pushed away the mocking little voice insde her head. Grinning, tears dicking her cheeks



and her lips pulled back from her teeth, Elise played.

Chapter Seven

The address turned out to be alittle occult shop with not only two Lightbringers, but also apair of
Watchers. One of them—Dante—was famous for never having lost awitch. The other, Hanson, was
equally famous, for being the coolest, calmest fighter the Crusade had ever faced. And from the way they
both hovered around the Lightbringers—a green-glowing witch with long sandalwood-scented dark hair
and the unmistakabl e gentleness of a hedler, and ablond, blue-eyed doll with the sound of awaterfall
resounding behind her words—Remy saw that the impossible had happened for both of them. They had
met their witches and gotten the golden apple held out in front of every Watcher.

A witch to stop the pain.

The tanak in Remy's bones shifted, broken glass dragging over his nerves. The proximity of the two
Lightbringers made the Darkness he had been infused with wake up, tearing jagged edges of agony
through his muscles. Remy supposed he was lucky. So much time spent chasing down Taismans and
Power objects meant that he hadn't been in the presence of many Lightbringers, and wasn't asfamiliar
with the awful nerve-burning pain their presence induced, or the energy required to shelve the pain and
focus on the job at hand.

"Honor, brother," black-eyed Dante said.
Remy straightened, his hand leaving the knife hilt. "Duty. Look, | was ordered to come here.”

Hanson held up adim manilafile. "Y eah, thisjust camein over the fax. How did you get in past the
shidds? ThisisaGuardian city."

Remy shrugged. "Nothing stopped me at the limits, so | thought it was okay."

Thetwo Lightbringers stared at him. The dark-haired one elbowed the blonde, who whispered
something in her ear. Remy observed a safe distance from them, avoiding pain, and because a Watcher
was trained to complete respect for Lightbringers. When a Lightbringer said jump, aWatcher jumped.
Y ou didn't even ask how high—you just jumped as high as you could and hoped like hell it was high

enough.

The dark-haired witch threw up her hands and sighed dramaticaly. "Oh, | don't carel" shesaid, with the
tone of awoman pushed past dl patience. "Dante, you can't do this. Thisisn't right. Elisewill go nuts, and
| can't blame her."

"The border didn't op him, Theo," Dante said. "Apparently he doesn't belong to Circle Lightfall
anymore. At least, that's the only thing that makes any sense. Since all three of you are dive and well, the
city'sdill yours." Histone was dry and ironic, but he had been ready to take Remy's head off before
redizing he was aWatcher.

Remy had hoped he wouldn't have to fight him. Watchers were dangerous.

"Elise doesn't want aWatcher." The blond witch glanced toward the front of the store. The " Open” sign
was gtill turned out, but the heavy layers of shielding on the shop sparked and fizzed with tension. Remy
didn't think many people, witch or normal, would be coming in here until they calmed down. "Y ou saw
her. You heard her."



"Excuse me, maam," he said politely, and the dark-haired one elbowed the blonde again. They seemed
to be evauating him very carefully, but he didn't havetimeto pass any tests. "I have alot of busnessto
get done before dark. I'm searching for an artifact, and | have to protect this witch from some very nasty
Dark. | was called to thiscity. TherésaLightbringer in terrible pain here, and | seem to have my wires
crossed with hers”

"He cdled you ma'am." The blonde began to chuckle again. The dark-haired one seemed to find this
incredibly funny aswell, looking alittle ashamed of her mirth but ill laughing.

Did they not under stand what he wastelling them?

Remy cast ahopelesslook at Dante, who shrugged. Hanson thrust the folder out, and Remy accepted it.
Heflipped it open and glanced through thefile.

A glossy eght-by-ten picture shot in black and white, showing awoman with long hair that seemed to be
... o, not blond. Not dark either. Something in between. She was standing, loose and hipshot, dressed in
alow-cut pair of leather pants and atorn black T-shirt with asilkscreen of Rodin's Thinker onit.
Something glittered in her patrician nose, and her eyeswere closed as she leaned into amicrophone, her
lipsjust closed. A guitar hung in her left hand, raised up; she had obvioudy just finished sSinging
something. Therewas adight curl to her hair, especially around her face, where sweat had soaked in.
She looked alittle on the tal side, and she wore aglittering choker of some sort. Long dim nose, perfect
eyebrows, amouth that seemed impossibly lush, wide even cheekbones.

She was beautiful. She was s0 bloody beautiful it hit himin the gut like afully unexpected sucker-punch.
The curve of her cheek and her lipsrelaxed in agentle smile, shelooked lost in some private world. But
she was holding the guitar up with white-knuckled fingers, asif she had just finished shaking it. Or asif it
was heavier than it looked. Just the Sight of that one stray strand of hair falling across her face made his

fingersitch in anew and unexpected way, wanting to brush it back.

There was a heated discussion going on, which he largely ignored. The other Watchers could look after
their witches. Thiswas Remy'sfirgt, and he didn't intend to screw it up.

Heflipped the photo aside and scanned the printed materia. His memory, thoroughly trained, swalowed
the information whole. Birth date, favorite color, known Power, known associates, known addresses,
bank accounts, and phobias. A fire witch who had survived not only childhood but also her teen years.
Helet out alow whigtle. A Guardian of the city? How had that happened? And why hadn't he felt it?

The nagging, crunching call insde his head intengfied. He flipped back to the photo and stared &t it,
amos forgetting his surroundings. The cdl intensfied again.

Her. It had to be her. If it wasn't her, he would eat his boots. The shock of rightness damminginto his
solar plexuswastoo immediate. It was like winning the lottery with aticket he hadn't even bought. He
had never even dared to dream that he would ever be allowed close to awitch, let done sent to watch
over hiswitch.

My witch? Absolutely. Thisis her. Thisisthe one. There was no room for doubt. It was astrue as
gravity.

The discussion got alittle louder, the dark-haired witch repesting that it wasn't right, the blonde saying
something about privacy, Dante saying that she had to be protected, and Hanson, oddly enough, saying
nothing and watching Remy very closdly.

Remy closed thefile folder with asnap. Herolled it up in hisfist and looked &t the other two Watchers,



who suddenly gave him their full attention, reading the tenson in hisaura. The dark-haired witch stared at
him, athin line between her charcod eyebrows. She looked worried.

"Whereis she now?' Remy heard the command in his voice and hoped the other Watchers wouldn't take
offense. He hadn't hung around with many other Watchers. He'd been too busy hunting down trinkets for
CirdeLightfdl.

And now he had to find her, as soon as possible.

"Probably at Liberty Loan on Belmont. It's a pawnshop, and her band practices downgtairs. They have a
gig at the Clair tonight." The blond witch crossed her asams asif suddenly chilled. "That'saclub up from
the Cresation on the Ave, very new, very hot. Look, you can go with us, and well try to smooth
everything over with Elise—"

"Begging your pardon, maam." Remy dared to interrupt. " The Brotherhood's tracking an artifact—the
Trifero. Very nasty stuff. And if your friend is both a Guardian and afire witch, she's probably the only
person on this continent that can use it without being eaten dive. So | haveto find her. Now." He nodded
gmartly. "Niceto meet you, madames." Then helooked &t the two Watchers. If there was anything else
he needed to know, they would have told him by now. He took a deep breath. “"Honor."

"Duty," Dante responded, looking abit bemused. "Need backup?’

Remy shook his head.

"Duty," Hanson said. "Good luck. What did you say your namewas?'

"l didn't. It's Remy." And with that, he turned on his hed and was heading for the door.
"Now wait just a—" the blond witch began.

"Dante," the dark-haired one said.

"The Hunter," Hanson said. "Wow. Look at that, Dante. We get the Hunter."

Remy 4ill held the manilafolder in onefist. He paced out into the heavy shimmering heat coming up of
the pavement, and the thick paper began to smolder in hishand. First he had to find aquiet corner to
burn the dossier to asmudge of ash, and then he needed to find this pawnshop.

A witch. My first witch and she turns out to be the one. Five years I've been hunting for garbage
and now they throw this at me. If I'd been doing real Watcher duty all thistime, | might possibly
be alittle more prepared. Asit s, I'll belucky if | don't get us both killed.

The thought of failing this beautiful witch with aguitar in one hand and her eyesclosed, lost in her own
private world, made a cold swest bresk out al over his skin. He noticed that the file folder was nothing
more than afine smear of ash drifting down from hisfist. He had agood glamour on, one that made
people's eyes dide right over him. He could dip through the dow-moving crowd easily. The map of the
city he'd examined was fresh in hishead, and Belmont was afair distance from here. Once he found the
gtreet, it would be easy enough to find her. Asamatter of fact, he barely needed the map at dl, the
cdling in his chest was strong enough to act as a compass.

She'sin pain, in some kind of distress. Gods. Don't let me be too late.

Remy took a deep breath and began to run.



Chapter Eight

Elise had just come up the stairs with her guitar case when the phone beeped. VVann hooked it up.
"Liberty Loan weded infreedom,” hesaid al in one bregth. "ThisisVVann how can | hep ya?'

Hiseyes met Elise's, and she shook her head, understanding in amoment. It was Theo caling, or Mari.
Or even worse, one of their pet Watchers.

"No, sheain't here. Sorry." Vann lied with blithe unconcern. "Take amessage?' Then he shrugged,
forgetting that whoever it was couldn't see him. "'Kay." He hung up. "Was your friend with the freaky
head shop. Sounded worried."

Elise shrugged, yawning alittle. "Not worried enough to quit jacking me around for her boyfriend,” she
muttered darkly. "It's only two-thirty."

"Yeah, Trevor caled to ask usif we wanted to come out to that warehouse again and practice early.”
Van scratched under hisarmpits. The door opened, letting in ablast of hot air, and Eliselooked over to
see Charlieroll hisround body in.

Charlie was round and black-haired, wearing arumpled orange polyester suit. "Hey, Red," he greeted,
gticking histongue out and waggling it. Hewas Vann'suncle. "Herel is, your dream man."

Well, at least Charlie's dependable. "Huh." Elise scanned him from head to foot. "Naw, | don't think
S0, babe. Y ou're too short.”

Charlie's mouth twisted under hisred bulbous nose. "Be kind to an old man, Red." Even thisearly inthe
day, he smdled powerfully of gin.

"Aw, Charlie, you know youre my guy,” Elise rdented, shifting her guitar case, and Vann grabbed his
own case. Hiswas decorated with alarge painting of afifties cheesecake caendar girl Elise had finaly
broken down and airbrushed for him. The painting wore garters, ablack Spanish-style skirt, and awide
smile. It was anice piece of work. Vann dready had his duffel across histhin body. With his case, he
would look likeamusicd refugee.

"Youreared sweetheart." Charlie, asusud, tried to pinch Elisg's ass as she went by, but she did a neat
little kipping half-turn, dmaost driving her caseinto aglass counter.

"Better luck next time, Charlie," she said, and made it out onto the hot pavement.
Vann followed her. " So were going to the warehouse?"
"Of course," Elisesaid. "We can redly blagt it out there. HE's got the van?”

"Yeah. That wasagood cdl, Lise. He can drum and he's got whedls." Van stripped off his suit jacket
and shirt, revedling asilver mesh T-shirt. Histattoo—a Celtic knot on his upper left arm—twitched ashe
rolled the jacket and shirt up and stuffed the resultant wad in his duffel bag. He got out a box of
Marlboros and tapped one up. "Y ou want one?"

"No, thanks." Elisefel into step beside him. "1she coming to pick us up or meseting us there?'

"Hell meet us at Bonton's so we can pound a brewski and get some Thai before we go out there. Y ou
game?' Vann gave her aquick sdelong look. ™Y ou gonnabe okay, Elise?Y ou look pae."



"I'm fine. And | dwayslook pale. It'slike an oven out here” 1'mlooking for a subject change, Vann.
Get it?

Vann took the hint. "Y eah. Heat wave. | heard on the radio that the cops are surprised thereain't been a
crime wave to match the heat wave. Isn't that weird?' Vann maiched her stridefor stride. They walked
down Belmont, waited for the light at the corner, and continued on, their pace dowing asthe heat
dragged at them.

"Very weird," Elise agreed. The Watchers had told them that the more Lightbringersin ageographic
area, the more the crime rate descended. Thiswas especialy marked in cities. A city under the
protection of three Guardians should have alow crime leved too, and Circle Lightfall wanted abunch of
Lightbringers and Watchersin the city to seeif it could get even better. Just like damn monkeysin an
experiment. "Hey Vann. What's the progression on that thing you're working on?"

"Standard bluesthing." He hummed afew bars, the crowd parting in front of them. People were dressed
in shorts and tank tops, and there were sunburns and red noses. Vann flipped out his John Lennon
sunglasses and pushed them onto hisface. "In sevens, F-B flat-F-B flat, F-G-C-B-F, repest as
necessary, just add awoman and a bottle of tequila. Or someone shooting your dog.”

Eliselaughed. "I might just stedl thet line, baby."
"Fed free. You'rethe brains, boss."

"I don't think that'strue." She dowed down even more, sweat prickling under her arams and at the small
of her back. | like heat, but thisisridiculous. It feels like an oven. She amused hersdlf by
people-watching. Rumpled office workers, wilting hipsters, afew kids out with their parents, fractious
because of the heat.

I'mtheir Guardian. She shivered, areflexive movement in the middie of the still hot air. All these
ordinary people. Their lives were probably camer and better than hers.

The band had a gig tonight, and tomorrow she could go find another bartending job for when Theo fired
her at the shop. And Elise would start [ooking into how she could bresk the Guardian thing and get the
hell out of here. She could find another city to Sart fresh in, and the next time she saw aman in ablack
leather trench coat she would run the other way. Posthaste.

She had aworkable plan. Theo and Mari would find anicelittle witch who didn't make waves, onewho
would get shacked up with a hatchet-faced hunk of Watcher and crochet nicelittle Circle Lightfal doilies.

Things were looking up. Things were definitely looking up. Vann was talking about another song he
wanted to practice, and Elise made anoise of agreement.

She should befeding free, and relieved.
Then why do | feel like I've been stabbed in the chest?

Chapter Nine

The Clair was avery trendy place. Therewas aline down the block to get in, and Remy had to use a
deeper glamour to dide through the crowd and push past the pair of shaved gorillas passing for bouncers.
Thewadl of sound hit him, and he grimaced alittle,



Inside, there were disco balls spinning and a sort of industrial-Goth design ethic, lots of meta catwalks
and artful plastic sheeting hanging from the ceiling. The dance floor was full, and there was some no-name
house music playing. The bar was roughly the size of abeached whale,

In short, the place was a security nightmare.

Remy had missed the witch—Elise, he reminded himself, her name is Elise—at the pawnshop by only a
few minutes, and had tracked her to abar and then to a Thai restaurant. Missed her there too, and finally
picked up thetrail in an abandoned warehouse still echoing with the music she had played with two
young normals. Then thetrail had gone clear acrosstown, very close to the occult shop where he had
origindly started. A merry little chase, just like tracking an artifact that someone kept moving to spite him.

Asareault, hewasin alittle bit of atemper. The house music cut just as he drifted through the crowd
next to the bar, checking the normals. There were afew borderline-psychics here, glittering under the
confusion and chaotic lighting, people yelling and shouting over the music. Shewasin the building, and he
had a good idea of what would happen next, so he just waited, scanning the place every few seconds.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” someone boomed over amike, and Remy aimost winced before hisears
compensated for two things—the sengtivity of his Dark-enhanced senses and the huge decibel count
being used. "The Clair is pleased to bring you Live Music Thursday! And now, for your listening

pleasure, | giveyou..." Therewas along pause, and a breathless hum of excitement. Remy had picked up
that this band was the current hot thing. Hiswitch had afair amount of loca celebrity among clubbers and
musicfans

Let's hope she's not a celebrity with the Brotherhood yet. What do you say, Remy? If wishes were
bacon, we'd all eat for free.

The excitement reached a bloodthirsty pitch, and the announcer's voice boomed. "1 give you the Tragic
Diamonds!" he howled, and the crowd started to cheer.

Thelightswent up, blinding, and the stage, hidden in darkness behind the dance floor, became clearly
visible. The dance floor was now jammed with normals crowded almost cheek-to-cheek. There was one
massive chord that seemed to stop the world, and then a spotlight bloomed and reveded...

Remy's heart amost stopped, his handsfalling loose to hissides.
No picture could have prepared him for this.

Shewastall for awoman, and had along fall of coppery hair that burned against her pale skin. The color
of her hair was amazing, like nothing else he had ever seen, apure red gold. Her eyes, heavily outlined in
black, were aclear light green like sunlight through green amber. Witch-eyes, thelight irisesringed by a
line of deeper green. Something glittered on her nose—a piece of jewdry. A ruby, if hiseyesdidn't
decaive him. Her face, with the force of her persondity behind it, wasincandescent. With her eyes
blazing, her fingers caressing the guitar, and her lush mouth turned up in alittle private half-smile, Remy
was surprised that every man in the place wasn't storming the stage.

At that thought, the Dark thing inside his bones growled loud enough that afew people—the
amogt-psychicsin the crowd—actually turned and looked around. The thought of another man touching
thiswitch made red rage crawl under hisskin.

Seady, boy. She's a witch, you're a Watcher. Don't get possessive. That's the quickest way to get
decommissioned.



Shewore atight pair of battered jeans and ared silk dip coming down to mid-thigh, every curve and line
of her body showing. He had never heard of awitch dressing like this—most of them seemed to like
skirts, for some reason—and it wasn't entirely unexpected that the men stared or howled at her. Shewas
literdly aflame, glancing down as her fingers moved dightly on the neck of the guitar, alook of complete
abgtraction on her lovely face.

The chord resolved into a driving rhythm. The tattooed and long-haired stick of adrummer was begting
the drums asif possessed, and the bass player, athin dark-haired man who looked to be eighty percent
nose, popped ariff that made the dancers start to jump.

Remy took acloser look. The drummer was amost—L ightbringer. His glow was very weak next to hers,
he could probably passfor anormd if hetried. Well, Remy thought, I'll tell the other Watchers. Then
al thought was shaken clean out of his head.

She had the guitar, melody screaming over the top of the rhythm, reaching right through the air and
shaking his bonesinto glass shards. Her eyes came up dowly, scanning through the crowd, and diding

right past Remy.

Who had forgotten to breathe and stood as ill as a dead tree in the middle of the crowd at the bar,
people who had turned their backs on the liquor and were watching the stage.

Then she stepped up to the microphone. And the magick started.
"l ain't no mermaid, | ain't no siren,

| am no green-skinned jade

| am achild of steel and ore, the best singer of the blade

| have walked these city streetswith nothing by my side,
Darkness take me, you can't make me,

| will be no bride—"

It wasn't the best Remy had ever heard, but the screaming music and her clear high voice, ddivered
crisply, mixed with the flaming red Power pouring out of her in waves. She was actudly tapping into the
crowd, feeding their excitement, deftly tying it into the mounting rhythm.

Remy stood absolutely il in the middle of amass of screaming, writhing, jumping normals. How had
anyone ever missed this? Shewaslike avolcano. A forest fire. Something deadly and roaring and
beautiful dl a once.

Something else caught his eye. There on her dender white neck, ahank of black velvet ribbon. Hanging
from the ribbon was apam-szed meddlion, barbaric againgt her fragile-looking throet.

Gods above and below. He dmost lost hisfooting as awave of normas dammed into him. She'sgot a
Major Talisman! What the hell?

They were degp in the song now, on the third chorus, something about agreen hill under ablood moon.
She had the crowd in the pam of her hand, coppery hair swinging as she leaned into the microphone,
snging to it asif she were whispering to abest friend, snging asif she were performing for alover.

The song ended with another crashing chord, the drummer breaking a stick and grabbing another one



from abox set at hisfeet without missing abest.
The crowd surged forward, screaming.

"Arewe having agood time?" she said into the microphone, her eyes scanning the crowd. Her voice was
now ahusky purr, amplified but still smooth, pitched low enough to raise the hairs on aman's nape.
Remy's entire body went cold, then flamed.

The crowd ydled. This place was large, and even more people were jamming in. The bouncerswere
having a hard time keeping anyone out, the crowd was so bad.

"l said, are we having a good time?" Now her eyes searched the crowd, shifting back and forth. She
looked cool and easy standing there, but something in the set of her shoulders made him think that she
was alittle tenser than she appeared.

Of course, she probably senses me here. A glamoured Watcher, something Dark.

Something inimical to thelight shining out through her aura. Thet light could burn him down to bonein
secondsflat.

Gods. She's so goddamn beautiful.

The crowd raised its hands and bayed at her. A small smile touched her lips, painted dark crimson with
lipstick. Remy'slungs burned. He inhaled, his entire body breaking out in gooseflesh. He just had to
remember to breathe, that was all. Hed been doing it dl hislife.

| don't careif it hurts. He watched her cast aglance at the bassst. The thin young man nodded, and the
drummer gavealongroll. | want to touch her. | don't care how much it hurts.

She smiled. "Theboysand | are having agood timetoo.” She swayed back and forth gently, likeagirl
mesmerizing acobra It would probably work, Remy thought. The Darknessinside him watched her
every movement, fascinated. "' So let's get started, okay? That okay with you?"

The crowd gave out a high-pitched roar. She was till smiling when the drummer began, the bassst
coming in low and complex, and her fingersflew on the guitar. It was a punked-up verson of "Heaven
Must Be Missing An Angel.” Remy's jaw threatened to drop. That wasjust as surprising as the amount
of Power she had. The bassist moved up to a secondary mike and was giving harmony in asurprisngly
good tenor.

He closed his eyes briefly, habit making him scan the whole building. Shewaslike abonfirelit inthe
darkness behind hiseydids. And if shewasthisvisbleto the Dark in him, how much more visblewas
sheto the crowding shapes diding in through the doors? The Dark in his bones shifted, recognizing its
digant kin.

The Brotherhood. Here. Great. Cold rage began, shaking him out of the dream of staring at her. Hed
gotten herejust intime, amiracleif there ever was one. Another ten minutes and he would have failed.

He couldn't guarantee the safety of any of the normalsin the building, but he could guarantee hers.

You won't have her. Bloodlust escaped himin alow growl, loud enough to be heard by some of the
amogt-psychics. A few of them were edging for the door. Not my witch. Not on my watch.

The Brotherhood operatives drifted through the crowd like he did. The normaswere dancing, hair flying
and swesat dewing bright faces. The smell of alcohol and human sweet filled the place, which was so hot



he was surprised more of them weren't collapsing from heatstroke. Remy dipped through the crowd, the
entire building taking on the dimensions of abattlefield in hismind. Histop priority, his only priority, was
to protect the woman singing on the stage, dancing alittle in place, the red guitar bobbing as she made it

wail. The Power she radiated was enough to make Remy's own shielding thicken defensively. She could

possibly make him very uncomfortableif she was spooked enough to strike at him.

She missed a best, recovered amost ingtantly. He wouldn't have been ableto tell if he hadn't been
watching her sointently.

He made it to the foot of the stage, invisible to the normals, and turned to face the crowd. A few burly
bouncerswearing blue Clair Staff T-shirts kept the well-mannered normals back. The heavy musk of
some not-quite-legd cigarettes began tofill theair.

The song mutated into ancther one, and she was swesting fregly now, glowing under thelights. Singing
about Jmmy Jingo, that lowdown dirty beast. It had the fedl of abreakup song. Remy waited.

The Brotherhood moved with the crowd. Six operatives, just enough for a high-strength extraction team.
Damn. They must want her very badly. Then again, who wouldn't?

He scanned the building again. It wasn't like the Brotherhood to be doppy. It was just likethemto
possibly distract him with afrontal attack while someone came from backstage and snatched the witch
right in front of acrowd.

And this beautiful, beautiful witch. What would she think? What would she think of him?
That, quite frankly, worried him more than the Brotherhood.

She's got to know Watchers exist. Dante and Hanson know her; she's part of the Guardians. He
was thinking about this when the six operatives apparently decided alone Watcher was no deterrent.
They moved forward through the crowd in standard formation, two waves of three, thin shapesthat
looked cut out of black paper. The Brotherhood had different shielding than Watchers, mostly because
the Dark they had bargained with didn't believe in cooperation. They were nothing more than dogsbodies
for the Dark, if they were human.

And if they weren't, they werefar worse.

The tanak ingde Remy's boneswoke fully, grinding againg his nerve-endings. What did they have
planned for thiswitch? And the Trifero. Wasthat the Talisman around her neck? It wouldn't be unheard
of for aMagor Talisman to go from hand to hand to reach the person it wanted. And asthe only fire
witch Remy had heard of on this continent, she was the perfect candidate for the Trifero.

Why weren't any of the extraction team backstage?

There was no time for wondering. Close quarters and a bunch of normas. That meant knife work. Onein
each hand, they did easly from the sheaths, spinning around hisfingersin aquick habitual movement.

They moved in, thefirst three with that spooky darting speed that held seen too many times. He met one
of them with abone-jarring impact, his black sted kniveswith their traceries of crimson tearing through
muscle and Darkness. He couldn't afford to split his concentration, but he did, still scanning the backstage
area.

Hetook ahit on hisside, red pain flaring up and feeding the Dark crouching in his bones. They were
using their wicked curved kukris, gpparently not wanting to spook the witch either. Though why they



cared, he couldn't guess, hewas only grateful for it.
Thefirg three dropped, and the second wave was on him. No, only two of them. The third—

Keep away from her. The cold crystalline rage of combat closed over him again. The space behind him
holding the witch was a distraction, only because he wasn't so used to fighting with something to protect.
It was usudly just him and the nasties, no witch to worry about.

One of them grabbed hisarm, |etting out awhispered curse. The Dark in his bones stretched, shedding
the curselike water. The tanak struck back reflexively, before he could stop it, and the Brotherhood
operative, il cloaked in the glamour that made him only a stick-thin black shadow, went flying.

Someone screamed.

Remy felt the crowd's mood change and tip from freewhedling good time to something near ariot. The
screams spread outward from the twisted body of the Brotherhood operative, who wasreveded asa
huge hulking kobold, gray-skinned and bald, with a pair of tusks sharpened to arazor's edge.

Oh, no. They're sending kobolds? Remy dedlt the only operative left ashort punch to the face, stunning
it, and drew the knife acrossits ssomach. A quick twist at the end broke the suction of muscle againgt the
black stedl blade. Power flared—the runes on the knife were more damaging to the Dark than the metal
itsdlf.

Kobolds. That changed things. Sending nonhumansinstead of dogsbodiesin to do a catch-and-transport
was definitdy not something the Brotherhood usualy did. Nonhumans were only sent for assassinations.
Did they want to kill thiswitch? Circle Lightfall didn't think so, and they had never been wrong before.

There's always a first time. He scanned the building one more time, and swore. Of course. The six had
only been atest-team, sent to seeif they could snatch the witch with little fuss. Since Remy had shown
himsdlf, they would comein with everything they had and hope to overwhelm him.

Themusic trailed off, and he heard the witch'samplified voice.
"Whet the hell's going on now?"

Remy turned and looked up. The raised stage was about as high as hiswaist. He gathered himself and
leapt, the long black coat flaring behind him. His sde tore with pain, no timeto hed it when he had to
move. His boots met the stage floor with a solid sound, and he scanned both the humans. The drummer
was dack-jawed, staring at him, hishands frozen in midair. The bassist had shoved the neck of his
instrument down and looked caught between two impulses: start afight or just stand in stunned
amazement at the arriva of aman twice hisszein along black coat on a ninety-degree night.

She stood with one hand on the microphone, staring at him. It was one of the most exotic momentsin
Remy'slife, and that was saying something. Her eyeswere huge, luminousin the pulsing light. The crowd
was running for the exits, crushed together. There was no time. The exodus wouldn't hold the
Brotherhood outside for long.

The witch—Elise—Ilooked too stunned to speak. Her mouth was open alittle, and he was shaken with
the completely uncharacteristic desireto find out if her lips were as soft asthey looked. She had her right
hand up, and there was something like static eectricity crackling around it, the air popping and snarling
with Power.

Remy drew in adeep breath. He still had his knife out. He made it disappear, and her eyesflicked down
his body once, then returned to hisface. Y ou're aWatcher." She sounded stunned, though her voice



was gtill apurr. The microphone caught it and the sound boomed through the rapidly-emptying club.
Something started to bray—a fire darm. Someone had probably fled through afire door. Would the
Brotherhood break in through there too?

Move it along, Remy. But the witch's huge luminous eyes held him. Shelooked terrified.

The bodies he'd |eft on the floor started to smoke. Of course. Couldn't have a kobold showing up at the
county morgue. That would severely disarrange the human world. There would be cover-ups,

investigative journalism, al sorts of messiness and scrutiny thet the Brotherhood most definitely didn't
want. So each of the operatives, even the nonhumans, would have aflamework on them. It wasan
unintentional compliment to Remy's kill asahunter.

The Hunter . What the other Watchers called him, too. Why couldn't | have a better nickname? The
bane of the Crusade? Or even, the one Watcher you don't want to mess with?

| have to be very careful how | handle this. He hoped hisface wasn't decked with blood. Hisside
hurt, the Dark repairing broken ribs and torn muscle. He would have to hole up for an hour or two to
fully heal, but at least he wasn't bleeding now. Not much. Hisblack T-shirt stuck to his skin, and the
copper tang of blood filled his nogtrils.

The witch blinked, and then something like fury crossed her face. She haf-turned, looking at the two
young men sharing the stage with her. "Vann, get your axe in acase and get the hdll out of here. Trevor,
you too. Go! Don't worry about the goddamn set, Trev! Get out of here!™ Her hair begantorise
dightly, lifted on arandom hot draft.

"But—" the bassst said, and her eyes narrowed. Remy's heart skipped another beat. She looked fierce,
and absolutely beautiful. 1f she ever looks at me like that ... He stopped the thought before it could
finish.

"Get out of here," shesaid, not unkindly. "Please. I'll call tomorrow."

Remy saw the two boyswere sill stunned, so he decided to help. He caught the almost-psychic
drummer's eyes and gave asmal menta push.

Do as she says. Obey her.

It was technically outside the canonsto push a Lightbringer, but Elise had told the kid what to do, and
Remy was Elise's Watcher. It was up to him to do the enforcing.

Sometimes those with smdler psychic giftswere easier to influence than normas. The drummer shook his
head and got up, gtill holding hisstickslike apair of pencils. Then Remy looked at the bassist, who il
stared dack-jawed at the apparition that had just legpt up on the stage. "Do what she says, mon ami," he
growled, and the boy backed up, his bass hanging dackly from the strap over his shoulder. "Get out of
here. Things are about to get interesting.”

That was maybe amistake, because her eyes swung back to him. Her mouth closed with asnap, and a
hot breeze from nowhere was definitely playing with her hair. Therewasasmell of burning eectrica
wires.

The twisted bodies near the stage were smoking furioudy now. There was asoft wump! and one of them
burgt into blue flame. Remy wasn't surprised, but the witch legpt asif stung and looked at it, her eyes
amost too wide for her face. The blood drained out of her cheeks.

All told, it had only taken afew seconds. The crowd was till screaming and trampling for the door. He



risked taking two steps closer to her, his boots soundless on the stage floor. "Please. Come with me,
cherie. Thisisdangerous. They can't get in the building right now because the normas are crowding out,
but they will be here very soon. | don't want to fight off more than adozen ns and worry about
protecting you at the sametime. I'm sorry, but can we go somewhere safer?' He deliberately kept his
voicelow, soothing.

"You're aWatcher," she whispered again, and her face was too pale to be healthy. Paper-pae. "Oh, my
gods"
"They're after you, msdlle." He used a haf-whisper, trying not to frighten her. "I'm here to help.”

"Youretoo tal." Shewas so palethat dark circles stood out under her luminous eyes, and the crimson
lipstick made her ook even whiter. Her hair snapped and crackled with eectricity, the red turning closer
to gold. Pureflame,

Of all the things you could have said, witch, | think that's the most absurd. "Don't hold it against
me." He held out his hand, offering it pdm-up. Maybe it would hurt him to touch her, but he didn't care.
If she set him on fire, he wouldn't care. "Please, comewith me. Let's get you somewhere safe.”

She took a deep breath, and the entire building seemed to shudder. The Brotherhood was here. Time
was running out. If he couldn't convince her, he would have to force her, and he didn't want to do that.

Two crimson fever-spots appeared high up on her cheekbones. "No," she said, and took another deep
endlessbreath. "NO!" Sheydled it thistime, and the rest of the kobold corpses burst into flame. "Get
away fromme! Get away from me!"

It wasn't quite the reception held expected. She backed up toward the edge of the stage, and Remy lost
patience.

He moved, caught her wrigt in his hand, and gave asharp yank, pulling her toward him just asthe first
Brotherhood n made it into the building. She screamed, struggling, hooking the fingers of her free
hand and trying to claw at hisface.

Heavoided it, thinking with grim amusement that it didn't hurt to touch her, but she might hurt him after
dl.

Her skin was softer than he could have believed, and the expected sensation—tearing pain—did not flash
through him. Instead, a spike of agonized pleasure jolted up his arm, spreading down his entire body. He
let out ashort, sharp breath, catching her other wrist and trapping them both in one hand. He didn't want

to do this, but he had to.

In one quick movement, his knees bending, he had her over his shoulder. The red guitar dropped, hitting
the floor with aviolent squed of feedback, till live. Be damned to consequences, there's a building
full of Brotherhood assassins that's going to be a pile of matchsticks soon.

Hisfree hand throbbed with Power, and he cast the scorching down without a second thought. Flame
exploded. It was a Watcher spell, one that used the darker energies he was capable of channeling
because of the Dark insgde him. Hellfire, the flame peculiar to aswell as peculiarly damaging to the Dark.
There were too many of the Brotherhood for them to make aretreat once this spell took hold and fired
the entire damn nightclub. He felt sorry for the damage to a public place, but there was nothing e seto be
done.

Not if he wanted thiswitch till diveto see sunrise.



She was struggling and screaming, and his coat started to smoke. She might try to fry him—she certainly
had the Power—but he made it off the stage and kicked open a convenient fire door. The dlarm was
aready whooping anyway. Sirens began to resound in the distance.

The door opened to an aley, and he pounded down it, moving more quickly than ahuman could, found a
fire escape zigzagging up the sde of another building. He leapt for it, having to move one-handed dowing
him just alittle, and she was till screaming when he reached the rooftop and unceremonioudy dumped
her onto her feet. She staggered, the scream switched off mid-breath as she gasped.

Remy turned, his sword whipping out. There was nowhere else to go. The rooftop had a sheer six-story
drop behind the witch, and it would take time for a Brotherhood nto climb that, especidly if they
were kobolds. He would sense them before they reached the top. Having the high ground is best
when you have a witch to protect, histrainer's voice echoed insde his memory.

Concrete gritted under hisfeet. He waited, hismind adark till pool, for the first attack.

It came, blurring up over the fire escgpe'srailing, stregking for him. He shot it twice between the eyes and
then moved to meset it, carving its head from its shoulders. Thiswas a Gray, done up in the Brotherhood
waly, asort of loose black pgjamas, weapons strapped to it. Grays weren't good fighters, but they were
great scavengers and trackers.

Then more of the Brotherhood, boiling up over the edge. By their size, they had to be kobolds. It wasa
relief to bein agtuation where the dternatives were so clear-cut. Kill or be killed, thefamiliar voice
resounded insde his head again, the Watcher he had been gpprenticed to. Don't think. Move.

The witch wasn't screaming anymore. He spared aquick glance and saw she was on her feet, her eyes
huge, her hands knotted into fists. The medallion &t her throat sparkled with crimson. She looked
incandescent with fury.

He had to reload, so he backed up, waiting for the next wave. Six bodies lay scattered around the roof,
two of them smoking. His breath came fast and hard, and his face was bruised from a chegp shot—one
of the kobolds had feinted toward the witch and then clipped him hard across the face. He was dripping
with siweat—the weather didn't make him perspire, but combat did. Go figure. Hisfingers blurred,
shoving the clip into the gun.

Therewas ashort, sharp cry behind him, and something whizzed by his head. The bolt of flame caught
the Brotherhood n vaulting over thelip of the roof. Crimson flame tore a hole through the
darkness. There was an unearthly scream and the sickening smell of roasting mest and Dark flesh.

Remy's sword flicked. The thing dropped. He looked back at the witch.

She stood with her hand clamped over her mouth. The fever-spots were brighter than ever. Shelooked
horrified.

She shouldn't have had to do that. Dammit. Remy backed up toward her, hissword held in the first
guard position. He kept the gun low and ready. "Areyou dl right, m'selle?" he asked over his shoulder.

She gave ajagged gasp. "'l just fried something that |ooked like atwo-legged e ephant with pretensions.”
Her voice was very close to breaking, breathless and stunned. "No, | am not al right."

"My thanks, anyway. Just hold on." But then there were two of them, and he met them halfway with a
clash of metd and gunfire.

When they both dropped, the first body burst into blue flame. "Timeto go,” he said. The stink of



battle—cordite, roasted mesat, meta, his own swest, the sharp unlovely smell of the Dark—rosein waves
from the rooftop. "They're going to try and flank me now. Predictable.” Hislips skinned back from his
teeth in aferal grimace, but hetried to smooth his face out before he turned to face the witch.

She shivered, hugging herself, swesat standing out on her skin and the fever-spots on her cheeks giving her
the only color in her face. "Y ou k-k-k—" she began, her teeth chattering.

"l did." He would have spared her thissight, the bloody brutal combat. She should never haveto face
anything thisugly, this beautiful witch with the clear light shining through her. "It'sal right, cherie. Redlly.
Come on, we've got to go."

She darted to laugh, thin jagged laughter that wasn't right. Even he could tell she wasin shock. He
approached her cautioudly, and when he got close enough to smell the fresh scent of her hair—she used a
shampoo that smelled like oranges, or maybe it was just her—he did hisarm over her shoulder. Theair
around her was oven-hot, and touching her sent a shiver of pleasure up his spine, even through the leather
of his codt.

Mine. My witch. Thank the gods she's safe. That was too close for comfort.
"Don't worry," hesaid. "We haveto go. |I—" Anideastruck him. "I need your help.”

She swallowed grimly, her throat working, but something like sanity came back into her big green eyes.
Shelooked up a him, her hair faling into her face. Hisfingers ached to brush it back. "Y ou what?"

"l need you to stick with me. Well get out of this and then well have anicelong talk, hmm?'

"l don't want to talk to you." Her face had lost that staring look. She wasn't going to faint. At least, not
yel.

"Wll, then welll crossthat bridge when we cometoit,” he answered, and scooped her up again. This
time he didn't throw her over his shoulder; he didn't relish the thought of hisback catching fire. He smply
swept hisarm under her knees, picked her up and took the four stepsthat brought him to the edge of the
roof. And then, gathering himsalf and hoping he had enough momentum, he legpt.

Chapter Ten

"Elis!" Theo yelled, atruly rare occurrence. The Watcher set Elise on her shaky feet, held her shoulders
until she had her balance, and then stepped back just alittle. Shelooked up at him as Theo hurried
across the shop's wooden floor and flung her arms around Elise. The smdll of her best
friend—sandalwood and the sharp iron smell of worry—made Elise's shaking knees and pounding heart
camalittle

Hed brought her back to the shop. He had carried her up to the rooftop as if she weighed nothing. Hed
camly fought asmall army of things that looked like two-legged e ephants and then held...

Dante stood by the glass door, watching the street. "Were you followed?' His deep voice was harsher
than Elise could ever remember it.

The Watcher shook his head. "Not unless they have Hounds to track me. | took out their seek-team.”
Hisvoicewaslow and dark, with atrace of an accent making the words dow and even. He had dark
blond hair, too light to be called brown and too dark to be called truly blond, with threads of gold
highlights running through it. And his eyes were golden, not yelow, not hazel, but the exact color of warm



mellow gold. He had the face of aMichelangelo angel, severe and relaxed dl at once. Nice classical
nose, acompletely sinful mouth, and those eyes under dark lashes. There was mottled bruising going up
the left Sde of hisface, and he winced alittle as he moved, hiseyeson her. It looked like hisribs were
hurting him.

He had just camly killed how many of those things?

Eliselet out adry sound. Sheld seen alot in her life, but this ... this took the cake. It took the whole
bloody bake sale, too.

Theo shook her. "Youlittle.... Oh, | could just ... Elise Nicholson, you irresponsible ... How could you?'
Shewas actudly sputtering. Thiswas so new and unexpected afresh fit of trembling spread over Elise's
entire body. The curry sheld eaten for dinner with the guys somersaulted in her ssomach.

The Watcher stared at her, his uncanny golden eyes never leaving her face. Shelooked down at his
boots. He wore jeans, and there was a dark bloodstain on one knee. She swallowed again, tasting bile.
He watched her the same way Dante watched Theo, intently, his eyes marking everything about her. Asif
he couldn't take his eyes away.

"What happened?’ Dante, still watching the Street.

"The Brotherhood," the Watcher who had carried her here responded without looking away. Elise
couldn't place hisfaint accent. It dipped hiswordsin honey. "Trying to sted an artifact. You didn't tell me
shehadaTdisman."

"She didn't thismorning,” Dante said. "Which one?’

"I think it'sthe Trifero." Hiseyes never left Elisesface. She could feel him watching her. Asif hisgaze
had an actud physica weight. And yet he looked completely avare of everything going on around him,
asif he shared the same high-powered radar Hanson and Dante had. Asif he could watch her with the
kind of stare alion would give asick zebra, and gill be avare of everything in afive-mileradius.

"Elisel" Theo actualy shook her. "I wasworried sick about you!" She sounded worried, too. Her face
was drawn and pale, and Elise felt asharp prick of guilt.

Shelet out ajagged little laugh. "He killed them, Theo. Hejust killed them.”

"I know," Theo stroked Elisg's hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ears. "1 have ahard time
with it too. But are you dl right?' She held Elise by her shoulders and examined her from head to toe.
"Areyou okay?"

"l guess s0." Elisg's voice seemed to come from very far away. The Watcher had jumped off thetop of a
sx-gtory building and landed as softly as a cat hopping down from achair. Well, maybe not that softly,
Elise's cheek had bounced against his rock-hard shoulder, and he had made a breathless apol ogy.

The Watcher stood, gpparently not caring that his face was puffing up and bruising or that blood was
dripping from historn black T-shirt. He was too busy looking at Elise, who kept staring at that bruise on
hisangdic face. Heredly was cute, in abadass sort of way, she thought dreamily, and fet afaravay
twinge.

"She'sfading,” Theo said. "Dante?"

"I'm not surprised,” the gold-eyed Watcher piped up. " She threw enough Power to kill akobold up on
that rooftop. She's probably in shock." He made arestless movement, and it occurred to Elise that he



wanted to touch her, but wasn't sureif he should.

That managed to bring her back to hersdf alittle. "Rum.” She pushed Theo away, but gently. “Theo, Il
be out of herein aminute. | just need that bottle of rum | left.”

"Don't beridiculous." Theo's eyebrows were drawn together, and she frowned. That initself wasarare
occurrence.

Elise returned to hersdf with ajolt. Lucky me. I'm the only person in the world who can piss off
Theo. | must be better than I thought. Shetook two steps backwards on shaky feet and then whirled
and bolted for the back room.

She shoved the curtain aside and ducked into the small room, going on tiptoe and throwing open the
cupboard above the sink. It was il there, thank the gods, and she had it in her hands with the cap
twisted off before the Watcher gppeared, his shouldersfilling up the doorway. He held the curtain aside
with one callused, battered hand.

She had never seen anyone move like that, with such savagery and grace. It reminded her of seeing tigers
on anature show leaping at their prey, teeth bared, even their most spontaneous movements gracefully
coordinated. The sword had been asolid arc of silver more than once, splitting the air with afaint sound
shed only heard in chop suey martia arts movies before. | never knew swords made that sound in

real life.

Helooked at her, those gold eyes above that sinfully cute mouth, and shefelt the pit of her somach drop
again. The dtraction was ingtantaneous. And unwelcome. She never felt thisway about guys. Especidly
not bad-news guys like Watchers.

"Leavemeaone," Elise managed, and got the bottle to her lips. Shetook two long swallows and
lowered it, waiting for the acohal to hit. There was awire of warmth in her ssomach now. His eyes
flicked to the bottle and back to her face.

"Can | have adrink?" With his bruised face, helooked like he needed it. And that voice, like dark honey.
She could even smell him, lesther and blood and the clean hedlthy smdll of aman who'd just had ahard
workout.

"Who are you?' Her hand shook so badly the rum dopped around in the bottle.

"I'm Remy," he said, making alittle movement, asif he wanted to bow and stopped himsdlf just intime.
He dtill stared at her, his golden eyesintent. " Some of the other Watchers call me Hunter, but | never did
likethat." He paused for the barest of seconds. "'I'm your Watcher, cherie.”

She swallowed, hard. Oh, gods above. This can't be happening.

The rum hit her middle like abomb going off, and the sudden warmth steadied her. She took adeep
gasping bresth and wiped at her lipswith the back of her hand. "Y ou saved my life," shesaid
inconsequentidly. “Though if you hadn't brought those things with you, | wouldn't have needed saving."

Helooked puzzled by that, his eyebrows drawing together. "'l didn't bring the Brotherhood, m'sdlle.
They're chasing that pretty thing around your neck. | think it'sa Tadisman.”

That was like apinch in asengtive place. The vision of the pink-eyed thing covered in running sores that
had put the dragon medallion down on the pawnshop counter popped up in her head again. She took
another huge gulp of rum. "What do you want?" she screamed, and he didn't even flinch. "Leave me
adone Why won't you all just leave me alone?"



"Careful, cherie," he said, and she placed the accent. Creole. Kind of like a Degp South French kiss. He
had a nice voice. Too bad he was a Watcher. Elise could amost see dating thisguy if he kept his mouth
shut—and if he wasn't aWatcher. He was pretty cute. "Y ou could hurt something in here, hmm?' He
watched her for asecond, asif trying to figure out the best way to dedl with a screaming crazy woman.
Then he held out his hand.

Eliseflinched.

That seemed to stop him. He didn't touch her, just kept hishand out like it was perfectly normal to hang
your hand out in space.

The look on hisface was considering, now, asif she was a puzzle he wastrying to figure out. "1 won't try
to touch you. Can | have adrink, cherie?| haven't had afight like that in something like two years."

Her hands were still shaking. "'l guess s0," she said numbly, and handed him the bottle. She had to teke a
step forward to do it, and her fingers accidentally brushed his. Usualy the Watchers avoided touching
her. Theo had told her that it hurt them to touch a Lightbringe—until they found the Lightbringer that
they could touch.

Lightbringer. Witch. Psychic.
In Elisg's case, freak wasthe only word that applied.

He lifted the bottle to hislips and took a hedthy swig, closing hiseyesfor asecond. Elise's heart gave a
single huge legp indgde her chest, and sheredized shewasin trouble.

"Hmm. Stings alittle." Helooked at her, steadily. ™Y our friend the green witch isworried about you. You
have a bruise on your cheek." Helifted hisfree hand, touched his own face, high up on hisright cheek. It
wasweird, especialy because the other haf of hisface—the left Sde—was mottled with purple and
ydlow swelling. "I think shewantsto hed it. | think you should let her.”

"Look a you," Elisesad. "Hdf your faceis swelling up. Have her work on you."
The corner of hismouth lifted alittle. "I'll heal. I'm more worried about you."
Elise snatched the bottle back from him. "Leave me adone. Get out of my way."

He stepped aside, holding up the curtain as she stalked through it. Elise was beginning to fed alittle bit
more like hersalf. She shook her hair back over her shoulders.

Shewas not going to fal into thistrap. She was not going to even think about thisincredibly cute hunk
who had just fought off awholeload of eephant things. Theo and Mari could act like ditz-brained girlies
if they wanted to, but not Elise Nicholson, resident tough girl.

Yeah. Right. Get the hell out of here, Elise. Go home, lock your door, and drink. That sounds
really good.

Theo was saying something to Dante, who had his hands on her shoulders. He was tall—Theo reached
just under his collarbone—but he was very gentle as he stroked her shoulders with his thumbs and
replied in avoicetoo low for Eliseto hear.

It kind of hurt to see the two of them, Theo looking up into Dante's face, his mouth gentle and his eyes
warm as he looked down at her. Y ou could see they wereredly involved. Redly nuclear.



Elisetook another hit off the bottle. If she didn't dow down it would hit her al a once like atrain wreck,
and shewould be glad when it did. She didn't want to ded with life anymore.

She shook her head and started across the wooden floor, threading between racks of ritua cloaks and
robesin al different shades, racks of organic-cotton clothing and bags made out of hemp. Shewas
heading for the front door. If she was lucky they wouldn't notice.

Hefdl into step right behind her. Elise turned on her hedl, and he stopped, till looking down at her with a
fixed expression. A sort of bemused, wondering concentration. Hewinced again, asif hisribs hurt, and
blood pattered on the hardwood floor. Elise felt the rage rise again, shoved it down with an dmost
physicd effort.

"Youremaking amess," Elisesad. "L et Theo bandage you."

"She'sbusy." That trace of an accent made the words rounder, deeper. Like he was half-singing instead
of talking. "What about you?'

"I'm no good at first aid," Elise found hersdf saying. Wait a minute. Didn't | tell himto leave me
alone? Didn't | just tell myself | wasn't going to get all ditz-brained?

He shrugged. "I'll suffer, then." Hismouth quirked up alittle. "It'sjust ascratch, cherie. I'll live"

"Oh, damnit. Y ou're getting blood dl over Theo'sfloor. Jeez." Elise shoved the bottle into his hands and
went around arack of robes, stamping for the back room again. The first-aid kit was under the sink.

Okay. So she'd bandage him up and then hit the road. It was the least she could do.

Sheretrieved the kit, and while she was bending down under the sink the alcohol rose up and ignited
insde her head. That was what she'd been waiting for—the rest of the night to take on the quality of a
dream. The rum helped even more, burning in her somach and insulating her from this madness. She
stamped out into the store, and Theo and Dante separated, Theo looking troubled. Dante wore his usua
cool expression. The shop door was locked, and the sign turned to "Closed.” If Elise looked, she could
see the glimmer of Power that would make the store seem empty and deserted to any passerby.

That was a good trick, one she had thought up hersdf. Theo had been delighted.

"Sit down," Elise sngpped at thetdl, lean man, who immediately folded himsalf down on the floor right
where she pointed, in front of the candle racks. "No, you idiot, on the stoal. It'sright there."

He nodded, hauled himself up, and walked over to the three-legged stool. Theo used it to stand on when
she needed to reach a high shdlf.

The rum made her vison alittle blurry. "Take your coat off. And that shirt, too. | can't have you going
around bleeding. Jeez." It wasimpossible to put al the aggravation in the one syllable, but shetried.

"Hlise?' Theo said.
"I'm busy," Elisethrew over her shoulder. "I'll get out of your hair, your store, and your lifein aminute.”

"I don't want you out of our shop or my life, firebal. Y ou're being childish. Mari and Hanson are on their
way. Well need you to listen to usinstead of—"

"Oh, that'snice." Elise didn't bother to sugarcoat the sarcasm. "Let'sjust makeit aparty. Y ou guys
managed to sneak in a Watcher to follow me around and scare meinto doing what you want. How



typica. How utterly typical
Dante opened hismouth. "If you really believe that, why are you bandaging him up?"

You did not just talk to me, you Neanderthal psychatic. "Y ou know, I've never liked you. So shut
up.”

The blond Watcher dropped his coat on the floor. It made a strange clunking sound. Of course. They
carried alot of hardware in there. Wegpons and other things. Elise shivered. He undid the leather harness
thingy that kept his sword strapped to his back and the guns to his sides, and dropped it on the coat.
Then, obediently, he peeled off the T-shirt.

Elise and Theo made identical hissing sounds. Elise glanced over a Theo, who was paper-pae. "I'm
bandaging him becauseit'stheright thing to do," Eliseinformed Dante haughtily. ""He got this fighting off
something that looked likea... | don't know what it looked like anymore, but | know enough to know
that it was after me." Her voice broke, and she cursed hersdf for being aninny. "And as soon as| patch
himup, I'm outta here. You can't fireme, | quit. I've had enough. | am so sick of this." She opened up
thefirgt-aid kit, setting the rum-bottle to one side. "'Y ou guys just shove me around from place to place.
Elise, you need a Watcher. Elise, you'rein danger. Elise, let Circle Lightfall walk in and finish
destroying our lives. Elise, you're so mean." She tipped peroxide out onto a gauze pad and rose to her
knees, looking at the mess of blood and torn skin on Remy's side. She unceremonioudy dapped the
peroxide on and began cleaning it, none too gently.

He made no sound. He smply looked at her with that heart-stopping expression, like an art sudent
gtaring at a Rembrandt.

Don't think about that, Elise. "And then you snesk thisguy into the city without my permisson—you
know | thought | had a vote, and | voted to keep Circle Lightfal out of here, and he just shows up and
totally destroys my gig! The cops are going to want to talk to me, and I'll never play another gig at the
Clair again. And why, do you ask?" Shewasin fineform. "I'll tell you why. Because even as we bloody
well speak the Clair isin the process of being burned down by a bunch of guyswith eephant tusks and
big bald heads! Thiswas my big break, and I'll never play there, or anywhere e se maybe again,
because—" Elise had to stop to take a breath, and she decided not to say any more. She didn't have the
breath to waste on arguing with them. Let Mari and Theo have their big bad Watchers. Elise was going
to ride off into the sunset just as soon as she finished bandaging this guy's wound.

Elise blinked.

The scraped and torn skin under her hands was healing, flesh closing at an darming rate. She looked up
at the golden-eyed Watcher, who was—well, what € se?—watching her. He said nothing. His mouth was
agraight line, his dark-blonde hair mussed and his golden eyes darker now. Maybe from pain. She
hadn't been very gentle. Abruptly her conscience bit her. If they had just called thisguy in, he probably
didn't know what was going on. He was just doing what he thought of as hisjob.

"Doesn't this hurt?' She wondered why the hell she cared. Wondered why she'd said it so softly.

He shrugged, his beautiful sculpted mouth even and tense under those watchful golden eyes. "It doesn't
matter." His voice was cam now. With the ghost of an accent, his voice was exactly the color of pure
amber. Just as golden astherest of him. His hair would probably glow in the sun. If she could get home
intime, shewanted to draw hisface. It was aimost too beautiful to bered. ™Y ou should let the green
witch hed your bruise, cherie.

Yes, inthe sun hishair would probably look like afurnace of gold.



Not that Elise was ever intending on seeing him in sunlight. She just wanted to get the hell out of here.

"I'm not your cherie," shetold him, archly. "How the hell did you sneak into the city? Wetold Circle
Lightfdl to stay out."

"I didn't sneak in. And I'd guessthat | was ableto crossthe city limits because Circle Lightfall doesn't
own meanymore.”

Theo made an inarticulate noise, protesting. Elise's hand stopped cleaning the awful, messy wound.
"What are you talking about? Y ou're aWatcher, aren't you? Y ou work for Circle Lightfal. I know the
drill.”

He nodded, hishair falling forward alittle, across hisforehead. " Your Watcher. | wouldn't have been
ableto crossthe city limits otherwise, if you've banned the Circle from the city.”

Eliselooked back down at thefirst-aid kit. "Y ou're crazy. | don't need some psychotic samurai messing
up my life. I have my own problems. I'll probably haveto find another band. Vann won't like this, and
Trevor'sdrum st ... gods above, I'm going to have to buy him anew one. There go my savings.”

"Better to lose adrum st than hislife, m'selle," hesaid quietly.

"He wouldn't have to make that choiceif | wasn't afreak. And if you hadn't gone al Dresden on the
nightclub.” She picked up some fresh gauze. "Hold ill."

He nodded and seemed to freeze, immobile while she bandaged him up, tearing the adhesive with quick
jerks. Therum burned in her middle, awarm steadying glow. She had alittle trouble with some of the
adhesive, and she glanced up at him, pushing her hair away with the back of one hand. ™Y ou can
breathe, you know. | didn't tell you to hold your breeth or anything.”

"I'm sorry for your friends" he said, when she finished taping the gauze over the quickly-hedling wound.

"Well, thanks." She got to her feet, leaving the open first aid kit on the floor. "I'll be sureto passthat
adong. Haveanicelife"

With that said and done, she turned around and walked away.

Theo, who had watched this whole interchange from a safe distance, reached out and caught Elisg'sarm.
"Elise. 'm sorry. | didn't mean to hurt your fedings. We didn't ‘ sneak’ aWatcher in. Wedidn't even
know hewas here until this afternoon.”

Eliselooked down at her. Theo was barefoot, as usud, probably having kicked her sandals off behind
the counter, and Elise was wearing boots so she topped her friend by two inches or so. "Maybe you
didn't know, but maybe your pet gargoyle did. Did you ever think about that?"

"Dante can't lieto me," Theo said, softly, patiently. "Y ou know that. And you've seen what it doesto him,
to protect us. Remember two months ago, that thing that went berserk in the park while we were doing a
Circle? It broke hisarm and hdf hisribs, you heped me heal him. Why are you being likethis, Lise?"
Her eyes, adeep green lit from insde like sun seen through aforest canopy, were wide and worried.
Theo wouldn't hurt afly. Shewas so gentle it drove Elise nuts, trying to get her to observe some
precautionsfor her own safety.

The bell over thedoor jingled. Mari burst in, her golden curlsflying and tears running down her cheeks.
She ran across the wooden floor of the shop, her breasts bouncing under her blue silk tank top, and
threw her asams around Elise.



"l was so worried," she gasped againg Elise's shoulder. She smdlled like the hot night outside and salt
and the peculiar Mari-smédll of clean ocean and spice. "Lise, Lise, areyou dl right? Gods, | was so
worried! Why did you just leave likethat?"

Hanson dipped in the door after her, closed and locked it with aclick, then leaned againgt it.

Elise patted Mari's back awkwardly. "Y ou mean you didn't know he was here?' She shook her head.
The unredlity of what she had just witnessed combined with the rum to wallop her, and her unsteady legs
nearly gave out. Mari let go of her only to grab her upper arms and proceeded to shake. Elise's head
bobbed back and forth.

"Of course we didn't know. How could we know he'd be able to get into the city? Are you stupid? No,
you're not stupid, but | swear you're pigheaded stubborn, and if | didn't love you so much I'd—" Mari
sounded haf-hysterical.

| feel sick. Elisedrew in adeep, shuddering breath. "Stopit. | think I'm going to passout,” shesad, ina
high, unsteady voice. Mari quit shaking her and hugged her so hard Elise'sribs cresked.

"I wouldn't be surprised,” Dante said. "How much did you drink?

"Not nearly enough,” she informed him smartly, and swayed. "Y ou guys ... you guys, therewsas.... |
thought that spell was supposed to keep shit like that out of herel”

"The Brotherhood hasn't been specificaly banned. And they're not hereto kill you. Or at least, that's
what intelligence says." Remy was up from the stool, shrugging back into hislesther coat. Hisruined
T-shirt was left on thefloor, but he had another one, plain black likethefirst. Had hehad it in his
pocket? So useful , Elise thought, and surprised herself with atired giggle. "They're after the Trifero, and
afirewitch with enough Power to useit. If that thing you've got on your neck isthe Trifero, whichis
becoming very likely, then they're trying to capture, not kill."

Capture, not kill. "That's so comforting. | bet whatever they'd do to me would make mewish | was
dead, right? That's the standard threat.”

"With the Trifero, you're the equivalent of amagicka nuclear bomb." Herolled his shoulders back and
forth asif they hurt. They probably did. Helooked awful with the bruising spreading over theleft half of
hisface. But hiseyeswere till beautiful, and his mouth held her attention for that entire sentence. A smdll
rebellious part of her wondered what it would fed like to touch hislips, and she shoved that part into a
deep drawer. "They would use you againg Circle Lightfal, and againgt other people like yourself.
Psychic people. Lightbringers. Witches.”

Her jaw dropped.

His golden eyeswere dtill fixed on her. "They have several waysto doit,” he said, softly. "I've seenit,
cherie. The best iswith acombination of drugs and achemica magick to make you into anice, obedient
little girl. If that doesn't work, they try classic brainwashing techniques—d egp deprivation, torture, rape.
And other thingsthat aren't half asnice.”

"Stopit. Just stop it." Theo clasped her hands together, but Elise could see her shaking. "Gods." She
shivered s0 hard that her skirt made asmall rustling noise.

Elise swdlowed. "Wdl, what are you planning on doing to me? Huh? What are you going to use mefor?'

He shrugged and made a brief sound of annoyance. It was the first such sound sheld heard from him " I'm
hereto protect you." His accent drawled through the words, turning them into something dow and litera



S0 that even an idiot could understand. "Nothing Dark will touch you and live" Hislipstwisted upina
humorless smile, exposing white teeth. "Nothing but me, apparently,” he amended.

"| don't date outsde my species,” Elise said, her teeth starting to chatter. " ou're just another reason for
meto mistrust these Circle Lightfall jokers™

"She'stired,” Theo said. "Let'sjust stop this. Elise, why don't you deep a my house tonight? Theres my
spare bedroom.”

"No." Elisetried to push Mari away, but the small blonde wouldn't let go of her.

"Youflamingidiot, sopit,” Mari said sharply. "Y ou're acting like we're the enemy! What is wrong with
you?'

" She thinks that because Dante and Hanson are here, we've forgotten al about her." Theo sighed. "Oh,
Elise. Redlly." She sounded disappointed.

You know, it's truly a bitch to have psychic friends. "Well, it'snot like it hasn't happened before.” Elise
was suddenly exhausted. It had been along, hot day, and she had ditched her best friends, seen a
leprous thing trying to pawn a Tdisman-thingy, played haf agig, and been attacked by two-legged

el ephants with razor-sharp tusks. Not to mention getting thrown off asix-story building inthearms of a
total golden-eyed hunk who was even now standing herelooking at her asif he was a starving man and
shewas athree-course med. "And you guys are dways hanging around with them. When was the last
time we did anything?Y ou know, girls night out?"

Therewas along silence, Theo and Mari both looked suitably chastened, and it wasthefirgt timein the
entire day that Elise fdt anything like satisfaction.

Findly, Theo sighed. "We have been very seriouslatdy. And ... well, it's hard not to be frightened, with
what we've seen.”

"Great Power, great responsibility.” Mari rolled her eyes. "'l know. | can't do anything without that man
fussng at measif I'm made of glass. Y ou've got thet to look forward to." The corner of her mouth
twisted up, alopsided smile that was pure Mari. "That is, if theway he's staring & you isany indication.”

Elisefdt her cheeks sart to flame.

"I'm sorry,” Theo said, interrupting Elisg's aggravated sigh. "1've been trying so hard to get the shop off
the ground and make sure al of us can get through..." She stopped, took a deep breath, tried again.
"Through the emotiona repercussions of Suzanne's deeth. I've neglected to think that you might be feding
alittleleft out." She reached up, stroking Elise's cheek with warm fingers. Asaways, the crackling rage
that never seemed to go away abated under the calming weight of Theo's peace.

The calm moved into her, cool and degp. What would it beliketo live that serenely? Elise couldn't even
imagineit. "A littleleft out?'Y ou guys never even talk to meanymore.” | sound exactly like a whiny
little baby. Theflare of sdlf-disgust that caused dmost made her angry again. "Theo ... | just ... It'sso ...
I'm just S0 angry." She heard the helplessnessin her voice, hated it.

Theo nodded consideringly. "1 had thought that the intensifying of our Powers when we met meant an
equa intengfying as we continued working together." Her hand smoothed Elise's shoulder, acomforting
touch. "Suzanne and | often talked about it. And now the Guardian spell, it's magnified our Powers
tenfold. With Mari, it meansthat her ability to see the future has become a constant drain on her
emotional resources. Hanson has had to bring her back from visions severa times, and just today he



saved her from walking out in front of a car again, she was so distracted.”
Elisefdt her own eyeswiden. She looked at Mari, who was now holding her hand. "Redly?’

"Oh, yeah." Mari shrugged. "I just haven't said anything lately because ... well, you were closer to
Suzanne than either of us. Y ou knew her for years." Her hand was warm, and she squeezed Elise's
fingers, gently. "Shewas so cool with you. | didn't want to worry you. Y ou're aready dealing with so

"With me," Theo continued softly, "the effect has been dightly different. | find mysdf compelled to hedl
people. And not just people, but plants and animals. Dante's been hounding me to take better care of
mysdf. | can dip very easlly into giving away so much heding that my physical body becomes drained
andill." Her beautiful eyeswere troubled now, and Elise sasv—truly saw for thefirst time—the circles
under Theo's eyes and the fine lines around her beautiful mouth. "And you, Elise. | suspect your anger is
part of your Power to call fire. Fire needsfued, and there's no better fuel than anger. But watching you
struggle with your anger and your grief over Suzanne, and your sudden isolation ... It's been hard.”

The strength seemed to run out of Elise'slegs. She swayed. Theo held her arm and leaned into her,
providing support. "Y ou know, Theo, you've got an answer for everything.” Elisefelt her mouth turning
down at the corners. "'l kind of hate that."

Theo amiled. "I hate that too. Thethings| wish | had answersfor, | can never find out to my satisfaction.”
She reached up, brushing afew strands of Elise's hair back. ™Y ou need somerest, Elise. Asyour mother
hen, I'm prepared to cluck and peck until you get some.”

Elise swvayed again. Well, all right. So I've been anidiot. Big deal. Lots of people areidiots. I'm
going to have to work this one off at the punching bag tonight. If I don't just fall down and die
first out of sheer deepiness. "I threw afirebolt tonight. It was my first one. An actua bolt, not just an
ac

"Your firs?' The blond Watcher sounded shocked. "Y our first?"

"I didn't know if it would work." She was suddenly so tired he seemed blurry. "I had asplit second to
decide whether | was going to let it jump you and tear your head off, or whether | was going to get afew
licksof my ownin." Shelifted her chin, daring him to say the wrong thing.

Remy nodded, his eyes suddenly thoughtful. "Thank you, cherie,” he said, with ashort nod. The gesture
managed to convey the impression of arespectful bow.

If he had said anything else, Elise'stemper might have exploded. Asit was, she just nodded. Maybe he
wasn't so bad.

Then again, held tracked her down, burned down the Clair, ruined her gig, and yanked her off the roof of
abuilding. Not to mention throwing her over his shoulder like a complete barbarian. " So what isit you
want? Y ou said you were chasing a Talisman or something. What does that have to do with me?"

"The meddlion yourewearing. May | seeit?' He held out his broad callused hand.

Elisg'sfingerslespt up to touch the medallion. Her immediate reaction was a panicked denid, and she
shook her head, her hair swinging.

His hand dropped back down to hisside. "It'sthe Trifero,” he said, flatly.
"Can't thiswait?' Mari said. "She needsrest. Everything's okay now, right?’



"Doubt it." Dante said in alow tone. He seemed to dump, though his shoulders didn't relax. "There's
adwaysacatch."

Hanson didn't ped himsdlf away from the door. " The Brotherhood will not stop trying to acquire the
Trifero or Elise. | know them well enough for that. They're not like the Crusade, just abunch of religious
nuts. The Brotherhood are businessman, motivated by profit. Any one of you would be incredibly
vauable on the market, but afire witch with the Stone of Destruction? They'll throw everything but the
kitchensink."

"Doesn't it ever end with you guys? The market? What market? No." Elise shook her head hurriedly
when she saw the golden-eyed Watcher take a breath to answer her. "No. | don't want to hear it.
Tomorrow. I'll hear it tomorrow. Right now | just want to go home and deep. Like for two hundred
years, until the police come knocking on my door asking meif | set fireto the Clair.”

"We can take care of that." Hanson's face was set and level. "Circle Lightfall—"
Mari gave him awarning look, and he shut his mouth.

"I'll walk you home," Mari said, gently. "I want to make sure you get there dl right.”
"No." Elise shook her head. "I left my purse at the Clair. | haveto go get it."

"Dante?' Theo turned to look at the black-eyed Watcher. Hed been watching al thiswith agreat dedl of
interest.

He nodded. "Don't leave the wards, Theo. I'll be back in ten minutes.”
"There€'sno need—" Elise began, but he was aready out the door. "Theo!"

"Oh, for goodness' sake, firebdl, just let it go. Come on, let's get you relaxed, and then welll cal acab
for you." Theo had that look on her face. The "I'm-the-hedl er-and-1-know-best" look. Elise knew
argument was hopeless. Even with her fiery temper and quick tongue, she couldn't hope to budge Theo.
The worst thing was Theo was so nice it was hard to disagree with her about anything when she got like
this. "Now, you just et mework on you alittle bit. I know you haven't been deeping very well. So just
let mehdpyou.”

"Theo—"

"Oh, Elise. It'sdll right. Y ou're safe now." Theo hummed the words, and the sound of her voice seemed
tofilter in through Elisg's skin. The world seemed suddenly very dow, and Theo smiled. It was her hypno
trick, the one that calmed people down and made them deep.

Elise blinked. The world fluttered like acandle flamein front of her weary eyes. Maybe | should just
close them, just for a minute, shethought, relieved at finaly being ableto relax. Theo was murmuring
something about just relaxing, about everything being dl right.

Everything was blurry, and she felt ahdf-familiar sensation—being lifted up and carried, leather againgt
her cheek. Oh, that witch, she thought through awarm honey lassitude. She's put me to sleep. I'm
going to—

That was asfar as she got before the rest of Theo's spell took effect and Elise's entire body went limp.
Shegavein gratefully, and fell ingtantly, deeply adeep.



Chapter Eleven

Theo turned the key and opened the door. Remy carried the degping witch through a short
wood-floored hallway and into a sparsely-decorated living room. There was afuton folded up in ashiny
black wooden frame serving as a couch, and ablack Everlast punching bag hung from the ceiling. A low
lacquered table acted as an dtar, holding a statue of Sekhmet, adaisy in ablack vase, and four candle
holders with red candle-stubs. Two bookshelves—of course, Lightbringers loved books—stood sentinel
againg barewhite walls. The kitchen off to hisright was similarly spare and clean. There was a bank of
windowslooking out on asmall backyard full of bamboo and a square patch of raked sand and gravel
under aflaming-red Japanese maple. The leaves of the tree fluttered in the uncertain breeze. Clouds had
moved in, and the city waited, hushed and breathless, in the muggy heat.

It felt like athunderstorm was coming.

Theo clucked her tongue, setting down the guitar case. The red guitar was chipped and alittle scarred,
but probably al right. The case had only suffered some minor scratching and scorching. Elise's purse—an
antique camera case—had been retrieved too, and Dante set that down on the couch.

"Well." Theo leaned back, her hands at her lower back. The guitar case looked heavy for awitch. "Well
be going home. | suggest you degp on the couch. I'm not too sure about Elise's temper before coffee, but
I've heard it's spectacular.”

Remy nodded. Hiswitch was deeply adeep, curled againgt him, her dark coppery eyelashes a perfect
half-circle against her pale cheeks. There was asmattering of perfect golden freckles on her nose, and
the ruby was dark now instead of glittering. She was wearing slver and garnet earrings that would swing
againg her cheeksif she was awake and moving.

The green witch had quietly and efficiently sent her to deep, and then called acab. Theride had been
short, and the cabbie was waiting outside for Dante and Theo. He seemed as blasé asanorma could
possibly be with two Watchers and two witches—one of them unconscious—in his car. In other words,
he hadn't noticed athing, probably thinking Elise was dead drunk and her friends were taking her home.
Theo had taken the front passenger seat over Dante's objections.

Remy had spent the entire ride watching Elise's deeping face. Memorizing it.

"He looks stunned.” The green witch dipped her arm through Dante's with easy grace. Remy's bones
twinged, the heat of Elise's skin pilling through them like velvet lava. He wondered if the other Watcher
felt thiskind of agonized pleasure from Theo'stouch. If Dante felt anything, hisface didn't betray him.

"l canrelate," Dante replied dryly. "Honor, brother. Good job."
"Duty,” Remy replied, automaticdly. "Thank you."

"Lock the door." Theo smiled impishly. Green lights moved in her dark-green eyes, and her Power wasa
deep glow probably even sensed by normals.

Dante actually rolled his eyes, ushering her away. "Gods above, Theo, he'sa Watcher. He knowsto lock
the door.”

"He lookstoo busy contemplating to do it." But it was a gentle teasing, and the witch grinned before she
disappeared.

Remy listened to the banter fade asthey |eft, the front door closing behind them with aclick. He could
not imagine ever speaking to thisfire-haired witch that way. She could probably take the skin off hisface



with words aone.

Hed never seen aWatcher with his Lightbringer before. Asameatter of fact, hedd only really seen fiveor
ax Lightbringersin hislife, including the one who had told him about Circle Lightfdl while he crouchedin
acorner of the solitary cell, hisarmswrapped around his knees, rocking back and forth, banging his head
againg the concrete wall.

Remy shook the memory away. It served no purpose here.

Hewas|eft standing in his unconscious witch's house, holding her in hisarms and wondering what on
earth he was supposed to do next. He could have stood there, frozen, and held her all night, feding the
steady burn of pleasure-soaked pain bleeding into his body from her skin. She needed a bed, though, or
shewould be iff inthe morning.

I'm being ridiculous. | don't want to put her down.

The Dark melded to his bones gave him strength, speed, and endurance, and histraining taught him to
disregard pain aswell ashow to ded with just about every conceivable combat Situation. However, this
particular chain of events seemed to have fdlen through acrack or two in histraining.

Well, first thingsfirst. He guessed that her bedroom was upstairs and carried her up, careful not to knock
her head or her feet againgt anything. The stairs were wooden, creaking reassuringly under hisweight.
Even as strong as he was, carrying dead weight told on him, and he was glad to findly reach the top and
find ahallway painted with what looked like stone archwaysin the dim light. She had done something to
the paint to make it ook like marble columns, and apair of high-hedled shoes were thrown carelesdy
againg thewadll at thetop of the dairs. It wasthe first Sgn of any messiness, one hefelt alittlerelieved to
See.

There were two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. The bathroom was painted yellow and orange, with
along swath of gold chiffon hung over the mirror and a crimson shower-curtain patterned with golden
uns.

One bedroom was obvioudy an artist's studio, but he was more interested in the other one, which lay
behind a closed door. He shouldered it open and stopped, |ooking.

Her bed was rumpled, black sheets pulled up but ared velvet comforter rucked down at the bottom. Of
course, it wastoo hot for acomforter, even with air-conditioning. The red velvet looked dightly worn,
probably athrift store find. The bed itself was an antique brass thing, curlicued and bed-knobbed to
within aninch of itslife. Elise, however, had apparently found a quantity of crystal chanddier dropsand
hung them al over the bedstead, as well asfrom a collection of wires hung over the bed, creating a
mobile. It had probably taken along timeto find so many pieces of chanddlier.

When the sun hitsthat, it probably fills the whole room with rainbows. Helaid her on the bed,
sweeping back the sheet. Then he straightened and looked around.

There was a paper screen painted with flying cranesin front of the closet, with afew articles of clothing
tossed over it. Her nightstand was arattan cabinet draped with afal of crimson silk, with astatue of
Brigid holding the sun-whedl placed a what he suspected was a precise angle, atensor lamp, and a
book—It's Not Fair: The Grieving Process and How to Get Through It. Therewasasmdl red
candle in abeaded holder, and a hairbrush with strands of red-gold hair still caught iniit.

The thought of her sitting in bed and brushing her hair made his entire body tense with frustrated pleasure.



There was an old red-velour chair pulled up to the window, where she could sit and watch the light
changein her garden, looking down the hill at the lights of the south end of the city. One entire wall
across from the bed was taken up by amural of fiery horsesracing through a star-dotted sky. It was
beautiful, but what caught his atention was the figure standing to the I eft in the painting, arms crossed. It
was an angd, with haf-furled wings burning just asthe horseswere. Crimson flame curled around the
angel's hard-muscled body, and its face was severe and relaxed at once.

A chill touched Remy's back. The angel's face was smilar enough to histhat they could pass for brothers.
It waslikelooking inamirror. She had obvioudy spent alot of time getting the angdl just right.

How long ago had she painted that?

Remy looked back down at the deegping witch. He unlaced her red boots and worked them off her feet,
then pulled the sheet over her, tucking her in securely. It wasfar too hot for the coverlet, but he would
find the air-conditioning, if she had it. She would probably be more comfortable if shetook her clothes
off to deep, at least her jeans, but he didn't trust himself to pop even one button. Shewasjust so0 ...
beatiful.

He touched her cheek, skating his calused fingers over the perfect curve. Her lipstick had worn off, and
her lipswere paer now, but till ... perfect. It wasthe only damn word in the English language that

applied.

Hisentire body tightened. The fed of her skin under hisfingertips sent a spike of intense, dmost-painful
pleasure through him. The feding threatened to stop his heart. The same heart the tanak lived behind.
The same dead heart he had promised himsdlf would never trouble him again.

I'm only supposed to watch over her. They can't send me on another assignment; | won't go. But
she'll never look at someone like me. Never in a million years. I'm not her type. I'm just another
annoyance to her. She doesn't want anything to do with a Watcher.

But she had bandaged his side, her fingers unconscioudy gentle once she had finished cleaning the awful
mess. He had been too busy looking at thefall of her glowing hair to fed the pain.

| don't need another psychotic samurai messing up my life. Her voice, dightly husky but clear asa
soprano bell.

Therewas alow rumble of thunder. The air was sticky and breathless, hot and motionless. He should
find out if she had air-conditioning.

Yeah, I'll get right on that. First thing on my list.

Hetouched her hair briefly, hisfingerslingering. Thewound low on hissdeitched fiercdly, heding. So
did hisface. Tomorrow he would be better, up to full strength.

And, hopefully, better equipped to handle one flame-haired witch.

He spent afew minutes going through the house, closing the windows, and found the thermogtat for the
heat-pump. As soon as hefiddled withiit, it breathed into life, and cool air was soon wandering through
the house. Therdlief was instantaneous.

He spent agood twenty minutes carefully setting Watcher shields on the entire duplex. The shidlds she
had put up were strong and defensive, but they il shouted to the night that she was a Lightbringer, and
therefore vulnerable. The thought of something Dark cracking the house open like an egg and chasing her
through her carefully painted rooms was enough to make an amost-soundless growl work itsway



through hischest.

With that done, he went back upstairs and pulled the coverlet up over her. The house was beginning to
cool down, and he didn't want her to catch achill.

She was dreaming, her eyelids fluttering, and he stayed for aslong as he could to watch. Then he
retreated to the bathroom and washed his face gingerly. The cold water helped wake him up.

Afterward, hewaked into her studio. It would help him understand her, hetold himself, and tried to
ignorethe guilty feding of spying on her.

The door had been taken off its hinges, and there were high-quality lights on tracks attached to the
ceiling. The wallswere bright white. Two paintings hung on the walls. One was awoman with her back
turned to the viewer, atattoo of black wings on her supple back. She sat on astone bench in agarden
that on closer ingpection was full of carnivorous plants, Venusflytraps and the like. The painted sky was
adeep thunderous blue.

The other painting was an abstract, awhed of fire spinning through ariver of gars. It amost pulsed with
life

Therewas an easd with yet another painting perched onit. Thiswas an older woman with long slver hair
braided and twisted up into a coronet. Her hazel eyeslooked out of the painting, direct and challenging.
She had asharp, inteligent face, and she wore ayellow silk suit, a canary scarf draped around her
elegant neck.

The background of the painting was unfinished, formless dabbles of blue asif Elisshad tried to Sart a
background and couldn't decide on one.

There was arough wooden sculpture of three legping dolphinsin one corner. The smell of sawdust inthe
ar reminded Remy of other times, other lives. Back home he had worked as a carpenter off and on, to
bring in some extramoney. A sculptor's hammer and aset of chisalslay negtly at the statue's foot.

Therewas also asmall round rug with acandlein ared glass holder set in front of it. He had aflash of
her gtting there, her hair spilling over her shoulders, meditating. The air in thisroom vibrated with Power.
Here was where she did her serious magicka work. A firewitch practicing in aroom full of wood, paint,
and turpentine.

No wonder she needed aWatcher.

He had the uncomfortable feding of trespassing, so he didn't examine the rack of paintingsin the closet or
the delicate mobile made of wire and fragments of glass hanging in the window. There was anincense
holder, and if he sniffed deeply he could smell dragon's blood incense, red and spicy.

Remy paced back into her bedroom and lowered himself gingerly into the red chair, first turning it around
s0 he could watch her deep and glance out the window occasionally. His side ached. So did hisface. He
wanted nothing more than to touch her hair again and fed that spike of agonized pleasure.

He put his head back against the high back of the chair and closed his eyes. An hour or two of trance
would bring him back to full strength. Hewould know if anything tested the shields, or if she woke up.

Remy fell into athin, troubled meditation, listening to her deep even breathing and fegling the breathless
eectricity inthe gicky air. A storm coming, in more ways than one. What would she do when she woke
up?



Chapter Twelve

"You're being absolutely childish." Suzanne folded her arms across her chest. "You are being
given a gift, and you spit in the face of it." She wore yellow, as always, a long canary silk dress
and a necklace of pale amber. She looked younger than Elise had ever seen her, and happier too.
Her long silvery hair was braided back and fell in a long rope to her waist.

"Gift?" Elise blinked and looked around. White walls, white ceiling, white floor, or was it just a
blank field of static? But she felt like she was standing in a room—with Suzanne.

Suzanne.

Suzanne's funera had been awful. She had tried not to cry, tried not to make the low keening sound of
grief that swelled her throat. Theo had cried without restraint, Dante's arm over her shoulders, and Mari
had sobbed on Hanson's shoulder. But Elise had merely sat woodenly in the church, and then she'd stood
at the graveside with her jaw clenched and her teeth grinding together, her eyes dry and burning terribly.
The grief had been locked benegath the surface, impossible for it to come free.

She had to be strong, for Mari and Theo.

Afterward, she had gone down to the docks and sat shivering in the cold, watching the sun sink likea
ship of gold into dark water. The air had crackled with eectricity, and if she had let go of it, the Power
would have legpt free, destroying theicy dock she sat on, boiling the water and killing whatever fish
managed to survivein these indudiry-tainted waters. A vivid vison of boiled fish floating belly-up, dl the
destruction she was capable of unleashing, had risen in her mind's eye as she struggled to contain hersdlf,
snow touching her hair with cold little kisses.

Elisefelt the sobsrise, choked them back down. "What gift? I'm trying to protect them. It'smy job, Suzy,
in case you didn't notice. Y ou went and Ieft us, and now it'smy job to protect them both.”

"You have help," Suzanne pointed out pitilesdy. "The Watcherswill help. I've been helping, too. Y ou
know I'm not gone, only changed. Why do you fight this so hard?'

"l don't want it." Elisg'sfists clenched. "The Watchers don't help with anything. We were just fine until
they camedong!”

"Werewe?' Suzanne asked. "We were dways frightened, remember? We could fed things gathering
around us, things standing in the shadows, just waiting to devour us. We were doing protection work
every day for months. And now? The Watchers at |east keep the Dark at bay. And they aretruly
dedicated, Elise. You've seen this."

"Dedicated.” Elisefet her lip curl. "They want usdragged into Circle Lightfal by the hair.”

"They have never forced you, Elise. Only asked." Suzanne shook her head. "Practice some kindness,
child. You areto learn to hold Power with compassion. That isyour path.”

"I'd rather roast them dl," Elise muttered, then clapped both hands over her mouth. A witch had to be
careful what shewished for.

Her teacher'sface was infinitely kind. "Please, Elise. Be kind to him. For my sake."

"But he's one of them!" Elise cried. "How can |—"



"Y ou're being ridiculous. He saved your life" Suzanne wasfading, her yellow dressleaving aburning
afterimage.

"No!" Elise screamed, reaching out to touch her. "' Suzanne! Don't!"

It was too late. Suzanne was gone, and Elise fell through whiteness, falling toward her dreaming
body lying so far below, falling, falling...

Elisswoke dl at once, to unaccustomed coolness. She sat straight up, gasping, clutching the coverlet to
her chest, and smelled coffee.

Her breathing came in harsh tearing gulps. Her cheeks were wet. She blinked, wiping them dry.

Someone had been in her room, and moved her chair. Anyone Sitting in that chair could look out the
window, or at Elise's bed.

Elise hugged her knees, resting her forehead on them. The air-conditioning was on, but the air had aflat,
il quaity to it. She didn't have to look out the window to see the black clouds massing over the city.
Thelight had an eerie yellow-green before-the-storm cast she only saw in late summer. A shocker of an
end-of-summer storm, coming thisway.

Why am | not surprised? She began her deep breathing. In, out. In, out. Let the anger fade. Let the heat
sgnk down into her body. There's been a storm coming for a long time. I've always known it.

There were footsteps on her airs. Someone heavy, moving gracefully and making noise deliberately.
She dready knew who it was.

She il wore her dip and her jeans, and had the rumpled fedling that came from deeping in her clothes.
Someone had taken her boots off, though. They sat right next to the bed.

Well, at least he was a gentleman.

The golden-eyed Watcher appeared in her bedroom doorway. Elise looked up, opening her mouth to
say something probably extremely rude, when she saw that he had a cup of something that sseamed
gently in the morning light and smdlled like coffee.

He paused, apparently gauging her mood. " The green witch told me your mood was uncertain before
coffee." Hisvoice was soft, conciliatory, but the hard edge to it hadn't faded. He had an angdl's voice,
true, but it wasn't the voice of asweet little cherub.

It was the dark honey voice of an angd with brasswings and one hell of asword, the kind of angd that
would go through Egypt just carrying out orders.

That was an unpleasant thought, and Elise shivered. "Hi." She met his eyes squarely. " Coffee. Now."
That was about as polite as she could be without caffeine.

He gpproached her cautioudy. The sight of him—aguy twice her Sze carrying asword, four black
knives she could see, and two shiny guns, acting asif he was afraid of one disheveled witch he could
have probably snapped in haf like a chicken bone—made Elise want to laugh. Asit was, shejust smiled
and watched his shouldersrelax afraction.

Hewaswatching her face anxioudy, asif looking for clues.

She blew across the top of the coffee, measuring him in daylight. Last night she'd been too tired and



scared to really look at him. The bruise mottling his face was gone now, just afaint blush to show where
it had been. Well, Watcherswere quick heders.

Her weirdness meter had gotten alot harder to trip lately, but this guy was doing agood job of it.

He stripped his hair back with hisfingers. It was dightly damp, the gold muted, and curled alittle. He had
it redlly too short to take advantage of the curl. It wasdmost amilitary cut, but if he grew it out alittle
and let it fal forward over those golden eyes ... Wow. Ultrawow. He wasn't as cute as she'd thought.

He was even more attractive, if that was possible.

She wanted to paint him. Shewanted to seeif she could get hisface right, the straight severity of his
expression and the dight quirk to his mouth managing to convey an impression of irreverent laughter even
when he was serious. She wondered if she could get the planes of his cheeksright, and the shadows
under hisgolden eyes, and the way hisfacefit together like an angd's.

Elise swalowed. Shetook asip of coffee, and was surprised to discover it was pretty good. "Huh. At
least you know how to make coffee.”

"It wasardigion, in my part of theworld." Hefolded himsdf down into her red chair. The pile of books
by the side of the chair had been left undisturbed, and that made atraitorous little wire of warmth uncurl
ingde her chest. She could just see him carefully moving the chair, making sure the books didn't fal over.
"l took ashower," hesad, inthedlence. "l felt alittle sticky."

Elise nodded. She did too. Swesat had dried to a crackle glaze on her skin, yesterday's fear and anger
both making her smell like burned paper. "No problem.” She took another sip of coffee, watching him
over the cup'srim. Hed picked her favorite mug, the big one with the pattern of gold leavesonit. "So
where are you from? Y ou sound Creole."

Helooked alittle surprised and shifted in the chair. "Was born outside Baton Rouge." His eyes dropped.
Elise got theideait hadn't been a happy time. Or maybe he just didn't want to talk about himself. The
Watchers were like that—only interested in the Lightbringers, not giving out any persond information. It
was kind of creepy.

"Oh." Themore shelooked a him, the more intrigued she found hersdlf. He sat absolutdly till, watching
her with avaguely-uncomfortable intengity. "Hey, have you had bregkfast?"

He shook hishead alittle. Elise waited for more, but that was al she got. He watched her, leaning
forward in the chair, his elbows braced on his knees and hisfingertips mesting. It seemed to be ahabitual
pose. The hilt of hissword stuck up over hisright shoulder, agrim reminder glittering in the eerie torm

light.

"Okay," shesaid. "Look, you're kind of grim. Do you think you could talk to me? Tell mewhat's going
on?| have no clue"

He nodded. "l just don't have much to say, | guess. Thisismy first time watching over awitch. It'salittle
nerve-wracking"

"Your firgt time? That amost made her fed charitable toward him. "Y ou seem pretty professond.”

"Thetraining's good. I've spent along time doing other things. Hunting down artifacts, mostly, outwitting
the Brotherhood and other groups. There€salot of stuff being activated now, since Circle Lightfall's
found so many Lightbringers. The whole world'swaking up again." Helooked down at his scarred,
battered, callused hands. Elise took another drink of coffee, watching him. Her mouth felt foul and she



would have to go vist the bathroom soon and stand under some hot water for awhile, but dl indl she
fdtalot camer.

Something about this guy, weird as he was, seemed to help keep the anger down. And that was so new
and unexpected she wasn't quite sure what to think about it yet. It helped that he was so cadm. Aslong
ashe'scalm, | can probably hang loose with the situation. Then she chided herself. It wasn't like her,
to fed comforted by amember of the mae species.

He made a quick movement, holding up the medallion she'd bought yesterday. It glittered in hishand, red
stone glowing in the weird sormlight. Elise's hand flew to her throat. She hadn't even noticed it was gone.
And that made asquirrdly little thread of panic start under her breastbone. "How did you get that?"

"The ribbon looked uncomfortable.” He leaned forward, holding it out. "And it's dangerous, m'selle. Best
to keep it on one of us until we sort thisout.” He held it there until Elise reached forward and took it from
him. Their fingers brushed, and his eyes were haf-lidded, their gold turning dark and hot for afew
moments.

"| thought Watchers couldn't touch people like me." She folded her fingers over the stone medallion. The
sharp edges of the brass setting cut into her palm alittle, and it vibrated againgt her skin. It felt perfect. It
fdt right. "l thought it hurt them."

"It does, until the Watcher finds hiswitch. That doesn't hurt. The Lightbringer that can touch a particular
Watcher ... that'sthe carrot, that's the bait. We get to do something with our useless lives and protect the
Lightbringers, and we get to..." He paused. "It doesn't hurt.”

Elisetook another gp of coffee. "So what doesit fed like, if it doesn't hurt? Doesit just fed normal? Like
someone touching you?'

"No." Washeblushing?

Hewas. He was actudly blushing. Hefinally dropped his eyes, looking down at his hands. Even Sitting
there, completely till, helooked ready to legp up at any moment.

Elise swalowed dryly, and her own cheeks began to burn. "Oh. | getit." It made sense. It must be the
exact opposite of pain. That made awholelot of sense, especidly with the way he was blushing and
looking down, asif embarrassed. "Okay, so I'll ... um, you know, thisis embarrassing.”

"Kind of. I know you're angry, m'selle, and you don't understand or believe the Watchers are here to
help. But | promise you, I'm only here to make sure you don't get killed, or worse, by something Dark.
Canyou believethat, at least?"

Elise opened her mouth to inform him that she did dl right on her own, but then the memory of the gray
thing in the pawnshop struck her. The razor-sharp teeth and the running sores, and the way it had |ooked
at her, considering and hungry. If it hadn't been so weak and sick, what might it have done? Shetook a
hurried gulp of coffee and met his eyes again. He watched her so intently it made afunny little hitch start
under her breastbone. There was something amost hungry in hisface, but it wasn't the murderous hunger
of the thing in the pawnshop. Thiswas asort of desperate hunger that she recognized from her own life.

Londiness. And longing.

"Y esterday, when | went to the pawnshop, thisthing camein,” she said, dowly, watching the light play
over hisface. Shewanted to get out paper and pencil and draw him. She couldn’t do him in watercolors.
Sheld have to use oils—his coloring demanded she use ails.



Shelifted the meddlion, its gem giving abloody gleam againgt her pam before she dropped her hand
again. "It wanted to get rid of this. Thething had aglamour onit. If | hadn't been so used to Watchers by
now, | would never have seen the glamour, but I'm looking for it al the time now, you know?"

He nodded and made allittle movement with his shoulders, asif to tdl her he understood, and she could
go on. She took another deep breath and looked down into her coffee cup. "It was gray; | mean it had
gray skin. It had big pink eyeslike an abino rabbit. And teeth, razor-sharp teeth. But the worst part was,
it wasreally weak, likeit was sick. It had dl these awful oozing sores dl over it. And it just wanted to get
rid of the ... themeddlion. | didn't stop to think that it might have been the medallion that madeit so sick.
| just thought it was being in sunlight that hurt it so badly.”

Therewas alow rumble that wasn't thunder. Elise looked up from her coffee.

His eyeswere closed, and hisaurawas black with fury. Elise didn't normally see auras, that was Theo's
specidty, but she saw his, akind of hungry crimson blackness spreading out from him in pulsing waves.
She stared a him, her jaw dropping for the umpteenth time in twenty-four hours. The low thunderous
sound was agrowl, and it was coming from him.

Something cold and dark exhaled through her bedroom. Elise, frozen, felt her arams and legs start to
tremble. "Remy?" She wondered why it should occur to her to even think about attracting his attention.
Her voice trembled.

His eyes snapped open, found hers. They were sane but terrible, with akind of inhuman rage that could
burn abody down to ash in secondsflat.

Elise dropped the coffee cup, scrambling out of the bed on the opposite side. When she was on her fedt,
shewhirled to face him. If he comes over the bed, I'll have to hit him, but | don't think it'll stop him.
Oh gods—

Hewas on hisfest, too, holding the coffee cup. He hadn't spilled adrop. "Please." His voice was rough,
like honey gone grainy with age. "Please, Elise. I'm sorry. | wasn't prepared for that.”

You're not the only one. Elise shook. The medalion bit into her left hand, thrumming with Power. "What
wasthat? What did you do?'

He offered her the coffee cup. "The thought of you, so close to something Dark. It strains my control.”
He sounded as calm and matter-of-fact asif hewas giving her alaundry list. "Please, drink your coffee,
Y ou'rein no danger. Just the thought of what could have happened to you..." He shook his head,
gripping his hair back from hisforehead with stiff fingers. Helooked dmaost gaunt, his cheeks hollowed
out and hiseyes burning.

Elise found her hands Hill jittering. "Wheat did they do to you? Y ou were human once, weren't you?
Weren't you?" Her voice hit the pitch right before "screaming in terror,” and she was both glad and
terrified that there was nobody in the duplex next door. If he went balistic, she didn't want anyone else

getting hurt.

| could go without him getting ballistic this morning, too.

"If youwant to cdl it that. Did you mention breskfast?'

"l want to know." Her voice shook. "I want to know everything."

"Didn't Dante and Hanson explainit to you?' Hisdark eyebrows drew together. "Haven't they told you?"



"I didn't want to know. | just ... It'sbeen crazy. It's crazy. I've spent so long thinking | was nuts, and now
| find out I'm sane and the world is nuts. And what do you want from me, anyway?' The medalion
throbbed inside her hand, the stone hot and curioudy dive. "And what isthis thing?"

"| was sent to protect you," he said very dowly and clearly, his accent making the words thick and
golden. "To watch over you. Y ou don't know what's out there. Y ou just don't know."

"Thentell me," Elisewhispered. "1 think I'd better find out before | faint.”

He shrugged, alazy catlike movement. He was still holding out the coffee cup. "'l think you need
breskfast, Elise"

He pronounced her name differently, like acaress. It must be the accent. She had to strangle the mad
urgeto giggle. Why am | not afraid of him? | should be. | should be redly afraid of him.

"I should beredlly afraid of you, shouldn't I." Her heartbeat began to dow down, asif her pulse didn't
know she was stuck in her bedroom with a man who had just gone into ultra scary-mode.

He shook hishead dowly. He still stared at her, asif hewas memorizing her. "No," he said, softly. Very
softly. "No, you shouldn't. Never, cherie. Never."

Elise closed her eyes and counted to ten. Opened them. He still stood there, holding the coffee cup. To
catch it, he would have had to move faster than any human could. She closed her eyes and counted to

ten again.
Opened them.

Stll there, watching her with that puzzled, intense look on hisface. He wastdler than any man had aright
to be, and he was dmost as big as Dante, athough he was |eaner, built like adancer instead of a
linebacker.

The man had no right to look at her that way. And he had no right to just stand there with his eyes
glowing in the ormlight and hishair drying and raveling over his cute forehead. And his mouth turned
down at the corners with worry.

"Thosethings," shesaid. "The ... the e ephant-things. They wanted to kidnap me."
He nodded.

"The gray thing, in the pawnshop.” She watched him carefully. But hiseyesjust narrowed alittle. "I know
it would havetried to jJump me, if it hadn't been so week. So | guess| know what the alternativeis.”

He nodded.

"The sixty-four million dollar question is, what do you want meto do? Can | go on and live my own life
and count on you not to try and jerk me around?"

He actuadly looked shocked. "1 wastrained to obey aLightbringer,” he said findly, carefully. "Y ou say
jump, | jump. I'm supposed to obey you, unlesswe're in acombat zone and your safety's an issue. Good

enough?'

"I guess." Thiswhole conversation was beginning to sound like alunatic game of checkers. "Okay." She
took a step forward, another, and leaned across the bed to take the coffee cup from him. It took more
courage than she thought such asimple movement would require. "I've got some stuff to do today. Y ou



can tag dong for thetime being. But if you try to force meinto anything..." Shetrailed off, deciding not
to make a specific threat. Threats were best when they were vague.

He nodded. "Understood. Je comprends, cherie.”

"I'm not your cherie,” shetold him, sharply. "I'm going to go take a shower. Try not to burn the place
down whileI'm doing it, okay?'

"I'll do my best.” Wasit sarcasm? No, he looked too serious. But there was aglimmer in his eye when he
sad it, and she examined hisface for along moment before shaking her head and turning away to
excavate something from her closet to wear. | don't want to know. She pushed aside the paper screen
she had painted before shed moved in here. Suzanne had cosigned on the loan to buy this duplex, Elise's
gradugtion gift.

"Hise?'

"Huh?' She stood in the closeat, looking at her dresser and hangersfull of bright clothes. "What?' She
sounded irritated, even to hersdlf.

"I won' fail you." Hisvoice was rough. She heard his footsteps as he crossed the room for the bedroom
door. "l swear | won't."

Shedidn't have an answer for that. She waited behind the paper screen, sipping at her coffee and bracing
the cup with both hands because otherwise she was afraid she would drop it. The medallion chattered
againg the ceramic of the cup. The stone was merely warm now, instead of scorching.

He must have taken the medalion off her while she dept. And Theo had put her to degp in the store. He
must have carried her. Again.

The thought made her cheeks flush—and afew other placestoo. The first time in months she'd been that
close to aman and she'd been unconscious. Great. Par for the course. Just when sheld decided to date
Mark, held died. What would she do to thisguy?

"Gods," shewhigpered. "What am | thinking? | just met thisguy!”

Yeah, the snidelittle voice of her conscience replied, but how long has he been Watching you?

Chapter Thirteen

She came samping down the sairs as Remy wasfinishing daily drill. The sky was turning the bruised
purple-yellow that meant thunderstorm, a color he associated more with the hot, humid city of his
childhood than this more temperate climate. He had even heard more faint rumbles of thunder.

His sword blurred through the last few complex moves and ended up back in its sheath, and he turned to
find hiswitch standing in the living room doorway watching him.

Shed braided her red-gold hair back, and it was wet and dark from the shower. Small silver hoops
glittered in her ears, she had traded the ruby stud in her nose for asilver ring, and she had tied the Trifero
to another bit of ribbon, thistime crimson. It just served to make her neck look even more dender and
fragile. The Taisman itself seemed to pulse with dangerous Power.

Her black T-shirt said Princess in hot-pink cursive across her breasts, and she wore another pair of



frayed jeans. Both shirt and jeans were artfully torn, the shirt with its neck ripped out and its deeves
clipped off, exposing pae satiny shoulders, her jeans showing flashes of pale thigh and one smooth knee.
A pair of chunky scarlet sneskers completed the vison, aswell asathick leather cuff on her right wrigt.
She carried the coffee cup, and her eyes were wide and clear, the light green of her irisesringed with a
darker, smoky green.

Remy's heart gave alegp that threatened to Strangle him.

One coppery eyebrow quirked. She looked half-amused, half-amazed. ™Y ou were waving that sword
around in my living room?"

He opened his mouth to apologize. Instead, what came out was, " Practice makes perfect.”

"No." She shook her head. Her braid bounced against her back. " Perfect practice makes perfect. That
looks pretty coal. Y ou think you could teach me some?”

His mouth went dry. "Y ou mean, teach you sword fighting?'
"Yeah." She shrugged. "And | should start carrying agun, don't you think?"

Nothing in Remy'straining had prepared him for this. Thelumpin histhroat felt suspicioudy like stone. "1
thought witches practiced nonviolence." He wanted to touch her so badly his hands burned.

"I don't get violent unless someone gets violent with me. That's practical nonviolence." Her green eyes
glittered for amoment, her perfect mouth twisting dightly. "And if you're going to be doing some
ass-kicking to keep these guys away from me, | should be helping asmuch as| can.”

How could he possibly explain thisto her?™Y ou don't understand. It takes Dark to fight the Dark. | can
fight them because | can be asruthlessasthey are. | can fight better if | don't have to worry about you
caiching asgtray bullet.”

She consdered this, chewing her lower lip. "I need more coffee," she muttered darkly. "Are you saying
you won't teach me?"

"No," hesaid. "I'll teachyou dl | can. But | want you to let me do my job. Fair?'

He watched her face go through amyriad of emotions—thoughtfulness, anger, worry, and finaly akind
of acceptance. At least, he hoped it was acceptance. That's probably the key to her. Fairness. A
sense of fair play.

"Fair enough. I'd offer to shake oniit, but..." Shetrailed off, watching hisface.

He forced himself to shrug casualy. The thought of her skin against his made frusirated need twist under
hisskin. He wanted it, but he didn't want to frighten her. Or disgust her, and he knew the Dark living
insde him would be disgusting to her. There was no hopefor it. Y ou don't haveto. | know how much
youmust didikeme.”

That made her frown. "1 don't didike you." She crossed her arms, the coffee mug dangling from one of
her dim fingers, dipped casudly through the handle. "'l just don't like the thought of anyonetdling me
what to do."

He nodded. He wanted to touch the angle of her chin, run hisfingers over her cheekbone, to seeif her
skin was as Soft asit looked. He wanted to see her eyes gone haf-lidded with pleasure and—



Her eyesflicked over the living room and cameto rest on her guitar case. They widened, and she looked
up a him. "Y ou brought my guitar case home?"

He shrugged. "The green witch brought it in.”
She absorbed this. "Thank you."
He could find absolutdly nothing to say.

She stood there for another moment or two, thoughts he couldn't decipher moving behind her
incandescent eyes. Her skin was so fair it seemed to glow in the strange light. A dice of her pale bely
peeked out between the hem of her shirt and the wai stband of her jeans. He could even see her belly
button. It didn't help to look at her midriff; that only made him want to kissit. Insteed, heraised hiseyes
to hers, but that didn't help either. That meant that he could see her mouth.

"Okay," shesad, findly. "l guess!'ll get some more coffee, and then welll get started on some research.”
"Research?' He had some research of hisown that held like to do, starting with her lips and then—

Hetore hismind away from that fascinating chain of thought. What is wrong with me? My job isto
keep her skin whole, not to have stray thoughts of getting close enough to do half of what 1'd like
to do to her. Sarting with that mouth of hers.

"Yeah." Sheturned away, heading for the kitchen. "I want to find out what this Trifero thing is, and | want
to find out more about being a Guardian. | want to find out how | can leavethecity if | want to, and |
want to find out everything | can about this Circle Lightfal, and whether or not they can be trusted. And |
want to find out—"

He couldn't stay quiet. "All in one day?"

She looked back over her shoulder at him. That one moment, with her half-smile and her long rope of
wet hair, she was the single most beautiful thing he had ever seen. It took every ounce of discipline he
had to stay till, because al he wanted to do was cross the distance between them, take her facein his
hands and kiss her until he drowned.

"I've dways been an overachiever.” Shetipped her head toward the kitchen. "Come on. Do you drink
coffeg?’

"Sometimes," he said, hoarsely. She seemed not to notice.
"Well, then. Let'shave acup.”

What el se could he do? He obeyed.

Chapter Fourteen

They finished their coffee while stlanding in her kitchen, and Elise was waiting for the man to say
something, but he never did. Instead, he stayed carefully on one side of the kitchen and just watched her,
taking occasiona sipsfrom his cup. She had found her favorite slver nose-ring and the exact T-shirt she
wanted, so she was happy to caffeinate hersdf in silence.

Usudly she had music playing while she drank her coffee and worked out. But today her head felt thin
and bruised, not ready for amorning helping of pounding drums. And she had no desire to even go near



the punching bag after seeing him practice, hisface cam behind the blurring slver arc of hissword. He
moved like oil over water, every strike perfectly controlled. She could just imagine the kind of shape he
had to bein to move like that. She knew enough abouit fighting to know that he must have trained for
yearsto bethat fast, that coordinated.

Sheld seen alot of scary things on the city streets, but he looked scarier than al of them combined.
Elise prided hersdf on being tough, but Remy looked lethal .

She shivered alittle when she remembered last night. Looking down from the stage at agolden-eyed
Watcher standing in the middle of a pile of gray-skinned, razor-tusked bodies with long fringed ears and
big black eyes while the people she had been entertaining less than fifteen seconds before screamed and
ran for the exits, shed only felt sunned relief that the worst had finaly happened. Another Watcher had
invaded her city. And when the bodies had started to burgt into flame, she had wondered if sheldd finaly
lost control of her Powers and would start to make things burn willy-nilly. But when he had legpt up on
the stage and turned to face her, his golden eyes fierce and his entire body tense, she hadn't fried him. It
hed been ardief to find out that she could still control the flames.

| don't want to fight off more than a dozen assassins and worry about protecting you at the same
time, he'd said. And then done just that. He'd thrown her over his shoulder like a barbarian and dropped
her on arooftop, then started fighting. She had watched, horrified, as he waded through his attackers,
sword blurring, kicking and punching when he had to, his entire body seeming to come dive with
graceful, deadly intent. And he was so calm about it, SO matter-of-fact.

And those eyes, pure gold, watching her every movement...
Thisisusdless. I'm dithering. What's wrong with me? He's not that cute.

Except he was that cute. Elise Sghed, feding the heet risein her cheeksagain. | do not date Watchers.
Look what happened to Theo and Mari. They're ... well, they're happy. Even if these guys are
overprotective.

Sop it. You've got work to do, Elise, quit mooning over this guy. He's not in your league. Assoon
as she st her cup down, he did too, his eyesfollowing her as she did past him. Thank the gods this
kitchen's big enough for two. Shefdt alittle burst of disappointment. What would it fedl liketo brush
againg him, smelling mae and lesther?

Elise shook that off. I'm just in shock, shetold hersef—and her hormones—sternly. I'm not dating,
remember? Her purse sat on the counter, and she flipped it open and looked insde. Her shades were
there. They were pink heart-shaped sunglasses with tinted-pink lenses, which meant the sormy light
coming in through the windows took on an odd orange shade when she dipped them on.

It was weird, the way her emotions were whipsawing back and forth. She swung her purse over her
shoulder and was heading for the door when Remy inserted himsdlf between her and the front hall. He
did it so quickly and smoothly she barely saw him move. Hejust sort of appeared in front of her.

"Let me." Hewent down the hal, pausing for amoment before opening the front door. Eliserolled her
eyes. She could feel the Power rolling out from him. He was checking the wards and scanning the street
outside. Looking for danger.

"What exactly do you think isgoing to be waiting out there?' She stamped after him. "An army?’ There
was another layer of shielding on her duplex—Watcher shielding, tough and perfectly done. Elise decided
not to even say anything about it. If shegot rid of him, the shielding would fade. If shedidnt, it would be



nice to have another layer of protection. She'd just pretend not to notice.

"No. A storm. Are you sure you don't want to wait, m'selle? It lookslikeit might rain." His accent made
thewords dow and lazy, and he glanced back over his broad shoulder at her. "At least, a coat might be a
good idea.”

Elisswaved ahand a him. "I'll just borrow yours," she said, sarcagticaly. "What is up with you? A little
rain never hurt anyone. Maybe well get a cab, athough I'm not sure youll fit, tall guy.”

"I fitin acab last night. The green witch caled one. We brought you home."

"Y ou have no sense of humor." She followed him out the door and turned to lock it, then dropped her
keys back in her purse.

"I'll try to develop one. Where are we going first?"

"First to aplace | know where we can get some answers. Then breakfast, and after that were going to
seeif Vann showed up to work today. | owe him and Trevor a big gpology, and we're going to haveto
come up with some story to give them.” Elise hopped down off her front step, brushing past the laurel
hedge right next to her door. The path led down to her street, and adozing heat smmered up from the
pavement. Cars were parked on either side of the road, and Elise automatically turned right, heading
toward the Ave. He fell into step beside her, and shelooked up a him. "Don't you get hot in that thing?”

He shrugged. "No. Or cold, ether. Rainisalittle uncomfortable, and ice, but the training makes us
largely indifferent to weether conditions.”

"Wow." She fussed with the strap of her purse, diding it over her head so it lay diagonally across her
body. "Theo told me once that they—Circle Lightfall—put something in you Watchers. Something that
hurts"

He nodded. His boots resounded against the pavement. He moved like a cat, al supple motion and
dinking grace. "It'scdled atanak. A Dark parasite. Or symbiote might be a better term, sSince it needs
me as much as| need it by now. It does hurt, but pain?* He shrugged. Elise's feet automatically carried
her down the pavement. "Pain can be controlled. It can beignored. I've dedlt with pain dl my life. At
least thisway | can do something good. Something useful. | spent long enough being a usdess waste of
flesh"

Now that's an interesting way to put it. "How? | mean, what did you do?'

He looked ahead at the street, his eyesflicking over pavement and parked cars. Thelight was
yelow-green now, giving the entireworld an unred tinge. Therewasalow, diding roll of thunder in the
distance. Elisewas glad. The heat was a sticky blanket.

"Areyou sure you want to know, Elise? I'm not anice guy.”

No guy worth dating is, sugar. She bit back the comment, it was too sarcastic. The way he said her
name was almost like being touched, hisfingers brushing up her back. She took a deep breath, trying to
squash the way her heart was hammering. "1 should know, don't you think? If you're going to be hanging
around mefor any length of time, | want to know. | have to know."

"Certainly, then." But his head came up and he scanned the street. Thunder muttered again, much closer
now. Eliselooked up, saw aspear of light go from cloud to cloud. She counted habitudly, and when she
got to six, another low rumble of thunder vibrated through the air.



"Comeon, let'shurry.” Elise actudly took hold of hisarm, forgetting that she didn't want to touch him. "If
we hurry, we might be able to make Abras before therain starts. | wanted to stop at the Whistle Bar for
breskfast, too. | don't suppose you have acar?'

"No. Although | could requisition one, if you needed it.”

"Requigition?' She couldn't keep the dishelief out of her voice. "Y ou mean, steal 7' A car thief asa
Watcher? Why didn't Mari mention these guys were so damn interesting?

"No, | mean notify Circle Lightfall that | need one, and go into adedership to pick one up,” hesad
absently, asif hisattention was somewhere el'se. But he glanced down at her and dowed, shortening his
long strides so that she didn't have to trot to keep up with him. That was nice, but she till had her hand
on hisleather-clad arm. She could fed muscle under the leather, and remembered seeing how fast he
could move. It waskind of scary, how quick he was.

Scary and exciting a the sametime, like afast car or aloud beat. Like getting up on the stage for the first
time, or likethefirst time she ever lit acandle with will done. Heart-hammering and ecsttic, dl a once.

"Why am | not scared of you?' She didn't mean to ask him out loud.

"I'm your Watcher." Asif that explained everything. His eyes were fantastic. Would she be able to catch
that mellow gold color if she painted him?

"What if Circle Lightfal ordered you to make me let them into the city?" Lightning flashed again between
the bruised clouds.

"They can't. I'm your Watcher."

"What about Dante and Hanson?' She heard the challenge in her voice, hated it. But she couldn't afford
not to ask him the hard questions. She was responsible for looking after Mari and Theo now.

Although I've done a bang-up job of being rude and mean to all of them. Her heart actudly fell.
Why can't | be nice once in a while?

She knew why. Nice hadn't et her survivein foster care. Nice hadn't et her fight her way through her
adolescence, and nice certainly hadn't saved her during the spell that cost Suzanne her life.

Remy didn't sigh, but she got the idea he wanted to. "They're not my problem. They're Watchers,
responsible for their own witches. I'm only supposed to watch over you."

"Gregt," shesaid. "My very own pet psycho." Shewaited for him to take offense.

Amazingly, he didn't. "I'm not psychotic. We undergo severetesting. It takes some coping to maintain
sanity in the face of what we have to dedl with to become Watchers." He gill scanned the street, his
eyebrows drawn together. "Like the first time you face azombie Crusader. Or a slin.”

"What'sadin?' Elise had the snking feding that she didn't want to know. Thelight made him look even
more otherworldly.

"Slin. A kind of Dark thing. Lookslike amantaray. With lots of teeth.” He said thiswith adight smile,
just ahint of good cheer around his mouth and eyes. "A good fight."

Her hand was ill on hisarm. It was awkward, so she did her arm through his, just like a prom couple.
Only | never went to the prom. | was too busy trying to survive.



"Doyou actudly like fighting?' she asked. These were the Straightest answers sheld gotten from any of
the Watchers. Granted, she hadn't listened to anything Dante or Hanson had to say. But this man seemed
to carefully consider each question, and hewas so calm. No obfuscation and none of theirritating
condescension the other two used, asif she had to be shielded from knowing.

And the sharp bite of irritation and anger hadn't surfaced yet. Something about his unruffled expresson
made her fed camer too.

He shrugged. "It seems unlikely that I'll never haveto doit again. Might aswell just accept it." More
thunder. They reached the corner of Fourth Street and Elise paused. Theo's new shop was only three
blocks away. But Elise turned right instead of |eft. They weren't going to the Rowangrove.

| don't think | could handle seeing Theo and Mari right now. Not if I'm actually considering letting
this guy hang around. They'll probably start laughing their heads off to see me with him. | think
I'm about to break some of my own rules about dating hunks with shiny hardware.

Especially if | might be able to control thefire. That's worth keeping him around for, isn't it?

He turned with her smoothly, his boots ghosting over the pavement, eerily silent next to Elise'sown
footsteps. People scurried past them, heading for cover before the storm broke. A kid on a skateboard
with a Bloovers T-shirt rolled past, 1azy and hipshot, his eyes hidden behind green sunglasses. Elise
wondered if he guessed the guy she was hanging on was carrying enough hardware to start a street war.

"| asked if you actudly liked it." Something else occurred to her before he could reply. "Remy. Y ou have
alast name?'

"| used to have alast name." He moved dightly, bringing his shoulder up as the thought made him flinch.
"But Watchers only have one name. The person | was before | became a Watcher isdead.”

He said it so matter-of-factly that Elise stopped to look up at him. The pink lenses turned his golden eyes
astrange color. But hisface was ill an angel's face, and he stopped and waited, his eyes dipping over
the street in smooth arcs.

Waiching.

"What are you waiting for?" Her skin roughened into gooseflesh. Of course, the fact that the wind had
findly started moving over the city might have had something to do withit. It caressed her bare shoulder,
and she shivered. She didn't want to get in hisway when he looked at the street with his eyes narrowed
and his entire body seeming to listen, ready to explode into action at the dightest provocation.

He was so tightly wound she was beginning to get tired just watching him.

"I don't know yet," he said. "Probably the Brotherhood. They haven't been specifically banned from the
city, so they're ftill operating here. And since they're technicaly not hereto kill, only to capture, it'll be
harder to root them out with the Guardian spell.”

"Because I've got thisthing—this Trifero. Thismedalion." Elisetugged on hisarm alittle, and he Sarted
walking again, carefully matching hisstrideto hers. "I don't even know why | bought it."

"It chose you, Elise. The Mgor Tdismansare usudly at least semiconscious, and this one knew what it
wanted. It wanted afire witch, and they're few and far between. Especidly fire witcheswith plenty of
Power that survive past puberty. Most of them get thrown into ingtitutions as arsonists and picked off by
the Dark or mindwiped by Thorazine."



That's so cheerful. Thank you ever so much. Elisessomach roiled. "Gods."

He nodded. "Y ou're lucky, cherie. Very lucky. You'redive and free at an age when most Lightbringers
have been killed or taken. Or driven into insanity by normals.”

"That's pretty grim. How do | know that's really what's going on here?' In other words, Elise, you're
asking himif he'slying to you. Wonderful.

He il didn't take offense, asif he understood why she would ask such a question. "Easy enough to
figure out. Have you ever met anyone else like you, or the green witch, or the water witch?' Hisface was
level and serious, his eyeswatchful over his sharp nose and straight sculpted mouth. Therewas afaint
blush high up on his cheeks. Was he embarrassed? Ashamed? Angry at her ignorance?

She bit her lip, thinking about it, and felt acool drop smack againgt her arm. Rain. It was Sarting torain.

"So what would happen if | ordered you to jump up and down on one foot singing Y ankee Doodle
Dandy?" shefinally asked him. They reached Third Street, and she turned |eft again. He held hisarm
giffly, carefully, and she wished now that she had never put her arm through his. He obvioudy didn't want
to be near her.

"l would assume you had agood reason.” And, wonder of wonders, asmile quirked up one corner of his
mouth. "If only the sheer amusement value."

"Y ou know, you're beginning to develop a sense of humor." She pushed her sunglasses up so that they
perched on her head. Thelight was beginning to fail.

"Anything to plesse you, Elise"

Damn the man, did he haveto say thingslike that? And not just say it, but say it like herealy meant it?
He sounded sincere. Asif she hadn't irritated him in the least.

"I'm not even sure | trust you." Her face flamed with embarrassment again. Hearing him say her name
was like being caressed. It just sounded too good to hear his dow accent drawing out the syllables.

"Y ou don't have to." He stopped and looked down at her, which forced her to stop, too. His eyes
burned in the gathering pre-storm darkness, golden dashesin hisangdic face. "Just give me achance,
huh? That'sdl | ask."

Elisg'steeth worried a her bottom lip. "'l suppose you haven't done anything bad so far.” In al fairness,
she had to admit he seemed serious. And the dream was still bothering her, no matter how much shetried
to forget it. Suzanne had never hesitated to tell her when shewas being stupid. "I don't think | trust Circle
Lightfal," shefinished.

He said nothing, his eyes fixed on her face. How could he look like he was paying such attention to her
and look so completely dert a the sametime?

And he had protected her. In the most viscerd, physical way possible. Something like that just made a
girl fed mighty charitable.

Elise, listen to yourself. You're dithering. He helps you keep your temper. Who cares about the rest
of it? He doesn't seem like an over protective brainless pile of muscle, like the other two. This guy's
something else.

"All right," she said, findly. "Y ou've got your chance, Mr. Remy No-Last-Name. But don't think we're



dating or anything. I'm not like Theo and Mari. I'm mean and tough and I'm high maintenance.”

"Fair enough.” If he would have done anything other than nod serioudy, his eyesfixed on her face, she
probably would have changed her mind. But he didntt.

She began to fedl cautioudly optimistic. "Okay. We're going to be doing some research and talking to
some people. Can you try not to look so scary?’

“I'll try. I'll do my best to be awallflower, hmm?'

"Good luck," she muttered, and he did smile at that. It wasasmal smile, aprivate smile, and it reached
al theway down to Elisgstoes. "Come on, big guy. Let me do the talking, okay?"

"Of course, cherie. I'll be quiet assamouse.”

Chapter Fifteen

Shetook Remy to along dim street, curioudy deserted, but with evidence of rough living al over
it—doorways littered with trash and cigarette butts, and afew stores with heavily barred windows and
doors. The storm did not break. Not just yet. Instead, the rain pattered down in random drops and
stopped, asif too exhausted by the hest to redlly get going.

It looked asif Elise came here often, because she walked with an air of familiarity over the cracked
pavement. A chill went up Remy's spine as he thought of hiswitch coming through this part of town
aone. Even during the day, something could have happened to her.

Don't think about that. Just do your job, and thank the gods you're here now.

She paused outside the Abracadabra Pawnshop, tucked between a Korean grocery and aMexican
fast-food place. The gilt lettering on the window proclaimed, We Make Miracles Happen. Morerain
flirted down, the sorm waiting breathlesdy to unleash itsfury. 1 should have brought a coat for her. He
wanted to touch Elise's bare shoulder, restrained himsdlf.

She had given him achance. All he had to do now was keep from screwing it up.

The bell over the door tinkled as they stepped into the shop. The smdll of dust and human desperation
vied with the spicy smell of beef stew with chili peppers. Indifferent hardwood flooring creaked under
their feet, and awoman sat behind the counter on athree-legged stool. She had long dark curly hair,
liquid dark eyes, and a nondescript face. She wore ablue and silver caftan and large golden hoopsin her
ears.

She was mogt definitely not human, and she held a .45 far too big for her dender brown hands, trained
on them.

Remy moved between the gun and Elise, who said, "Hey!" and pushed at him. Heignored her, sinking his
feet into the floor and meeting the woman's dark eyes, adrenaine spiking his heartbeat before the
symbiote took control and forced his pulse back to dow and steady. She told me not to speak, or 1'd
ask this woman how she would like that gun fed to her. With a few teeth added.

"Remy, dopit! Remy—"

"Elise?" the woman asked in an oddly clear, sweet voice. Remy would have bet hislast nickd that voice



wasthe last thing her prey heard. "What the hell are you doing, bringing something like that in here?"

Elisetried to dip around Remy, but he moved again, using hisbody to shield her. "Dammit, Remy, quit
it!" She sounded angry.

"She hasagun, cherie." He hoped he wasn't breaking the no-talking rule too badly. "Y our safety—"

"Abra, please. Hewon't hurt you, | promise. Can you put the hardware down?' Elise grabbed Remy's
arm and tried to peer around him. But she didn't sound angry with him.

The caramel-skinned woman shook her head. The gold hoops siwung againgt her cheeks. "Wheat the hell
areyou, Gold-Eyes? And what's that thing crouching inside you? Answer me, and I'll think about putting
the gun down. I'm sorry, Elise. | trust you, but | don't know this guy.”

"Oh, for thelove of—" Elise just sounded annoyed, not furious. ™Y ou and your paranoia, Abra. Okay.
Go ahead, Remy."

His heart eased insde hisrib cage. She sounded like she was taking it for granted he would want her
permission. Which meant sheimplicitly agreed that he was her Watcher.

Which made his heart thump again, before the tanak tightened its control, bringing autonomic functions
back down and chilling the surface of his skin with reaction.

Obedience, Watcher. Do what your witch says.

"I'maWatcher," he said to the dusky woman behind the counter. If she pulled the trigger, she'd probably
fal off the stool she was perched on. Gold glinted under glass throughout the store, guitars were hung on
arack, and there was an accordion in the window. "1 mean you no harm, but if you try to hurt Elise, Old
One, | will tear out your spine and feed it to you.”

"Remy!" Elisebegan.

"Very cute." The Old One smelled like dust and desperation under the deceptive odor of food. Just one
of the many thingsthat lived in—and fed off—cities. She was not quite Dark, but Remy knew enough to
guessthat her mora system wouldn't precisay be the same as Elise's. "What do you have shadowing
you, Remy-the-Watcher? I've only seenitslike once before, and that was years ago.”

I'll be the last one you see, if you don't put that goddamn gun down. "Dark symbiote. Tanak.
Melded to mein the old way."

Thewoman nodded, measuring him with eyes that glimmered black. A fleeting ook of recognition
crossed her dark face. "Ah. Elise, areyou dl right?!

That was surprising. Remy didn't look away from the woman, but he felt Elise relax behind him.
She sghed, letting go of hisarm. "Remy, please. Abrawon't hurt me."

"Have her put the gun away, Elise. Please." He said it softly, but the glassdoor rattled initsframe. "'l
wontrisk it." It's your safety, witch. Come on. Help me be reasonable here. If thisended up costing
him the grudging trust hed just won from hiswitch, he was going to think very serioudy about getting a
little violent on thislittle bit of not-quite-Dark.

"Abra? Are we gong to do aMexican standoff al day?1 just wanted to ask you afew questions.” Elise
tried to peek around Remy, and he moved dightly again. She was between him and the waist-high



glassed-in counter on the other side of the store, and if he had to he could push her back behind it to
provide some cover while he dedlt with any problems.

"Wadl, he hasn't drawn any of hishardware," Abrasaid, practicaly. "But just to be safe, Elise, Stay over
there on that sde of the store, okay? | didn't live thislong by being stupid or incautious.” She laid the gun
on the counter. Therewas aclick as she did so. Remy gauged the distance between the gun and her
hand, and moved dightly aside so Elise could step out and see the woman.

Elisesighed. "Hi, Abra" She smiled at the woman, who twitched up the corners of her mouth cautioudy.
"Niceto see you. How did that spell work out for you?"

Now the gypsy woman truly smiled, al theway up to her black eyes. The gold hoopsin her ears
shivered dightly. "It worked well. | haven't eaten thiswdll in along time. My thanks. Y ou're going to call
inthefavor?'

"I might aswell," Eliseraised her hand and touched Remy'sarm.

Even through the coat hefdlt aprickle of pleasureteasing a his skin. He froze, hoping it would continue.
Hiswitch didn't seem to notice. "Five questions, Abra."

So it wasabargaining game. Remy held himsdlf very ill, waiting. Watching.

The Old One shook her head dightly, the gold hoops shivering. "Two. It wasn't that big of aspell.”

"Oh, come on. Y ou've never had it so good. | stopped Robbie from having his guystear up your part of
Klondd too, doesn't that count for anything? Four questions.” Elisg's fingers dug into Remy'sarm. Stay
till and let me talk to her, big guy. Her voice breathed insde his head.

If he hadn't been frozen in place, that would have turned him into a statue. She had spoken to him. She
hed actually, positively without a doubt spoken to him privately, used the contact between them that had
led himto her inthefirgt place. If it pleases you, cherie, hethought. Sill and quiet it is. Hismouth
wanted to curl up into asmile. Heforced it down and made hisface a mask.

Abrashrugged. "Youreanicegirl, Elise, and you're powerful. I'll cut you aded. Three, and you owe me
asmdl favor. | want to ask loverboy there a question too."

"Four questions, and you get to ask him one," Elise said.

Remy fdt afaint sense of darm but qudledit. If Elise wanted him to answer aquestion, he would.
Thunder rumbled outside. When would the storm break? Soon. Very soon, there was more rain pattering
down onto the cracked pavement outside. A car nosed aong the Street

"Done," Abrasaid promptly. She scooped up the gun and put it away under the counter. Elisgsfingers
tensed on Remy'sarm, but he hadn't moved. Hewasfinding it increasingly difficult to stay till and silent.
Thiswoman was not human, and she was dangerous. "Ask away, Elise."

"Okay." Elisetook adeep breath. "What'sthe Trifero?"

The Old One blinked. "It'sa Talisman, one of the Great Ones. Sitting on a bit of ribbon around your
lovely neck, swests. It'sthe Stone of Fire and Destruction. The legend isthat it was used to sink Atlantis,
but | don't think so, everything gets blamed for that little debacle. The Trifero's been lost for five
thousand years. | think the Catholic Church had it for the last thousand or s0. They kept moving it around
to keep it away from profiteers. It'sworth alot. Think of amagicka nuclear bomb, Elise, sitting around



your neck and just aching to be used.” She sounded far more delighted than she should have been.

Remy felt the shiver go through Elisg'sbody. So it was the Trifero. He had been amost sure, but it was
different hearing someone dse say it. Very different. He was not only guarding hiswitch, but the Trifero
aswdl.

| had better not foul this one up, he thought, without any amusement.

"Number two?" Abras golden earrings shivered. Remy got theideathat he did not want to see what lay
benegath the Old One's skin any more than he had ever wanted to see the thing that lay under hisown

again.
"What do you know about Circle Lightfal?" Elise asked.

Abrasliquid eyeswidened. "Ah." Her eyes glimmered asif sheéd just put two and two together and hit
thejackpot. "A hotshot group going around scooping up psychics. Real psychics. Sort of voted
themsalves the defenders of the psychic population. Lots of predators very unhappy about that. They've
got some sort of Hundred-Monkey Theory about what they call Lightbringers, certain types of sengitives.
Likeyou." Abrashrugged, her earrings swinging. "I've heard they don't mess with anyone who doesn't
feed on their psychics, if that makesyou fed better. They seem to be purely a defensive organization.”

Elise didn't respond, and Remy's throat was dry. What was she thinking? He scanned the shop and the
Street outside again, uneasy. She seemed to be taking it for granted that he would answer the woman's
question, whatever it was. Taking it for granted that he would keep her bargain.

Good. Another sign of trust. He was doing well with her, at least.
Or so he hoped.
"That'sdl | know," Abrasaid, findly.

"What about me? Anyone looking for me, asking questions where they shouldn't?" Elise sounded
thoughtful, but her hand was still tense on Remy's arm. He used his periphera vision to glance at her and
saw she waswatching Abra. The Trifero glowed againgt her pale throat, areminder of Power. The
pawnshop seemed to vibrate alittle, tenson in the air rattling the glass cabinets and racks of bartered
goods.

If the Old One so much as twitches | will have her head, Remy decided. | don't like this. | don't like
thisat all.

"Theré's atwo-hundred-thousand dollar prize for you ddivered dive and unharmed to some guy on the
East Side" Abrasaid, asif shewasoutlining ashopping list. "Which iswhy it's so surprising to see you
waltz into my placelikethis. | thought you'd be snapped up by last sunset at the latest.” She shook back
her long black hair and looked over Remy again. ™Y ou must be good, loverboy."

Remy'sface set. He didn't respond. He was waiting for Elise to be done with this so he could take her
out of this place; it was enough to strain even aWatcher's patience. Outside, more rain came down, a
hard patter hitting the sdewak. Thunder, again. A long rolling pea made the entire place shudder. Two
hundred thousand was chump change for the Brotherhood. Just an insurance policy, then, in casea
Lightbringer had managed to evade ateam of Brotherhood operatives through luck or good protection
spells. It had been much closer than Remy had thought. Every half-assed mercenary in the area, human
and otherwise, would be pouring into the city by now to try their luck.

His entire body tightened at the thought of how close Elise had been to being taken. He had amost been



too late. Another fifteen, twenty minutes and she might have been taken by the Brotherhood.

| would have had to go get her. He shifted hisweight dightly, very dowly, so hewasacoiled spring. |
don't likethis. | don't likethis at all.

"Y ou know, I'm beginning to think that it might be bad luck to have you in my store," Abrasaid, onceit
was apparent that Elise wasn't going to add anything. "1 like you, but | don't want the entire mercenary
population of the city on my ass. Can we moveit dong, please?"

Elise shook her head. "Y ou'll have to owe me one. Or you can give up the question you want to ask him
and well beeven.”

"You'reared bitch, Nicholson,” Abrasaid cheerfully. "I walked right into that one, didn't I? No, I'll owe
the answer, and I'll ask him this. What made you desperate enough to join the Black Knife Brigade, boy?
Why did you join Circle Lightfal?' Her eyes were the eyes of avery smal, sharp-toothed creature lying
inwait under aleaf in some steaming jungle, Stting in the center of its tedy web.

Remy found himsdf contemplating what it would be like to stride across the thinly carpeted floor of the
shop and snap the woman's neck. Control reasserted itself, the bite of the tanak againgt his bones
familiar and haf welcome now, because the pain reminded him of Elise standing right there, looking up at
him with afaint line between her eyebrows. So she was worried, his red-haired witch.

Obedience, Watcher. Do asyou're told.

"I wasinjall for murder,” he said shortly. "Circle Lightfal offered me a chance to get out, and to stop
being aworthlesswaste of flesh. So | took it." He didn't dare look at Elise'sface. "Areyou finished here,
cherie?' He couldnt hep himsdif.

She sounded sad and thoughtful, for thefirst time. "I guess so. Thanks, Abra.”
"Don't bring trouble to my door again, Elise," the Old One said.

"Oh, please." Eliseturned to the door. "Y ou wouldn't be the information broker for the entire western half
of Saint City if you didn' like trouble.”

The Old Onelaughed. "Then let me give you apiece of free advice."
Elise hdted. He hadn't moved, gtill watching the Old One.
"WdlI?" hiswitch sad, but nothing else.

"Stay closeto your Black-Knife loverboy there, Elise." Abrasface was drawn and serious. "There are
some serious badasses |ooking to add you to someone's collection. Y ou might want to stay attached at
the hip for awhile. | would hate to have to report your disappearance, especidly to that green witch
friend of yours"

Elise nodded. "Thank you, Abra”" Asif the newswas no big dedl.

The gypsy woman laughed, tossing her head. "I give her bad news, and she thanks me. Get out of my
store. Don't come back till it calms down."

"You got it. Comeon, Remy." Elise glanced up a him, her green eyeswide and worried, and he gavea
brief nod to the Old One, who finally looked truly amused and far too satisfied.

He opened the door for Elise and followed her out, careful to scan the street again. Maybe he was being



jumpy, but better jumpy than surprised.

Out on the pavement, shelooked up at him for along moment. Rain wasflirting down, kissing the
pavement in dime-sized, stinging drops. "Breskfadt," she said, findly. "I'm hungry. And then we need to
find Vann and Trevor. I've got abad fedling about this.”

Rdlief loosened his hands. He toyed with the thought of telling her he didn't need food, that the symbiote
lived on pain and the violence of fighting the Dark. Decided she didn't need to hear it and nodded. His
shoulders ached with the strain of kegping himsdf till. " Should we visit Theo's shop? Safety in numbers.”

She dtill studied hisface. He submitted to it, watching the thoughts movein her eyeslike silent fish asshe
worried her lower lip with her pretty teeth. "Maybe." Her beautiful husky voice was alittle shaky.

Hetook a half-step closer to her, wanting to dide hisarms around her and provide some shelter from the
ginging rain.

"I'm sorry," shesaid. "Abrawouldn't tell meto stick close to you unless she knew enough about
Watchersto be sure of them. | guess maybe can trust you."

That grudging admission made him fed dmost charitable toward the Old One. "L et's get out of therain,”
he said awkwardly. "Thank you, cherie."

She gave him adightly worried smile that made his heart legp. "'l guess | should be thanking you. I'm
sorry. | haven't been very niceto you. I'll buy you breskfagt.”

"No need. | have money."

"Gods," she sad, rolling her eyes and taking hisarm asthey started down the pavement again, "'l meet a
nice guy and he only wantsto go dutch.”

"You redly think I'm anice guy?' He sounded hopeful evento himsdlf. I'm not. But for you, I'd try to
be—aslong asit didn't interfere with fighting off the Dark.

"Oh, yeah." Asif it didn't matter at dl. "Comeon, let's hurry, it'sstarting to rain.”

Chapter Sixteen

They had aquick breakfast at the Whistle Ba—eggs, pancakes, fruit, orange juice, and more coffee,
eaten in ahurry in ared-vinyl back booth. Remy sat with his back to thewall and had a Denver omelet,
hash browns, and green Tabasco. Elise approved. Green was the only way to eat Tabasco sauce.
Neither of them spoke much. Elise was too hungry and she barely chewed, just bolted her food while
glancing occasiondly at therest of the restaurant. It was arelief to fed hungry and to have the food want
to stay down for once.

Remy seemed to be content just to make his food vanish, athough he had good manners and didn't
gpeak with hismouth full, like Mark used to.

Mark. Elisetried not to think about him. What would he have said about al this?
Assuming she could havetold him, that is.

Remy actudly paid for the med while Elise was in the bathroom, and she found she wasn't angry abot it.
Hed just doneit, that was all. She stepped out of the restaurant and stood under the red and white



awning providing only alittle shelter from the rain starting in earnest now, sheeting down from a bruised
sky. | should have brought a coat. | knew this was coming.

She stood looking at the rain, Remy awarm bulk beside her. "I've got to get to the Liberty. I'm going to
get soaked.” Thunder boomed just as she finished speaking.

He did acautious arm over her shoulders. After the smmering hest of the past two weeks, the chill inthe
rain-soaked air was enough to make her shiver. "1'd give you my coet, but it'stoo long. Should | ook for
anumbrélla, or hail acab?

I'm not that much of a wuss. "It's okay. I'vewaked in therain before. | won't melt.”

He looked down at her, and Elise wondered why she felt so comforted by the heat pouring out from him.
Therain might even steam when it hit him, he was so warm. " want you to be comfortable." He was
looking at her that way again—the way Dante looked at Theo. Asif shewasthe only thing in the world
that mattered.

"Oh, I'll bedl right." Her voice sounded high and breathless. "Redly."
"You're shivering." He pulled her closer into his side. "Maybe we should go back to the shop?"

Elisewas garing a his mouth. She wondered what it would fed likeif shetraced it gently with afingertip,
diding aong the bottom curve of hislower lip.

"Elise?' he asked, and she blinked.

I've got to stop mooning over this guy. He's nice, but he's one of them. A Watcher. He's dangerous.

"Um," shesad. You might want to stay attached at the hip for a while, Abrahad said with awink.
She was serious. She had been trying to tell Eliseto trust Remy, that he was the safest bet in town right
now. And if he had Abras vote, that was good enough for Elise.

She could take Abra'sword, but not Theo and Mari's?

Wi, yes, because Abradidn't have a Watcher looming behind her with agun. She was afree agent, and
wouldn't give Elise advice, especidly for free, if it wasn't true. It was ahuge favor, conveyedin such a
way that Elise didn't owe Abraanything ... and yet owed her something big. Perfect, and perfectly done.
Just like Abra.

"Elise?" he asked again. Lightning Szzled. Thunder boomed.

Gooseflesh rolled up Elise's spine. She shivered, and the medallion around her neck flashed. Therain
outside the awning began to steam where it hit the pavement. Elise took a deep breath. Calm. I've got to
stay calm.

The unmistakable cold shiver of aprecognition shook her. Precog was mostly Mari'sthing, but every
witch had a hedlthy dose of it—and to Elisg, it dwaysfdt like cold fingers skating up her back, pressing
flabby waxen nails againgt her skin.

Danger, close a hand, teeth and claws. Something big. She didn't have many premonitions—but when
shedid, Elise knew something horrible was about to happen.

"Elise?' heasked, for the third time.



She came back to herself, her throat suddenly dry and her breskfast turning to ahard lumpin her
stomach. "We have to go. Now. There's something wrong.”

He nodded and started forward into the rain. Since his arm was around her shoulders, she had to go too,
shuddering asthe water hit her bare arms. Heavy drops came down in sheets, thunder roiling inthe air
above. The precognition |left amost as soon asit had hit her, and Elise shuddered as water dripped down
the back of her neck and started to soak her clothes. I'm going to look like a drowned rat.

Remy dtiffened dightly and cursed under his breath.
She dmost had to shout over the sound of therain. "What? What isit?"

"Don't know yet." He ducked his head dightly so she could hear him. Water ran through hishair,
plastering it to his head. "Will you help me, Elise? Do as | ask, so | can protect you?”'

Her heart pounded thinly. She nodded, noticing he had automatically shortened his stride to match hers.
He seemed completely cam. "All right. Y ou're calling the shots now."

"Good. All you have to worry about is staying closeto me. All right?' His golden eyes wereflat and
serious. The high-powered radar the Watchers al seemed to have was still going off, making Elisefed as
if little crackles of eectricity were running over her skin, teasing. She nodded, her wet braid moving
againg her back. She was going to be soaked. The storm had officialy broken, and it wasraining asif
someone should have been building an ark. There was nobody on the street.

Of course not. Anyone with any sense would have stayed inside, seeing this storm coming. What
was | thinking?

The answer was, of course, that she hadn't been thinking. She'd been running on nerves and caffeine, too
frightened to do anything but try and get away from the Watcher. Sheld been hoping she could find a
reason to ditch him, sheredlized.

Why does he scare me so much? It's not because he has guns, or because he's bigger than | am. So
why?

She didn't want to think about it. But she had to, because she wasn't acoward.

She wanted to get away because the way he looked at her felt too good to betrue. Thereit was, indl its
unvarnished truth.

Elise choked back a haf-hysterical laugh. What a time for introspection, something nasty's on its
way, and you have to moan about a guy who seemsto like you? Oh, Elise, you take the cake.

Hewalked her down the street that was quickly turning into ariver, and Elise's braid began to drip water.
She began to wish that she had done some weatherworking despite Suzanne's ironclad rule that the
weather generaly knew what it was doing better than awitch did, and that the best weatherwork was
noneat al. It would have been nice to have gotten the storm out of the way while she was deeping last
night instead of now, when she hadn't even taken ajacket because she was sure that the storm wouldn't
break until she had made it to the Liberty.

Thinking about the Liberty made asick feding risein Elisg's somach, disarranging her mutinous
breskfast. The vision was so sudden and immediate she stumbled—the pawnshop empty, acup of coffee
spilled on the glass counter, dripping over the edge and soaking into the thin carpet. That wasall. A
spilled cup of coffee, an empty shop.



Vann.

No need to worry, he'sfine, just upset over the gig last night and weirded out by a big guy in a
leather trench coat.

The sick feding rose again, and Remy stopped, half-turned, and pulled her into an aley that had just
opened up to their right.

Normally Elise would have objected. An dley on Klondel Avenue was not agood place for awoman to
end up. But then again, with aWatcher a her Sde, maybe even an dley on Klondd wasa
Sunday-school cakewalk, especialy with this Watcher, with his golden eyes and smooth honeyed voice.

Elise, will you quit it? Something bad is going down.

The two buildings on either side cut the rain'sforce, but there was ill an incredible amount of water
coming down, and huge garbage bins hulked on either sde. Thank the godsit'sraining so | can't smell
it. Thesick feding rose againgt her ribs. Their feet splashed through ingtant puddles, water soaking into
her jeans. The vision—spilled coffee, an empty shop, the wet carpet with itsrapidly spreading
san—nblinked in front of her eyes again. Elise shuddered, and Remy practicdly lifted her off her feet and
over apuddle.

Remy stopped, his hands curling around Elisg's wet shoulders. He pushed her againgt the concrete wall
between two gigantic Dumpsters. Then he pressed hisbody againgt hers, filling her nose with the smell of
leather and rain and a.clean mae. A knife-hilt jabbed her shoulder, and she tried to move away fromit.
Remy's eyes closed, swesat stood out on his gold-touched skin. His hands flattened on the concrete on
either sde of her shoulders. His head dropped forward, hislips burning against her forehead. Say till,
his voice whispered in her ear. It was the same voice that had spoken so softly to her yesterday morning.
Very il and very quiet.

The concrete was cold againgt her back, and he was scorching. She could almost see the Power
Sporeading out from him, threading through thewall and turning into areflective shied. Conced ment.

| wonder if that's covered in the training. A lunatic giggle rose from some dark panicked placeinside
her. The danger riding through the storm pressed down on her like a heavy, cold blanket.

Itis, hesad, cdmly. Just wait a few moments, cherie. Then we'll be on our way.
"l haveto get to the Liberty," she whispered. " Something'swrong."
In a few moments. | promise.

Elise was shaking now. Was he actudly talking insde her head? Wonders never ceased. "l haveto goto
the Liberty," she whispered helplesdy. "Now. Please.”

Hewaited just a breath, his skin now wet with sweat under the rain. Wait until they pass or it will take
longer because I'll have to fight. Just a moment, cherie. | promise. Histone was utterly cam, utterly
certain.

Elise bit her lower lip, worrying at it. She couldn't see the dley. Remy's body blocked it from sight, and
hislipswere till againgt her forehead. Like he needed the contact with her. Something very much like
liquid fire seemed to spread through Elise's nerve endings from that soft touch againgt her skin. If she
hadn't been so worried about VVann, and so sick with the premonition of disaster, she might have
objected to him touching her like that, not to mention using her head like aradio receptor.



But it was kind of comforting, hearing him like that, she decided before the next wave of nausea hit her.

Thunder boomed, sounding like agigantic cannon. Elise felt the concrete behind her vibrate dightly. The
sense of danger peaked, making her gasp, and she shivered. Remy made a soft sound, part comfort, part
effort, under the huge static-laden rumble of thunder.

Something did over the aley—a shadow, darker than the storm light. Elise's heart fell. Shelet out asmall
wounded noise. It hurt, scraping against the borders of her consciousness like aknife scraping through
paint. Remy was hiding her, she redlized, keeping the glow she made from being seen by thething
skimming the rooftops. It was black, darker than midnight, and it exhaed cold deadliness untempered by
anything human. Under its shadow, the world warped into something maignant and sterile.

Elise came back to hersdlf, shivering while Remy kissed her forehead, stroked her bare shoulders with his
thumbs. Just like Dante did with Theo sometimes, comforting, atender touch. A spark snapped, two,

and Elise found her hands were shaking so hard they looked like windblown leaves. "There," he said,
quietly. "That wasn't so bad, wasit? Let's go. We have to move now."

Panic beat with her pulse, athin reedy rustlelike bird'swings. "The Liberty. We haveto go to the
Liberty."

He nodded and blinked water out of his eyes. Rain dicked his hair to hisforehead. "Y ou seem to spend a
distressing amount of timein pawnshops.”

"l guess|'mjust acheap date," Elise shot back, and then clapped her hand over her mouth, horrified at
hersdf. He had just spent agreat dedl of Power and effort hiding her from something nasty and huge with
leathery wings like agigantic cartoon bat.

"Metoo. Two Coronas and agame of chess, and I'm ahappy man. Come on.” He pulled her away from
thewall, and Elise was suddenly very aware of the cool ar brushing her skin where he had been pressed
agang her. Therain sill poured down, dicking hishair down and running off hisblack coat.

"Y ou know how to play chess?' she asked, as he did hisarm over her shoulders again and hurried her
toward the dley's entrance.

"| taught mysdf injail. | wasin solitary. | don't play well with others, it seems.” Histone was cool and
sarcastic, but she could tell the sarcasm wasn't directed at her. It just was.

"What wereyouinjail for?' They reached the mouth of the aley and he scanned the street. His mouth
turned down at the corners. If she hadn't been watching his face so closdly, shewouldn't have seenit.

"Murder. Weren't you lisening?' He glanced down &t her, his golden eyes suddenly dark.

"Oh." Elise looked at the empty street. Anyone with any sensewasinside out of therain, and here she
was, standing in the middle of athunderstorm with aWatcher. Who had just admitted to being in the
dammer for murder. | might aswell ask. "Who did you kill?"

"The man who was beating my mother.” He made no moveto leavethe dley just yet. "I can understand if
thet frightensyou, Elise. | just—"

"He was hurting your mother?' sheinterrupted, looking up into hisface. A muscle twitched in hisjaw.
She watched, fascinated. He looked more dangerous than he ever had. There was something dark in his
eyesand diding over hisskin, acloak of venomous red Power.

"Shedied.”



Elise shook her head. Okay. | asked for that. Gods. No wonder he's so grim. "We've got to get to the
Liberty. I'm glad you run so warm. | think the heat wave's broken.”

"Maybe only for today. Elise—"

She knew what he was going to ask, and held her free hand up. "No, it'sokay. | shouldn't have asked. If
Abratdlsmeto gtick to you, I'm going to stick to you. | don't care what you did before you met me."

That had entirely the wrong sound to it, Elise realized. She sounded possessive. Asamaitter of fact, she
sounded like Theo talking to Dante. Cam and controlled, asif sheld known him al her life. She shook
her head, her sodden braid bumping against her back. Thefedling of sick urgency returned, making her
somach flip. "We haveto get to the Liberty. If you don't mind." Jeez. What does it say about me that |
don't careif hewasin prison, I'mjust glad he was here five minutes ago when that thing went
overhead?

He stepped out onto the sidewalk, his eyes dipping in controlled arcs over the street. She hurried dong
besde him. The sck premonition of doom beet in time with her speeding pulse.

It'sjust a spilled coffee cup. And | think | can handle a spill.
But where was Vann? And why was the entire store empty?

Elise shook her head and sped up. She hitched her purse up on her shoulder and broke into arun, and
Remy was right beside her. He had let go of her shoulders so she could run, and he stayed a her Sde as
she pounded down the drenched and swimming sdewak. The vison meant something awful, shewas
sure, but try as she might, Elise couldn't figure out what.

Chapter Seventeen

It was no surprise to Remy, especidly after the amount of Dark activity on the Streets, and he supposed
he should not have alowed her to hope.

"Oh, no," Elise said. Her eyeswere huge and dark.

Liberty Loans stood under the drenching rain, thunder rattling in the sky. The glass door had been
shattered, and crumbled beads of the safety glasslay acrossthe store's entry. Hickering fluorescent light
shone down on thin carpet and racks of |leather jackets, eectronics, and musical insruments. Remy's
eyes covered the entire place in one sweep, taking in the spilled cup of coffee. It hadn't even finished
dripping onto the floor from the counter where the register sat. Steam rosein the air. The sharp smdll of
the Dark grated againgt his skin. He would have to get her out of here soon. The contaminationinthe air
might make her Darksick. If that happened, he had the idea things would get even more tangled than they

aready were.

"Isthere a back room where he could be hiding?' Remy asked, though he aready knew. There was
nothing living in this shop or the basement below. Nothing living could hide from Remy's Dark-enhanced
senses. Therewas only deadly silence.

Elisg'sfingers pressed againgt her lips, and she was pale. He had cautiously swept the place once, at
gunpoint, sheltering her behind his body. He should have tried harder to have her go back to the occult
shop with the other Lightbringers. Out here in the open, she wasin danger.

Terrible danger. His back prickled and his skin crawled with the thought of it. He should never have



dlowed her to do this.

Then again, allowing Eliseto do something waslike allowing atsunami to go whichever way it wanted
to go.

"WherésVann?' Shelooked up a him asif he knew.

Should | lieto her? | can't. "The Brotherhood probably has him, Elise. And if they do, hesasgood as
dead.” Remy did the gun back into its holster. He didn't like this. She was far too vulnerable here. He
could protect her in close quarters, and if there was a safe place for her to stay while he cleared the street
he could do even more. But herein this pathetic little shop, he wasn't S0 sure. She was too used to being
aone. He couldn't count on her obeying himin the middle of afight, despite her promise. And he didn't
want her to see the ruthlessness he would have to use, with the amount of Dark loosein the city. The Old
One wasright. Mercenaries would be pouring into the city and the Guardians were far too new and
inexperienced to stem the tide. And there were only three Watchers, one of them on hisfirst witch.

Thishad dl the ingredients of an avful messin the making. Plusa Taisman and astubborn,
far-too-powerful Lightbringer, and only one Watcher to take care of them both.

"Why would anyone kidnap him—oh." Elise blinked. Water dripped from her braid and jeweled her pae
face, making the sodden T-shirt cling to her skin. He had to tear his eyes away from that. It was
dangerousto hisfocus. "Because of me." Her tonewasflat, not ironic or angry, smply quiet with the utter
cam of adisagter victim.

Remy fdt his heart twist insgde his chest. Guilt, the Lightbringer'sworst vulnerability. "I think we should
leave here, cherie. | don't think it's safe.” He deliberately pitched his voice low, soothing, the voice he
would use on aferal cat or afear-crazed horse. If her shock turned to anger, he wasthe most likely
target.

Her eyeswere wide, dark, and stunned. "Remy." Shelicked her lips, looking around the pawnshop. She
was numb with shock.

Hetook her wrist carefully and pulled her out of the brooding little building. Even the spike of
barbed-wire pleasure touching her caused didn't make him fed better. He sent aflush of warmth along
her skin. If hewasn't careful, she'd go further into shock and hurt hersdlf. "I'll dowhat | can, Elise" he
promised, without knowing quite what he was saying, only that the stunned look on her face ripped at his
ingdes. She should never haveto seethis, never haveto facethis.

"But ... Vann. And Trevor, what about Trevor?' She didn't argue when he put hisarm over her shoulders
again and ushered her out into the rain. The thunder was loud and dmost constant now. He shouldn't
have alowed this. He should have cgoled her into staying home, or thought of a good reason to go to the
occult shop. At least there, she would have the benefit of defenses—both witch and Watcher shields.

He was about to suggest they find a cab when lightning scorched through the clouds. The resultant blast
of light showed him adark shape, dinking into an aley two blocks ahead on the street. Brotherhood
operatives. There was ateam up the street—he saw it as clearly as he could remember the first chess set
he had ever owned. His brain clicked over to automatic, coldly calculating angles and possible cover,
different scenarios. "Elise, isthere another way to the occult shop?'

"We could cut up Fourth to the Ave and hike over." Her tone was strangely distant. She sumbled, her
wet sneakers catching on uneven pavement. He picked her up by her shoulders and set her on her feet.
The water foamed around histoes, splashing up to darken her jeans dmost to the knees.



"Cdm, cherie. Tranquille. You're safe, and I'm gong to make sure you stay safe. Come on, not far

But it wastoo far, and he could fed it. Coming here had been amistake. The Brotherhood was watching
the pawnshop, and the field operatives were moving into position. Of course they would have identified
her band members. It would have been ridiculoudy easy. And taking them would be a sure way to catch
her if she was done, without a Watcher. She would have gone blindly into whatever net they prepared,
to save her friends. They were dmost certainly dead by now, bait in atrap they would never leave dive.

There was acar coming down the street, a green Subaru. Water sheeted up from itstires. Remy's hand
closed around a gun. He pushed Elise to his other side and sent athin tendril of consciousnesstoward the
car, checking—and meeting something very much like awall of dark crimson fire. Another Watcher.

Remy let out along Sgh of relief.

Dante brought the car to a stop, and the automatic door-locks chucked loose. Remy opened the back
passenger door and guided Elisein. Rain drummed on the car's roof, each heavy drop sending up
another shower of little drops.

Theo turned around from the front passenger seet. "Hi, guys. Let'sgo to my house, shdl we? Mari's
worried sick about you, Elise. Remy, niceto seeyou again." Her dark-green eyes, lit from within,
seemed to go right through Remy'sflesh. "What isit? What's wrong? It took some doing, tracking you
two here”

"No," Elise said, as Remy did into the seat right next to her, glad to be out of the stinging rain. Her hand
reached for the door release, but the locks thunked down.

Remy reached over and grabbed her wrist. The touch sent another spike of frustrated pleasure through
him, and hisjaw set. The Darknessin him turned over, ground againgt his bones, and subsided. "No,
cherie. It'sbest. Truly. Trust me."

She pulled away from him. "No. Vann—Trevor—"
"They're dready dead. We have to make sure you won't join them." He said it gently, inexorably.

"No." She shook her head. Tears started to well up in her beautiful eyes, and he cursed himself. How
could he not have thought that her friends would be targets?

Her friends are not my problem, the cold rationa part of him said. Elise is my problem, and she's
whole and mostly well. The sck rotating fegling in his stomach was pure relief, he redlized. The mistake
he'd made had not cost her life.

"Honor, brother. Risky to come here." Dante kept his eyes on the road. The shielding laid on the vehicle
shimmered at the corner of Remy'svision, and Remy dicked hishair back with iff fingers. His other
hand held Elisgswrigt, and he sent another tingle of warmth through her to dispel the shock. The
Brotherhood wouldn't strike at a car that held two Watchers. It would only make the Watchers angry
and possibly damage the merchandise.

"Duty, brother. Sherequired it of me," Remy said, formdly. "All the same, it's good to see you, Dante.”

The Watcher's black eyes shifted up and met Remy'sin the rearview mirror. Y egh, they have away of
turning things upside-down. How is she?'

"Elise?' Theo wriggled out of her seat belt and turned around in the seat. She leaned over into the



backseat. Elise was il trying, fruitlessy, to twist her wrist free of Remy's gentle, iron-hard grasp. "Elise?
Lise, tak to me. Areyou dl right?"

"l am not dl right." Elisg'ssmall, wounded voice cut right through Remy's chest. 'l am very far from
all-bloody-right. We have to get them back. Remy, we have to get them back.”

"Shhh." Hisfingers gentled, trying to make sure he wouldn't bruise her wrist. " Tranquille, cherie.
Nothing can be done. | am so very sorry."

"Trevor and Vann," Theo said. "They've been taken by the Brotherhood.”
"How do you know?"' Elise's tear-filled eyes sivung up to meet Theo's.

The green witch drew in adeep breath, asif uncertain. She gave Remy asharp look, and obviously
decided againgt questioning him.

"Wereceived a... message thismorning,” Theo said, as gently as she could. Dante made alow growling
sound. "A letter. It was addressed to you, but Mari had one of her flashes and opened it. It said they had
Vann and Trevor, and unless you came down to the docks alone, the Brotherhood would kill both of
them. Thenit burgt into flame. Very dramatic.”

"Andyou didn't call me, tell me?" Elise gasped. Her pae cheeks began to bloom with color.
Fever-spots, high up on each cheekbone.

" tried your house, but you were dready gone. We were waiting for you to come to the shop, and | kept
trying to cal the Liberty. No answer.”

"But they open early on Saturdays." Elise wasfar too pae, and trembling. "Charlie opens.... Oh, my
gods..."

"It's probably agood thing we didn't go into the basement,” Remy said grimly. "I hate the Brotherhood.”
"Profit-mongering psychopaths," Dante agreed. "Elise, he'sright. Y our friends are dead.”

"We can't just St here and do nothing! Y ou have to—I mean, we have to—what else are you good for?!
The windows were steaming up, and athin trail of vapor came up from Elisgs hair.

Dante turned the defroster on maximum and twisted the knob over to "cool.” "Theo?' hesad, the
question clear in histone.

The green witch tried to calm her down. "Elise, listen to me. Just hang on until we get to my house. Mari
will meet usthere. Please, just hang on, and welll talk thisout.”

"I don't want to talk! " Elise screamed. Thear insde the car flushed with heet, and Danterolled his
window down. He braked for astop sign and rolled dowly through the intersection, water spraying up
from the tires. The wiperswere going asfast asthey could, but the windshield was il sheeted with
water.

Remy grabbed Elise's other wrist and dragged her across the seat and into hisarms. " Shhh." Hislips
moved againgt her temple. Her skin was fever-hot, a scarlet haze of pleasure bolting down his body from
her touch. The Trifero glittered againgt her paethroat. "Elise, Elise, cherie, petite, trust me. Wewill find
away. | promise. Y ou might cause acar accident if you keep making the windows steam up, hmmm?
Wewill find something to do, Elise. Just trust me, | promise, but for right now, tranquille, shhh, hush..."
It was the only thing he could think of.



She made alow, terrible sound, a moan of absolute grief. Remy cursed himsalf. Why hadn't he thought of
this? He should have thought of this. After dl, if he was the Brotherhood team responsible for capturing
her, it was what he would do, exert every leverage he could find on her. It was cheaper if she camein by
hersdf, and it didn't require fighting through aWatcher.

Especialy aWatcher that the Brotherhood had fought before—and lost to each time. Thisisgoing to
wreak havoc on my reputation if it ever gets out. It's not like me to make such a junior mistake.

She shook againgt him, and he redlized she was shaking as she wept, with a combination of rage and
agonizing sadness. The green witch—Theo—reached out to touch her and pulled her hand back,
uncertainty printed on her pretty face. Remy shook his head dightly, and Theo'seyes met his.

The green witch measured him for along moment, then looked down at Elise, who was actually—
miracles do happen, Remy thought with blind wonder—sobbing with her face buried againgt hiswet,
leather-clad shoulder. He kept talking, murmuring soothing sounds, unsure of why it seemed to be
working but glad al the same. He stroked her hair gently, rewarded with fresh sobs. She cried asif her
heart had broken.

It probably has. It's not every day that you find out your friends have been kidnapped because
you're a weapon in theright hands. If | was a Lightbringer, I'd be crying too.

It was much warmer in the car, the air teaming asit billowed out Dante's window. Remy's hair was
garting to dry. It was alittle uncomfortable. She has no idea of the kind of Power she possesses.

That was afrightening prospect. She had the Trifero, and too much Power. One mistake could have
horrible consequences; the Brotherhood could catch her and damage her before Remy could reach her,
or she could lose control and—

He stopped that line of thought in ahurry. He wouldn't screw this up again, he promised himself,
continuing to make soothing noises and stroking her back, touching her hair.

What else are you good for? she had asked.
What dseindeed. He just made one mistake after another.

She needs a real Watcher, not just a glorified garbage man. I'mtrained for this, but | keep making
stupid mistakes and it will get us both killed. Thethought of making another mistake madeiceroll
down his spine. He had sworn not to fail her, and he already had.

"It'snot fair!" Elise said againgt his shoulder. He kept stroking her hair. "It'snot fair! It'snot fair, it's not
fair, itsnot fair!"

"You'reright." Hisfingers never paused in their even rhythm. "It's not. Y ou're right. The innocents
shouldn't suffer. You'reright."

She st up, pushing him violently away. Dante made aleft turn, dowing down even more. The volume of
water coming from the sky wasincredible. Lightning flashed, and Theo watched them both, her mouth
pulled tight in agrimace of pain.

"You bastard. Thisisthe part where you tel me everything will beal right if | just agreeto let Circle
Lightfal into the city, right?" Stiray strands of Elise'sred-gold hair dipped free of her braid, her eyeslit
with fury. Fever-spots bloomed bright and unhealthy on her cheeks. Her lipswere pale, her hands
shaking, and even now, soaked and shivering with rage, shewas till the most beauttiful thing Remy had
ever seen. His very blood recognized her, spoke ingde him, swearing to her; his bones sang her name.



"No," he said, because it wastrue. "Thisisthe part where | say I'm sorry, because | screwed up. |
should have thought that the Brotherhood would try this. | should have guessed. I'm sorry, Elise. Less
than twenty-four hours, and aready |I've screwed thisup. Y ou deserve a better Watcher."

Theo'sjaw dropped. So did Elise's.

Remy couldn't quite see the rest of Dante's face in the rearview mirror, but he saw the lines around
Dante's black eyes change. Dante was smiling dightly.

The fever-spots on Elise's cheeks faded dowly asshe stared at him. "You..." she said, and licked her lips
nervoudy. "Arent you going to tdl meto let Circle Lightfdl in?'

It managed to annoy him for only half asecond. "Of course not. I'm just saying | should have guessed.
I'm guilty, Elise. I'm sorry. Punish me however you like, aslong asyou don't send me away." | can take
anything you dish out, just don't send me away.

Then he shut his mouth with a snap. Hed said enough. Too much, probably. Hewould be lucky if she
didn't order him back to Circle Lightfal in disgrace. Hed spend the rest of hislife—what was left of
it—shunned by the other Watchers as afaillure before he died. Death would be ardlief if she sent him

avay.

Always assuming, of course, that he would have the strength to actualy go back instead of breaking his
vow of obedience. He strongly suspected he wouldn't. The thought of leaving her, even in a better
Watcher's care, was enough to make his head pound with pain and his hands shake.

If you try to send me back, Elise, | swear by every god there is the other Watchers are going to
have to hunt me down. Because | won't do it, obedience be damned. If I'm no good as a Watcher |
might as well die anyway. Aslong as| can die between you and the Dark, | don't care.

Elise stared at him, her cheeks now pale asflour. Her braid had come free, and her hair unwound over
her shoulders, bright coppery strands drying under the heat of her anger and sadness.

"Remy." It was just abreath of sound, her lips shaping the word, and he was shaken again with that
desireto yank her across the space separating them and kiss her. Hard. Until he drowned in her.

Thisisn't what they told me it would be. This could tear me apart wor se than the tanak ever did.

He bowed his head, staring at his knees, and waited for whatever came next.

Chapter Eighteen

Elisswas il staring at Remy, speechless, when Dante pulled into Theo's driveway and Theo pushed the
button that opened the garage door. Dante eased the car in out of the rain, and the cessation of noise
againg the car's roof was shocking. Thunder roiled and muttered.

"Thisisabad sorm," Theo said. Dante cut the ignition, and the car shut off, its cooling engineticking.

Theo hit the button again, and the garage door started to close. Dante opened his door and stepped out
into Theo's pin-neat garage. Dante's punching bag hung among the bunches of herbs drying on racksfor
Theo's shop and her patients, and therewas a CD player and apair of sparring gloves set on anew shelf
near the bag.



Theo turned again, looking back over the seat. She appeared to want to say something, but she merely
shook her head as Dante opened her door. Then she did out of the car gracefully, taking Dante's hand.
The car door dammed shut.

Remy stared down at his knees, his golden eyes burning. He sat there quietly, waiting, with his scarred
and calused hands padm-up, resting helplesdy. The Sght of such atal, obvioudy dangerous man waiting
quietly to be punished—and that was the word he had used, punished—abruptly made Elisefed petty
and childish.

It wasn't hisfault Vann and Trevor had been kidnapped. It was hers. She'd thought she would be sife,
that she could have some kind of normd life. She should have taken some precautions with the band,
should have known that her freakish Powerswould bleed over and destroy any semblance of normality in
her life.

Silly Elise, wanting to be arock gtar, thinking she could be an artist. Theo could hedl, and Mari could tell
the future, both useful kills. Elise could only set things on fire. Grest for birthday parties—usdlessfor the
red world.

"It'snot your fault." She gulped back tears. Now that she'd started to cry, would she ever siop? They
kept diding down her cheeks, hot and shameful. She never cried. Never . At least, not like this, with an
awful, wrenching sobbing shaking out from the very core of her body. And he had held her the entire
time, talking to her, without trying to useit againg her.

He deserved so much better than Elise Nicholson, dl-around bitch and nasty girl. She swallowed afresh
round of tears and wanted to scream at the sheer unfairness of it. "It'snot your fault. It'smine. I'm such
afresk that al | can doisdestroy things. It's not your fault.”

Helooked up a her, hishair drying alittle, lightening into the familiar gold, springing back up. Hiseyes
were startled now, and dark with something she didn't want to name. Of course—he was going to see
that shewas only afreek, just asdfish little freak. She'd flamed al over Theo and Mari, and drawn
danger to her bandmates, and amost gotten Remy killed, just by being near him.

She had to make him go before her freskish talentskilled him too.

Elise took a deep bregth, steadying hersdlf. "It's okay." She reached blindly for the door handle. "It'sall
right. You don't have to go back. Y ou're free. Don't you get it? Y ou're free! Y ou can go wherever you
want. Y ou don't have to hang around me or go back to Circle Lightfal. Y ou're free. Go wherever you

want."

Thankfully, her fingers blundered onto the door handle. She yanked on it, wanting to scramble out of the
car and run—but where? Where would she go?

There was only one place l€eft to go, onething left to do. To fix the mess she'd made of things.

Hishand closed over her wrist again, but gently. "Elise." His accent stretched the word until it wasa
brush againgt her skin. "Y ou are not at fault for the Dark. Y ou didn't make the Dark, did you?'

She shook her head, choking on the helplesstears. He didn't understand, and it was probably just as
wall.

"I understand enough.” He pulled on her arm, and she et him, because the tearing pain was threatening to
rip her into pieces. Elise Nicholson, tough and competent girl wonder, was now experiencing mgjor
meltdown. "1 understand more than you guess, cherie.”



"Quit r-r-reading my m-m-mind,” she said, then had to stop, because she was sobbing too harshly to
speak.

Hedid hisarmsaround her again, pulling her againgt his chest. He threaded hisfingersinto her hair, his
other hand flattening against her back. The thin cotton of her T-shirt didn't stop the heet of his handsfrom
scorching through. He held her, in the backseat of Theo's car, while she sobbed without restraint, and he
murmured to her again, little soothing noises, comforting.

It was asif every tear she had ever resisted, ever shoved down into alittle black hole insde hersdlf, every
sob, every grief, every enraged scream she had ever swallowed and set her jaw againgt, was coming
back to haunt her. She had abrief vision of herself dissolving in ariver of tears, washing Theo'scarina
tideof dt.

Remy kissed her forehead, her temple, her cheek, tilting her head back with hisfingers cupping the back
of her neck, diding under her hair. And then, wonder of wonders, his mouth descended on hers.

Elise tasted sdlt and gunpowder, and the strange flavor of someone else's breath. He kissed her asif he
wanted to drown in her, asif hewanted to pull her in through his skin and carry her around with him, asif
he wanted to do more than kiss her but had to settle for her mouth. Just on the edge of pain, skating the
precipice beforethe fdll.

She pulled back, and helet her, hisforehead resting against hers. She gasped for bresth, stunned by the
fed of hisskin on hers. But hedidn't et go of her. In fact, he held her againgt him so hard she could
barely breathe.

"Shhh," he said, his nose inchesfrom hers, and kissed her again, gently, achaste kissagaingt closed lips
that gtill managed to fed feverishly intense. " Tranquille, cherie.”

She drew in ashuddering breath and closed her eyes. Just for a second. I'll rest for just a second, and
then I'll do what | have to do. Just for a second.

He held her for along time while thunder played outside Theo's garage. The car began to cool off, water
steaming gently off the hood and roof, the thunderous cascade of the rain outside making amuted song
that was actudly kind of soothing.

Findly, hisvoice rumbled in the stilinessindgde Theo's garage. "When | was young, | used to take a boat
out into the bayou. There would be stormslike this sometimes. | used to think that it was heaven
weeping, just what agood little Catholic boy should think. But in the mornings, | used to tie the boat up
onanidand and climb an old tree. It was my safe spot, and the snakes didn't bother me much. 1 liked the
snakesmorethan | liked people, to tell the truth.”

Hetook abreath shefelt in her own ribs, maybe because she was molded against him in the backsest,
her skin blurring againg his. "'l used to lie there and dream about the girl | was going to marry. | sworeto
mysdf | would never do what my mamals boyfriends did to her. | would find anice, pretty girl, and |
would take care of her. Get agood job at the airstrip or the mill, and when | came home at the end of the
day, shed betherewaiting.”

He paused and took another deep breeth. "My mama had awful tastein men. | ill don't know which
one of her boyfriends was my father. She liked men who loved fast cars and whiskey. Thetroubleis,
men who love fast cars and whiskey are usualy mean. She was dating this one man—Jean-Pierre
Rocgue—and | came back from the bayou with a hopper full of catfish to find him standing over her with
blood on hisfists and moonshine on hisbreath ... and | saw red. It wasn't thefirst time, but dl | thought
was, it would be the last.”



Elise hdf lay againgt him, hisforehead resting on hers. The tears were dowing down, and she could
breathe, inhding great shuddering breaths. She could dmost see the hot green of hismemories, fed the
rage hetold her about, so closeto her own inarticulate fury it frightened her. Her heart threatened to
break for him, and she drew in a deep shaking breath and closed her eyes. The ever-present scorching
rise of flame died down under her skin.

He made thefire retreat, made it go away. Made her fed safe.

He continued, hiswords evenly spaced and cam, though she could fed the horror of hismemoriesdiding
under the surface of her own mind. "Unfortunately, our family was poor, and my mamadied in the
hospitd. | caught ahandful of bad luck, a prosecutor who needed adam-dunk and a defense attorney
with aserious case of gpathy. Happensdl thetime. So | went to jail, twenty to life. And that nicelittle
Catholic boy turned into ajail cat. | didn't pick apod to run with, so | had to fight every day to survive.
They kept coming, so | kept fighting. | got put in solitary so many times| think | dmost forgot how to
tak."

Hisvoice was even. Measured, warm. Asif he wastdling her about someone ese. "When the witch
came, | wasin bad shape. | wasan animd. But | was lucky—I had the things Circle Lightfall looks
for—some psychic ability, a certain amount of ruthlessness, and agreat deal of stubborn endurance. I'm
sure there were other things, but that's al | know about. They offered me achance—she offered mea
chance. But the funny thing was, the only thing I could think of was that thiswas my chanceto find that
girl, the one | dreamed about when | was still agood little Catholic boy. | could do it; make my lifeinto
something worthwhile. Redeem mysdlf.”

Elise took another deep breath. "How awful." Her voice was husky, and broke on the words. How had
she ever thought she had it bad? He'd lived through something she could bardly imagine, and now here he
was, quiet and endlesdy patient with her.

| don't deserve him.

"Yeah, it wasawful," he murmured. "Y ou're the only chancel've got, Elise. | won't go back to being a
fdoninadead-end cageif | fall at being aWaicher. I'll diefirst.”

That made her fed like crying again. If she hadn't sobbed hersalf out she would have probably started to.
"I never cry," she said, mournfully. "Gods, how could everything turn into such amess?"

Hedidn't answer the question, which was probably just aswell. "I should have seen this. I'm sorry,
Hisee"

You're sorry, I'msorry, everyone's sorry. The whole world's sorry, goddammit. "I've got to go and
get them back. | have to. Will you help me?"

It took more courage than she thought she had to ask.

Hesighed. "It would be suicide. It'satrap, cherie. Make their sacrifice worthwhile, by staying dive.
Don't waste their lives by walking straight back into the trap.”

"They could gtill bedive," she said, and he shook his head and then kissed her cheek. His mouth met
hersagain, asif he couldn't help himsdf, and Elise had to admit he was pretty good.

Pretty good? Hell, he kissed like alightning bolt. She wondered where held picked that up; she was
pretty sureit wasn't aCircle Lightfal class.

Why couldn't | have met you before all this? she thought, before she remembered he could hear her.



Sometimes.

She broke free, her heart hammering asif it wanted to dam out through her ribsto get to him. Go figure.
| meet the one guy | really like, and he's a Watcher. Suzanne's laughing at me somewhere, | can
just tell.

"They arent dill dive. | know, cherie. I've dedlt with the Brotherhood before.”

Her breath caught, her pulse dowing. "'l should ... I think we should go inside. It's starting to get cold out
here"

| know what | have to do. She wondered if she could keep the thought to herself. If he could hear her
through awhole city full of people before shed even met him, what were the chances he couldn't hear
what she was considering now?

"I know what you'rethinking," he said, not moving. "No, Elise. | won't let you risk yourself."

Let me? Oh, buddy, was that ever the wrong thing to say. "Isn't it my decison?' She pushed at his
ched,, ineffectudly. "Damn you, let go of me.”

"The only time aWatcher isalowed to disobey aLightbringer iswhen the Lightbringer is determined to
risk hisor her safety," he quoted, chapter and verse. Just like Dante or Hanson. His voice was sill soft

and reflective, asif hewasthinking out loud. "If | let you go and get yoursdlf taken by the Brotherhood,
mindwiped and set up as aweapon, what would that be? Failure. | would befailing you if | et that

"They'remy friends," she said, stubbornly. "Andit's my fault. And if you go with me, and look out for
me, we can rescue them and be back in—"

"No, Elise" heinterrupted. "I couldn't protect you there. Areyou crazy? A Brotherhood trap that
they've had God-only-knows how long to set up? What kind of Watcher would | beif | took you there?”

The only kind of Watcher 1'd like, cowboy. Goddammit. "I want to go inside and warm up. If you
won't help me, I'll do it mysdlf. | took care of mysdlf before you ever came aong.”

And besides, they'll hurt you, so | can't have you go with me anyway. | don't think | could stand it
if you got hurt, Remy. Go figure.

"Elise" Maddeningly patient, asif shewereanidiot. "The Dark isout there, and it iswaiting for you.
You'll be eaten alive. Death would be amercy compared to some of the things the Dark could do to you.
And the Brotherhood is betting on you being slly and stupid enough to go running into the middle of their
trap. Do you want to give them the satisfaction?”

Shetried to summon the old, familiar rage. Who the hdll did he think he wastalking to, anyway? It didn't
work. The anger was gone. Somehow the crying jag had extinguished it. No more anger, for thefirst time
in her memory.

The Tdisman laid againg her throat, alump of warmth. It felt comforting, and she stopped trying to pull
away from him. He watched her, cautioudy, as the sound of rain filtered down into the car.

Then it happened. A touch, a hot soulless brush againgt her mind.
help meand I'll help you.



Maybe shejust had to be exhausted enough for the Trifero to get aword in edgewise. It was an old,
lipless voice, athread of dark fire in the middle of her mind. Elise jerked in surprise and looked up a
Remy, her eyeswidening. What the hell?

"What isit? Elise?" And that high-powered radar started quivering over her skin. He was scanning for
danger, even here.

No place was ever going to be safe. Because she was a freak.

"Nothing," she mumbled, asthe Tdisman began to spesk to her again. A concentrated bullet of
information flashed into her head—it had just been waiting, biding itstime. It had been hopping from hand
to hand, moving through the world blindly in theway of Talismans, working toward her. Becausefor
much longer than Elise had been dive, it had been waiting for her.

Waiting for afire witch with the Power to useit, waiting for awitch that could truly unlock its potentid. It
had moved from hand to hand, two thousand milesto end up on the pawnshop counter, waiting for her
eyestofdl uponit.

Remy's eyes narrowed. He examined her. "Elise?’

"Get meingde." She straightened, dropping her eyes so he wouldn't be able to read them. She suspected
he was better at reading her than he wanted her to know. "I'm tired, and | need coffeeif I'm going to deal
withthis"

He nodded dowly, his golden eyes shuttered and dark.

i know how to help you, the Tdisman whispered. i am the Trifero, the stone of Destruction. i can
help you, if you give me what i want.

What isit you want? Her fingers stole up to touch the Talisman's hard, pulsing warmth at her throat. It
felt dive againg her fingers, warm and pulsing like aquick aien heartbest.

just your love, witch. to be used, used as| was madeto be used. It wasaribbon of fire, the fire that
had lived under her skin dl her life, just waiting to be called out.

Just waiting to be used.

All thistime, she thought, wonderingly, as Remy examined what he could see of her face. Which
couldn't be much, she was|ooking down, thankful that her hair was free so she could hide her
expresson. All thistime | thought it was Theo who was the most powerful.

But | have this thing now, don't I? This chance to makeit all right.

If she had the Trifero, she could protect them al. Theo, Mari, Vann, Trevor—she could fry anyone who
hurt her friends. The Tdisman itsaf could teach her how to useit, and she could untangle this whole awful
mess.

She could even protect Remy. Relief made her boneless, and she dumped againgt the door, hoping he
couldn't read her mind. His hand was warm on her wrist, gentle. It felt too good.

Findly, Remy let go of her, onefinger a atime. She squirmed away from him, away from the hest of his
body and the burning memory of his mouth on hers. Helet her, but his eyesfollowed every move she
made. "'I'm sorry, Elise. | should have thought of this. | should have known."



Elise dredged up asmile. It was abright, sunny smile, her lips peeling back from her teeth, and he
actualy flinched as he met her eyes. "It's okay, Remy. It'snot your fault. It redly isnt. It'smine. 'm a
freak. I've dways been afreak. | should have known better."

"Elise—" he began.

She fumbled for the door handle again. "' Coffee. Get me some coffee. And keep Theo and Mari off me,
okay?"

He nodded, hisfair hair faling forward over his golden eyes. "Why? They're worried about you."

"Didn't you just tell me you're supposed to obey me?" Elise flinched away from his hand as he reached
for her again.

His hand stopped in midair. The flash of hurt on hisface before he schooled his expression twisted Elise's
heart. The doors behind his eyes dammed shut. He nodded. "All right, then, miselle.”" His hand dropped.
"I'll be agood little boy and obey. Thank you."

What the hell is he thanking me for? Elise opened the car door. The windows were opague with
condensation. How long had she been in the car playing tonsil-hockey with him?

Way to save the world, Elise. Can't you do anything right?
"Elise?" hesad. "l mean it. Thank you."
"For what?' She heard theirritation in her voice, hating it. How can you be so cruel, Elise?

| have to be cruel. They'll try to stop me, or come with me. | can't let them do that. | have to fix
this on my own. It's my mess. Clean up your own mess for once, Elise.

"For not sending me away," he said.

"I haven't made up my mind yet." Shewriggled out of the car. Her entire body ached from the adrendine,
running in therain, being closed in acar with him—for how long? How long had she let him kiss her?
"Don't get too comfortable.”

| could really make him hate me. Her heart threatened to tear itself out of her chest. It hurt to think that
asharp word from her would cause him pain. He was rapidly turning into one of the few people she
didn't want to hurt.

He exited the car on his Side and looked over the roof at her. "I won't get comfortable at all, then.”

"Good." Elise stalked past the car and up the single concrete step into Theo'shouse. The Trifero
whispered inside her head, cgjoling, tempting. How had she never heard it before? She knew what to do
now, and how to do it. If she had the courage, she could doit.

| have the courage, for alittle while at least. Now let's see if | have the brains.

Chapter Nineteen

The green witch and the water witch both came running for Elise, but Remy stepped around her, holding
up hishands astheir bright auras made the pain start in his bones, the tanak flinching awvay from thelight.
"Please. She doesn't want to be touched.”



Theo stopped, her skirt swirling around her knees. The blond witch stopped too, and the look of baffled
pain that crossed her face would have worried Remy if he hadn't been following orders.

Don't get too comfortable, Elise's voice whispered. Where had he gone wrong? One moment she had
been in hisarms, soft and willing, and the next she had pulled away, her eyes blazing, her mouth setting
itsdlf inagrim line. What had he done?

Sory of my life, I'mnot even sure where | screwed everything up. Wonderful.

The green witch's home was full of books and plants, clean and pretty and smelling of cedarwood
incense. The kitchen was spotless, decorated in green and yellow, and something that smelled like
chicken soup was smmering on the stove. Coffee was brewing, of course. They would know Elise, and
know what she wanted. The green witch wore along dress of deegp-green silk, but shelooked lesscalm
than Remy remembered.

" She doesn't want to be touched?' Dante's eyebrows rose. Remy made a dight movement, hands
spreading, expressing resignation. I'mjust the Watcher, don't ask me.

The blond witch—Mari—peered around him. "Elise, what's going on?"

A dight sound of motion told him Elise had folded her arms. Her tone was cool and even, and terribly
sad. "Theo, can | use your guest room? I'm tired, and I've had a really bad day. Now he'stelling me |
just haveto leave Vann and Trevor to be eaten dive or something by abunch of two-legged e ephants.
I've had it. And this joker—" She poked Remy between his shoulder blades, not hard enough to hurt,
but hard enough that hefdlt it like aknife to the heart. "—won't even go with meto get them. Saysit's
crazy. Says he's supposed to obey me—but not thistime. Well, that's enough. | want to go to bed for a
week and forget about al this. And when | get up, | don't want to do this anymore.”

"What are you talking about?' Mari's big blue eyes were fastened on Remy instead of Elise, and he
shrugged helplesdy.

"l want out,” Elise answered, low and furious. But the air in the room didn't tir. "'l don't want to be a
Guardian anymore, and | don't want to beinvolved with Circle Lightfall any morethan | dready am. |
don't want aWatcher. But I'm stuck with al this. Theleast you guys could do isgive mealittletimeto
reg."

What did | do wrong? Remy wondered. She was blocking him, closing him away from her with a
surprising new strength and efficiency. And the Trifero ... Did it fed more dive now? Had it moved
againgt her throat? He couldn't be sure, replaying the scene in the car in his head. HEd been too damn
distracted.

"Elise," Theo said quietly, with apatently I-am-so-patient tone, "you don't mean this. I'm sorry. | would
send Dante to rescue your friends, but these are ruthless people we are dedling with. Dante wouldn't lie
to me about this"

"I'd go mysdf,” Mari said softly, "but it would just get someone el se killed—me, or Hanson, or both of
us. Elise, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

Remy'switch was unimpressed. " Save it for the funny papers. | asked to go lie down, not for agoddamn
sermon.”

Therewas along hurt silence. The water witch brushed back her blond curls and looked at Theo. Dante
sraightened from leaning over alow table full of scattered papers. Y ou should be more careful with your



tongue, Elise" Histone was excessvely mild.

Remy looked a him. "We should stay out of this." His eyes held the other Watcher's black gaze. The air
cresked with tension.

Hanson gppeared from what Remy guessed was aliving room, dusting off his hands. "I've got thefire
going. Took abit of doing. Hi, Elise."

She made ashort derisive sound. "Don't even talk to me." She swung past Remy. The smell of her
anger—burned paper and candle wax—was missing. Why? What was she planning? "l'm gonna use your
gpare room, Theo. Y ou just figure out how to kick me out of the Guardians, and I'll be all set.”

"Elise," Theo began, but Elise brushed past Hanson, her coppery hair floating on the breeze she made as
she moved, and disappeared into the living room.

"Let her go, Theo," Mari said. "Y ou know how sheis. Anyone who goes after her now isgoing to get a
facefull of porcupine quills. Shell calm down and see reason soon enough.” She looked up at Remy,
blinking. Her eyes were red from crying, and there were damp spots on her blue T-shirt and ragged
jeans. "Thank you, Remy. | wasworried about her, but | knew you werewith her, so | wasalittle less
worried. If that makes sense.”

She's calm enough. Remy realized why he felt so unsettled. Elisein afury he wasfairly sure he could
handle, if only by patiently bearing her sharp tongue until the ssorm was over. After al, her anger wasa
shield over aheart that felt too deeply.

But acam, rationa, determined Elise with her mind set on doing something foolish—that was a prospect
he had shiversthinking about. "My thanks, Lightbringer," he said, formdly. "And my apologies, brother."
Thishedirected at Dante, who still watched him, black eyes depthless.

"1 missed something," Hanson said pleasantly enough, but he hadn't missed the tension between the other
two Watchers.

"No hard fedings." Dante sounded grimly amused, and hisface was till and s&t. "The gods know it's
hard enough to ded with one Lightbringer taking suicida chances. Three of them isadamn Chinese

puzze”
"Worse than a Bishop with a Seeker.” Hanson looked relieved. "And | should know."

Remy listened for Elisg's footsteps. She was going up the stairs, but not stamping and muttering
imprecations. He waited until the footsteps stopped and took a deep bregth. "I don't trust this. She'stoo
cdm.”

"You cdl that cddm?" Theo arched an eyebrow, her pretty face momentarily very much like Elise's
sardonic look.

Remy shrugged. He didn't want to argue with a Lightbringer. His persona stock seemed to be abit low
with thisgroup at the moment. "It doesn't smell like afirein here. When she gets upst, it smellslike
burning, and the air getswarmer. | don't sense that now."

Therewas alow, intense slence when he finished spesking. He looked from the Lightbringers, who were
exchanging worried glances, to the black-eyed Watcher, who looked suddenly thoughtful.

"Y ou know," Hanson said thoughtfully, "you have apoint.”



Mari smoothed her tank top nervoudy. "What now? What do you think she's planning?”*

"With Elisg, it's safer not to guess.” Theo sighed. "Come on, have some soup. Well give her an hour or
S0 to take a nap and cam down, and then I'll take up atray for her and try to make her see reason.”
There were dark circles under her beautiful eyes.

"l hate this," she continued, swinging around to look a Dante. "I hate this. I've met Vann and Trevor.
They're good people. I..." She shook her head, tucking her long dark hair behind one ear. "We didn't
even think to do protection-work for them. I thought that just being the Guardians of the City would be
enough. | wish Suzanne..." She cut the words short, and set her dim shoulders.

"l wish sotoo." Mari touched the other woman's arm. " Guess we got more than we bargained for. Like
usud. | wish there was something we could do."

"When Elise cdms down, well brainstorm aspell.” Theo nodded smartly. "All this Power should be good
for something. | think it'stime we asked the guys, too. They're bound to have someidess.” The smile she
flashed at Dante was weary but hopeful. "I'm talking about you asif you're not here again. Sorry."

Dante's lips quirked fractiondly, giving theimpression of asmile. "It'snot so bad, Theo. All my lifel've
dreamed of listening in on women."

Hanson gave ashort snort of laughter, diding hisarm over Mari's shoulders. "If they only knew." Hisface
changed when he touched her, rdaxing.

Remy felt his shoulders dump with relief. Surely herein a Guardian's house, with two other Watchers,
was the safest place for Elise. The house was well-shielded, and he could ask the other Watchers what
he should do now. I'mjust a glorified garbage man. How could finding one artifact and one
Lightbringer turn into such a tangle? She'll hate me now, and | don't blame her. | don't blame her
atall.

He cocked his head, listening. There was no sound from above. Maybe she was crying again, her facein
apillow. He could feel her aura, fiery reds and golds, sationary over their heads. It seemed a bit flat,
two-dimensiond, but she was probably concentrating fiercely, trying to keep him out of her mind. It
wouldn't work for long—he was far better tuned to her than she thought—but for now, he was willing to
give her some privacy. She deserved it.

Remy sighed. Theo was getting down bowls, and Mari poured coffee. Hanson helped, getting the milk
out, catching a spoon when Mari dropped it, and making easy little jokes to make hiswitch smile.

Dante was gtill watching Remy. "Y ou're agood Watcher," he said, when Remy's eyes met his. "Don't
worry so much. You did what you should have."

Remy nodded, setting hisjaw. "I've only hunted down artifacts. | don't think I'm prepared for this."

"Wenever are" Dante said sagely. "Come on, have something to eat while you can. My indtinctstell me
thisisgoing to get far worse beforeit gets better.”

| agreewith you. | really wish | didn't, though. 1'd love to be wrong.

Chapter Twenty
Elise quietly shut the door and spent afew moments swearing softly and vicioudy, using every obscenity



sheld ever heard. Then she sank down on the bed, her handsin her 1ap, and waited.

It took afew momentsfor her breathing to even out. Her head felt ringingly clear but heavy inthe
aftermath of her crying fit. She had never cried like that beforein her life, even when her red parents had
died. Of course, she had only been six years old and hadn't fully understood everything happening around
her. If her Power—her control over fire—had been active then, she might have been able to save both of
them. But asit was, shewas lucky to have survived their house burning down around them. All her early
memories seemed tinged with smoke.

Elise shut her eyes. Theo's spare bedroom was pleasant and comfortable, even with therain beating on
windows. It seemed to be easing up abit now, the thunder retreating. An awful sorm. Some of the lower
parts of town might be flooded.

There were bookcases in here, and spider plants and ferns hanging from pretty brass hooks. Theo had
hung one of Elise's paintings over the bed—the painting of arose garden under summer sunshine, asingle
monarch butterfly pausing on one of the white roses. Elise was proud of that piece. The butterfly almost
seemed to tremble, ready to flutter away. There was acomfortable chair sitting in front of the window,
across from adresser Theo used to hold spare clothes, and afull-length antique ova mirror in adark
wooden frame. A cherub's face grinned from the frame over the mirror, wings delicately carved on ether
sde of its chubby smiling cheeks. The mirror itself was clear and flawless.

Perfect.

The Trifero pulsed againgt Elisg's throat. Sheld read about magica objects that seemed to have alife of
their own, but she hadn't really believed it. There was awholelot shed read about that she hadn't
believed until shed met Suzanne, and awhole lot more that sheld never dreamed possible until Circle
Lightfall had ruined their lives.

Oh, to be absolutely fair, they didn't ruin our lives, shethought, wincing. They'retrying to help. It's
my freakish ability to set stuff on fire that's ruined my life.

Vann didn't deserve to be kidnapped for her sake. Neither did Trevor. The drummer had only answered
an ad intheloca rag about the Tragic Diamonds needing anew drummer. She barely even knew him
beyond practice sessions and afew obligatory brewski-pounding matches.

Theo and Mari had to be protected. They'd be safe enough with three Watchersin the house. Remy...

Her chest hurt to think of it, but she had to leave him here. Unless she wasright about the Trifero, it just
might be suicide for him to come with her. She didn't want that—she wanted him safe. No matter how
letha he was, the thought of him facing down whoever or whatever had taken VVann and Trevor made her
fed unsteady and breathless with worry. If the Trifero was the equivaent of amagicka bomb, and she
was the only one who could use it, she owed it to everyone to fix the mess she'd made.

Elise took in adeep bregth, shaking away worry and fear. She needed to concentrate for this.

Another deep bregth, and the familiar floating feding began in her somach. Thanksto her practice with
Suzanne and the others, she could fdl into alight trance with no effort at dl, even under these awful
conditions.

The Trifero sent awarm, tingling rush of Power through her. themirror, it whispered. Heat rose under
Elisgsskin. themirror, firewitch. easer with themirror.

Sherose dowly to her feet, taking another deep breath. Then she ghosted over the floorboards, her wet



sneakers making dight squeaking sounds against the wood. Her feet were soaked. If she ever got dry
again, shewould probably smdl like mold.

Her reflection greeted her. A triangular face, wide eyes, a sharp nose, her thin slver nose-ring lying dark
againgt her damp skin.

| look like hell.

Pae cheeks, glowing green eyes, her hair had escaped her braid and now tumbled around her face. Her
mouth was pulled tight, asif she tasted something bitter. The T-shirt was sodden and clung to her chest
and belly, rode up to expose her belly button. Her jeans were dark with water and were beginning to
chefe.

He had kissed her asif heloved her.
Elise shoved that thought away and faced the mirror. What do | do now?
As soon as she thought it, the answer appeared.

Theo could hedl, and Mari's visonstold the future. Suzanne had awaystold Elise that her gift would
become gpparent, and Elise had dways privately thought that setting Stuff on fire whenever she got angry
was enough of acurse. Shedidn't need any more.

The Trifero knew differently.
power. you have the power to use me.

She put her hands up, palms out, facing the mirror. "To see, to fed, to shape, to be," she whispered.
"Shape and form for dl to see. Shape and form for dl to see. Shape and form for al to see, in aform that
matches me. Come out, come out, come out to me. Come out, come out, come out to me.”

The chant never became more than awhisper, but it didn't need to be louder. The Trifero glowed at the
throat of the woman in the mirror, and its carved scales shifted. A red spark began in the depths of the
centrd jewd, pulsang intime with Elise's heartbeat. Her skin flushed with heet.

The ecstasy of the Power building was juice swelling against the skin of afruit, a sweet bursting pain. She
was heavy with Power, her skin stretching to contain the heet, her eyes glittering under half-closed lids,
taking on amad gleam. "Come to me. Cometo me. Cometo me. Cometo me."

Glamour isthe oldest of witch skills. Suzanne's voice sounded distant, whispery. It can be a great
blessing, when one has need of it. But take care. The lesson of glamour is that seeming becomes
truth.

Elise's pams met the mirror. Or met something cool and smooth that felt like the mirror's surface, and at
the same timefdt like warm skin. Human skin.

The Power crested, spilled over her in awave of tingling sparkles. A spark snapped. Elisewould have
been worried—that much Power in Theo's house would have brought al of them up the Sairsat a
run—but the Trifero absorbed the extra Power, making sure not aripple of it escaped. It was the closest
thing to asurgicaly nest spdll Elise had ever experienced.

A part of her wasvaguely troubled by this. To be able to work aspell like this wasimpressive enough,
but the kind of Power that could keep the spell silent was even more impressive. And that much Power,
at her command, was downright scary.



Scary, and exhilarating too. Like afast ride or ahot jam, like aroller coaster or athunderstorm.

The doppelganger stepped out of the mirror. Elise's fingers dipped free and the Power drained from her,
leaving only a shaky sense of satisfaction. Fire was the dement of illusion and the burning away of
illusons. Why hadn't she thought of this before? It felt so natural, so right she could have started to cry
againif shed had any tears|eft.

The doppelganger glided to the opposite side of the bed and sat down, the springs of the mattress
cresking. Its mussed hair was an exact copy of hers, and it burned with her shifting red and gold aura
Elise was now the closest to invisible she could get. The copy of her wouldn't last more than an hour or
two, especidly if one of the Watchers came closeto it. The venomous red Power the Watchers carried
would tear theilluson to pieces.

Shehad to hurry.

Elise crossed to the window and looked down over the street at the front of the house. Theo, Mari and
the Watchers were in the kitchen. She could hear them talking back and forth in worried tones.

Don't worry, guys. I'm going to take care of it all.

She swung the window open. The rain came down steedily, but not in waves asit had earlier. She did
out onto the narrow ledge that ran over the living room windows. The bedroom window did down
behind her, closng most of the way, and Elise looked down onto Theo's juniper bushes.

If | break aleg, I'mgoing to look very silly.
Then, gathering hersdlf, she jumped.

It was an awful impact, but the bush took most of it. Elise muttered a quick apology as sherolled off,
hitting the ground on her hands and knees. Her teeth clicked together painfully, and her hair fell forward.
Theo's garden was spongy with rain, mud squelching between her fingers and soaking into the knees of
her jeans. Great. Sheignored theflare of painin her left wrist. 1'm going to be the Mud Avenger. Jeez.

She made it to Theo's garden gate and bolted out onto the wet sdewalk, running for the high yew trees
that separated Theo's house from the low red ranch-style place next door. Once she passed that hedge,
she was safer.

Okay. She skidded to a stop to catch her bregth in the shelter of a huge cedar tree three doors down
from Theo's. Now what?

Go back, Suzanne'svoice replied over the sound of therain. For the love of the goddess, Elise, go
back. You're being stupid. What will you do, march in there and sing them to death?

Clapping alid on that voice, Elise pushed her damp hair back and set her jaw. Now, | find myself a
cab.

Chapter Twenty-One

"Well." Theo set abowl of steaming chicken soup on the green Japanese tray. "I'll take thisup to Elise.
Shell bealittle camer now, | think."

Remy automaticaly rose from his place at the round table. Hanson moved his chair over dightly, so he



could ease out from behind the table. The Watchers had al taken off their leather coats, and they lay
draped againgt the chairslike sets of black wings.

Mari had her elbows on the table, spping cherry sodathrough astraw. "1 don't think shelll be camer,
Theo." Her face was pae under her bright golden curls. "Maybe | should go up.”

Remy sretched, hiswegpons-harness moving with him. "Maybe | shouldn't have |&ft her alone.”

"No, trust me, it's best." Theo picked up thetray. "Elise can be very ... well, harsh. But it'slike acandle,
quickly lit and quickly gone. Once she gets over thefirst step, she'sdl right.”

"Yeah." A fading rumble of thunder underlined Mari'svoice. "But thet first onésalulu.”

Theo made asmall face a Mari, who laughed. But her laughter didn't have quite the same easy, ringing
toneit usudly had.

Remy glanced around the bright, cozy kitchen. It was warm enough that his clothes were mostly dry, and
the other Watchers were dry aswell. Hanson shuffled Mari's deck of tarot cards, his pae blue eyes
thoughtful, and Dante buttered adice of Theo'swhest bread. It was acam, peaceful scene ... but
somehow Remy didn't fed peaceful. Asamatter of fact, he felt less peaceful than ever.

Elise hadn't made a sound, but the red-gold glow of her aurahad remained bright and stable. A
half-hour should be enough time to cool her temper, just a little. Hefet aprickling of unease run up
his spine again. She hadn't been furious. No, she had been curioudy cam.

Almost too cam.

"Wadll, let's go, then." Theo smiled a him. He nodded, the bright clear green of her auradragging across
his nerveslike broken glass. Being in aroom with these two witches was a torturous experience,
especidly with Eliss—and that damnable spill of pleasure each time he touched her skin—right upgtairs.

"Yes, mdam," he said automaticaly. Mari seemed to find this very amusing and laughed again.

Theo led him through the living room and afront hall, both welcoming and full of green growing things. A
black cat curled into around shape on a battered green linen couch, one golden eye haf opening to
examine them as they passed through. Books were scattered everywhere. Thiswas more of what he had
imagined aLightbringer's home would look like, but he found himsalf missing the clean clarity of Elise's
house. Missing especidly her bedroom, watching her deep againgt the black sheetswhile herested in the
red-velour chair, occasiondly glancing out the window. Hed memorized her face during thoselong
hours, and wondered what it would be like to touch her.

Now he knew, and al he wanted to do was touch her again, as many times as shelet him near her.
"You'revery quiet." Theo started up the stairs. "Then again, so isDante.”
That brought him up out of memory. "Redlly?' He had no idea of what to say, but that seemed fairly safe.

"Y eah. Elise cdlshim Stoneface, when what she redlly meansis uncommunicative. She was very upset
when he showed up, and they have no idea of how to talk to each other." The witch climbed the Sairs
dowly and gracefully, balancing the soup bowl and the cup of coffeefaultlesdy on thetray. " She's been
very londy, for avery long time. I'm glad you're here. | think sheistoo."

Remy found his mouth was dry. "She doesn't seem too glad.” Don't get too comfortable, Elisgsvoice
echoed in hismemory.



"Oh, that." Theo sounded cheerful and dismissve. "Shelikesto act tough. Did you know shefeedsal the
sray cats out behind the store? | caught her using her own money to buy cat food. | told her to just take
what she needed from the register, and she looked as horrified asif 1'd suggested sherob alittleold
lady." They reached the top of the sairs, and Theo glided down adark hall with an Ansdl Adams print
hung on onewadl. "She'sdl prickly on the outsde, but she'sjust abig marshmdlow insde.”

"I'll remember that." The unease returned, even stronger than before. What was wrong with him?
Danger? From where? The other Watchers would be hereif they sensed anything.

Inlieu of knocking, Theo kicked gently at the door to the spare bedroom, making asmal polite noise.
The door swayed, closed but not latched shut. "Elise!™ she cdled, softly. "1 have some dinner herefor
you, and some coffee. I'll bet you need some caffeine”

No answer.

Theo pushed the door open with her foot. Elise sat motionless on the bed, her hands clasped loosely in
her lap. Remy could see her coppery hair, messy and mussed, stray strands of red-gold curling free. Her
head bowed forward, amost asif shewas praying. "Elise" Theo sad, firmly, "don't be childish. Well
brainstorm aspell to help Vann and Trevor, | promise. But we need you strong if were going to..."

Theo'svoicetralled off uncertainly.

Remy dipped past her and approached the bed cautioudy. His skin wasn't ringing with Elise's nearness,
and the green witch's aura scraped painfully at his nerves.

Something was very wrong.
Hewas amost around the bed when Elise began to waver, asif she were underwater.
Remy cursed. Theo let out agasp.

The doppelganger winked out with a puff of cinnamon-scented air. The Power holding it in placefled,
and the temperature in the room dropped at |east ten degrees.

Theo shivered. "Dante." Before the word finished, Remy heard boots on the Sairs.

He kept gtaring at the bed in stupefied wonder. The sheer Power she would need to do something like
this astounded him.

How did she do it? How did she create a double that strong under our noses, without even a stray
breath to warn us? How? "Why didn't anyone tell me she had the Power of glamour?' he asked the thin
ar. It hadn't beeninthefile

"Wedidn't know," Theo answered with the utter calm of the utterly stunned. Remy looked at the
window. It was open only aquarter of aninch, and cool rainy air came in through the crack.

He crossed the room to the window and wrenched it open. The juniper bush below was flattened, and
even from here he could see deep imprints in the soft muddy earth. Mystery solved. She was gone.

How did she do that? The amount of Power she'd need, and not even a whisper to warn three
Watchers downstairs. Gods. Gods above.

The Trifero. Of course.

How could she use the Trifero? Or wasit using her?



Dante skidded into the room, a curse that would have made a dockworker proud escaping hislips.

"Glamoured adouble and dipped out,” Remy said grimly. "Three guesses where she'sgoing, mon ami.."
Hewas vagudy aware that his voice made the window rattleinitsframe. Therain ill camedownina
glver curtain, and afar-off afterthought of thunder resounded in the sky.

"Oh, for the love of—" Dantetipped his head back, hisjaw working.

Theo had set the tray on the bed and now stood with her fingers pressed to her mouth. "Dante. Y ou have
to ... You have to go after her. You have to."

"I know." Hisblack eyesmet Remy's. "Let'sgo."

"Stay herewith your witch," Remy said. "1 should have known. | should have—the fault ismine. | should
have—"

"Don't tell mewhat to do, brother,” Dante snapped, sounding more like Elise than he probably would
ever know. "Theo's asked meto fetch her, and you'll need dl the help you can get.”

"I'll get the car sarted,” Theo said, and Dante put out one broad hand.

"Don't even think about it, Theo. You'l stay here.”

"She's my friend,” Theo began hotly.

"We have no timefor this." Remy pushed past Dante. "1 need my coat. Get out of my way."

As soon as hewasin the halway, sick dread beating behind his heart, he began to run.

Chapter Twenty-Two
The storm lay over the city likeapair of folded wings.

By the time Elise paid the cabdriver, it was | ate afternoon. It looked much later because of the clouds
massed in the sky. The sea heaved under the pilings, amoaning noisein the wind coming ashore hard and
fast enough to make her shiver and wish again that she'd brought a coat.

The message had been smple. Come down to the docks. There were miles of docks, redly, but Elise
was awitch. If she couldn't tell where Vann and Trevor were being held by abunch of two-legged
elephants, what kind of awitch was she?

Elise did out of the cab and shut the door behind her. The rain kissed her dready wet hair and cheeks,
not to mention soaking her T-shirt again. As soon as the cab disappeared down the empty, waterlogged
street, she dropped the pretense with asigh, and heat popped out in shimmering waves.

Therain turned to steam around her, and Elise blinked, looking around. Now that she wasn't trying to
hide, this part of town blurred and ran with Darkness.

I'm seeing auras. Just like Theo. It would have been wonderful if she hadn't been seeing such awful,
twisted dark shapes hiding in every warehouse, leering in every corner.

Elise walked down the sidewalk. VVann and Trevor. She had to concentrate, to think of them, and find
them.



She stopped in the shadow of a giant warehouse perched on one side of the railroad tracks, and closed
her eyes. Vann.

She began to hum. Her fingerstwitched, remembering chords, following the song. Lowdown Jimmy
Jingo, that no-good dirty beast ... didn't even know ‘ nough to treat a woman right at least ...
Lowdown Jimmy Jingo, that no-good dirty dog ... walking around like Elvis and smelling just like

a hog—

Sheld written that for Theo, after the last boyfriend debacle. Suzanne had hel ped. Vann had suggested a
new basslinefor it, and Mark had done some inspired drumming. It was kind of ahit among the hipin
the city, and there were requestsfor it dl the time. Especially when someone had just broken up.

Elise hummed quietly and began to fed atugging on her hand. It felt just like someone leading her.
What else could she do but follow?

She edged down the cracked pavement, the rain turning to steam before it touched her, so that she
looked like she was being trailed by awhite cloud. Her T-shirt was drying, and that was a good thing.
Parts of the street had turned into ariver, and thunder still bresthed in the sky. The worst of the storm
had probably passed.

Unlesswe're just in the eye of the hurricane. What a comforting thought that is, Elise.

She walked past agiant open pier, glancing out to sea. The waves on the bay roiled. It was probably
really bad out past the protected waters, and Elise shivered. She knew afew dockworkers, and they
awayswanted anight of heavy drinking after ssormslikethis. It was hard to work near the seaand not
want agood giff drink oncein awhile, seeing that much casud power.

It was kind of the same way Elise felt about Theo. If Theo wasn't so gentle, Elise would have been
frightened of her. If Theo could heal acut, she could probably create one. A witch who can't hex, can't
heal, Suzanné's voice drifted up from Elisg's memory.

Cometo think of it, that's how she felt about the Watchers too. So much Power, so thinly controlled; so
much lethal intention and grace and such asmall margin for error. The only thing that kept the Watcher
from running riot was the training, Elise supposed. But what did they have to do to turn men into fighting
machineslikethat?

But they're so gentle. Hanson treats Mari like she's breakable, and Dante would never even raise
his voiceto Theo. And Remy...

She shut that thought off in ahurry. 1t hurt too much.

Elisefound hersdf going down the dippery ramshackle wooden stairs to the beach under the pier. Down
here was a good place for trangents and junkies, and she felt amomentary shiver as she reached the
bottom and peered around. She shouldn't be here. It was like an dley on Klondel Avenue, not agood
place for awoman to end up.

Nobody was here, though. The weather and the persstent smell of doom probably had driven anyone
who lived here up into town to find awarm dry spot if they could.

Elise smelled salt, and darkness. There was along strip of beach down here, sandy, rocky, and littered
with trash. Severd hunched buildings were built on piers, climbing out over the seaon sticklikelegs, and
Elisg'sthroat scorched with bile as she thought of rats. Dock rats were huge, and they probably had very
bad tempers.



Wi, they would burn just like anything elsg, if they attacked her.
That thought surprised her. The Trifero glowed againgt her throat, aquiet warmth. So much Power.

She picked her way carefully down the trash-littered beach. One of the buildings attracted her eye,
hulking over the water and exhding cold darknessin every direction.

there. The Trifero whispered insde her head, asfamiliar as her own thoughts.

Okay. Elise started out, balancing on rocks, and at one point having to splash through knee-high shalows
since thetide was coming in. Tide plus sorm would mean high waves and alot of stuff washed up inthe
parks. Mari would want to go beachcombing.

Thinking of Mari and Theo made a spike of pain go through her heart. Sheld ditched them both. They
were going to fed so betrayed and angry.

That led her thoughts right to where they didn't want to be. To apair of golden eyes and thefed of his
mouth on hers, his body hard and warm and—

Oh, stopit. You're acting like a teenager. He's just a Watcher, just another one of Circle
Lightfall's goons.

Only hewasn't. He was smart and quiet and funny in amorbid way, just like Mark had been. And he had
protected her, put hisbody between her and danger, held her while she cried. It was hard not to fed like
ahormonal teenager. It was hard not to wish he'd come with her. He would probably have a better idea
than scrabbling on some trash-laden beach. He seemed so competent.

But she couldn't stand the thought of him here, getting hurt because of her.

She reached the building that was breathing out darknessinto the air. There were two spindly ladders
coming up from the beach, both leading to trapdoors. Now that's weird. Isit an old cannery or
something? Probably not. Those are probably trash chutes—don't ask about garbage, they won't
tell you.

She had to wade though waves up to her mid-thighsto get to the closest staircase. It was festooned with
seaweed and rust. The water bubbled around her feet, steam till trailing her.

She hauled hersdlf up out of the waves and began to climb, hoping it would carry her weight.

It took along whileto reach the top, and she began to fed sick even before she got there. The Trifero
sparked, sending another flush of heat dong her skin. | could burn this entire building down. She
shivered, fever flushing through her skin. I'm not sure I'm ready for this.

The trapdoor wasn't even locked. Elise balanced on one ladderlike step, pushed up on the trapdoor's
splintered wood with one hand and peered through.

There seemed to be apile of something in front of the trapdoor. Elise shoved the heavy wood up dowly,
trying to look in every direction at once. It stopped halfway up, and Elise wriggled through onto a
splintery wooden floor. After her feet dipped through, it closed with amuffled thud. Eliserolled upinto a
crouch, looking around.

There was a huge pile of what looked like discarded clothing blocking the rest of the cavernous open
gpace from view. Elise edged to one Sde of it, peering. The only light filtered in through holesin thewalls
and the gaps between the boards on the windows.



What she saw was strange. There were lumps and piles of what looked like clothes everywhere except
for dong the west wall, where boarded-up windows let in the whistling wind from the sea. Therewasa
thick, clotted smell Elise recognized.

Darkness.
She peeked around the lump of stuff, looking for any sign of life,

Onthewestern wall, there was alarge, wet tain. She didn't want to know what it was. But down to the
sde, chained to the wall with hugeiron cuffs and achain that looked like it could hold back Cerberus,
was athin young man with dark hair that she recognized.

"Trevor!" Elise whispered, and bolted for him.

She threaded her way through the piles of clothing, and findly reached him. "Trevor," she said, going
down on her knees next to him. "Hey, Trev. Trevor!"

His eyeswere amost swollen shut and hislips were cracked. Herolled his head to the Sde, and his dark
eyes glittered feverishly under the sweep of his charcod lashes. "Lise," he croaked. "Elise.”

Hewore his Green Lantern T-shirt and atorn and tattered pair of jeans now crusted with dried blood.
Thank the gods. Maybe | can actually pull this off. "WheresVann? I've cometo get you out of here.”
He shook hishead. "Lise... no..."

She examined the chains, blinking furioudy against tears and the dimness. There was asmple spring lock,
and she popped her purse open. It was soaked with sea and rainwater, steaming as the heat around Elise
blurred through it, but everything insde was ill okay. She dug until she found the thin, flexible piece of
hairpin she kept morefor old times sake than for any redl breaking and entering. "Just relax. I've come
to get you out of here. WherésVann?

Trevor's head rolled on his neck. Hetipped his chin up, indicating the large dark stain on the wall
between two boarded windows. "Goddamn ... Something. Ate. Him." He coughed, atubercular sound
she wasn't sure she liked.

"Oh, no." Tearsrose behind her eyes, hot and prickling. She pushed them down. "I'm so sorry, Trevor.
I'm so sorry. I'm afreak. | should never have even tried to be norma.”

"Get out,” Trevor said, husky. "Trap."

"Anything comesaong and I'll fry it. I'm awitch, Trev." The lock popped open, and the cuff around his
neck clashed, faling to thefloor. " Sheesh. | should try to be quieter, shouldn't 1."

"Lise it'sa... trap." He coughed weakly, and aribbon of red appeared at the corner of his mouth.

"I've got afriend who'saheder.” Elisefiddled desperately with the cuff around hisright wrist. Hell of a
time to wish 1'd kept up on my lockpicking. It popped open obligingly, and she began to work on the
last one. "If we can get you to her, you'll be okay."

"Elise... Elise." He pushed fretfully at her hands.

She shook her head. Strands of her hair were lifting on ahot draft that seemed to come from nowhere.
"I'll get you out of this, Trevor. | swear | will. And I'll get you to Theo. Shelll hep youand Vann ...
Gods, Vann..." She angrily wiped tears away with the back of one hand. Stop your crying, Elise. Just



get it done. Quit being a coward and do something right for a change!
Therewas alow, thick, burping chuckle behind her.
Elise froze. Then the worst happened.

"Quiet, Rork." It was alow, soft, evil maevoice, quiet and full of something chill that made Elisg'sentire
body turn to ablock of ice.

The Trifero flared, shattering theice, and her heart pounded thin and high in her temples. Thelast cuff fell
open under her fingers. She stood, her knees creaking, and turned around.

It was the elephant things. At least ten of them. Elise swalowed. The wind coming in off the bay keened
and whistled against her back. They were each at |east seven feet tall, their bald heads shining with an aily
gleam in the uncertain light coming in through the gapsin the walls and the boarded-up windows.
Razor-sharp tusks jetted out from their thick faces. They al worelong gray trench coats, and Elise saw
the gleam of meta under the coats. They're copying the Watchers. The lunacy of the thought made a
traitorous giggle rise up under her breastbone. It died away, tearing aholein her chest, and Elise's numb
hands curled into figts.

Therewas adim dark man, not much taler than Theo, with athatch of short black hair dyed Kool-Aid
red on one side and a pleasant, bland face that was nevertheless mostly nose. Vann? Elise blinked,
looking under the glamour, and her knees started to turn to water.

She collapsed on the floor next to Trevor. "Oh," she said, ahurt little sound. "No."
Whatever it was, it looked like the shadow of cold, sterile batwings. But that wasn't the worst.

Theworst wasthat it was wearing Vann's body like an ill-fitting suit. She could seeit crouching ingde his
flesh, indgde his nervous system, the Darkness it radiated warping Vann's flesh. Hisfamiliar face had
aready been twigted, changed into something different.

| did that. | put themin harm'sway. | did that. It's because of me. All because of me. "Vann," she
whispered hopelesdly.

"A nicelitttemorsd." Itsvoice waslipless and dark as the mouth of a poisoned well. "Oh, he struggled,
but | was quick. | was merciful. Now, you're here. Let'stalk business.”

Elisefdt dl the strength run out of her. Remy had been right. Thisthing ... There was no way she could
fight it. Not whileit wore Vann'sface, not whileit leered at her with hisfamiliar mouth.

fire, the Trifero whispered. do not despair. despair isits weapon. seethetruth.
"Lise" Trevor sad. "Circle... Lightfall—"
She stared a him. What? How does he know about them?

"He'sagy," thething wearing Vann'sbody said, thickly. "A spy from Circle Lightfal, sent to gather
information about the Guardians. To decide the best gpproach to use to worm their sanctimonious asses
into this city under your very nose. They lie, Miss Nicholson. They deceive. And you are apretty prizeto
add to their collection.” Thething's voice waslow and evil, worming into her head.

Elise's heartbeat dowed. She stared at the thing, seeing Vann's nose collapsing dowly into itsface. It was
edting his body from theingde. Was Vann lill in there, feding this?



"No," Trevor whispered, with alung-racking effort. "Lightbringer. I'm aLightbringer. | came herefor
sanctuary."

Shelooked down at him, jerking her eyes away from the bat-thing eating Vann's body from theinsde.
Wearing it and edting it at the same time. Elise's somach declared mutiny. I'm going to throw up, she
thought, oddly amazed. | really honestly think I'm going to puke.

It waslooking down at Trevor that saved her from the thing's mesmerism. Its hold on her snapped, and
she saw Trev's eyes drifting closed. He looked too exhausted to bresthe, and as she watched, some
essentia spark in him dimmed.

Fury rose up inside Elise. Not for hersdf, but for Trevor, and for Vann, and for Theo and Mari and every
other person in the world who had suffered because of Elise and the Dark. A wave of liquid crimson
flamefilled her veins, and the space insde her skull ignited asif shed been drinking rum again, matching
Mark shot for shot.

"No." she said, reaching down and blindly feding for Trevor's shoulder. Her pam met blood-soaked
cotton, and fire roared through her.

It was adifferent kind of fire than the one she was used to. Pure Power. It whipped down her arm and
forced itsdlf into Trevor, who screamed and convul sed.

The thing wearing Vann's body chuckled again. " See? Shelll make agood one, won't she, boys? I'm
afraid shewon't come quietly. Take her. Kill the other. He's a nice snack.”

"With pleasure,”" alow rumbling voice like earth moving under wet rocks said. Had to be one of the
kobolds.

Strength returned to Elise'slegs. She did her arm under Trevor's shoulders and struggled to her fest.
Wonder of wonders, he came with her. Under the crust of blood, color flushed back into hisface, and
his eyeswere no longer puffed shut. | healed him. Blank wonder colored the thought. | thought that
was Theo'strick.

What else can | do?

The Trifero sparked again. they are coming, witch. Itsanger began to burn under her skin too. It wasa
dow, white-hot fire, like acharcod seam burning underground. they are coming to day or capture
you.

Trevor leaned againg Elise, coughing weskly. "Elise" hewhigpered. "Dont."

But it wastoo late. The kobolds lumbered forward in aloose semicircle, and one of them licked itslips.
They stared a Trevor, shivering againg Elise. He was thinner than her and usudly full of nervous energy,
but now he dumped with his head on her shoulder, too exhausted to stand upright.

Thething wearing Vann'sbody chuckled again. "Don't fight. It will only makeit worse. The Brotherhood
will be your new home, fire witch. When we're finished with you, you won't even remember your own
name, let aone his"

That'sit. |. Have. Had. Enough. Therage crystalized insde her chest. Pure protective fury, likethefire
of Sekhmet.

"No," Elise sad, and flung out her hand.



The Trifero'sforce melded with hers, ran down her arm like awhip of flame, and shot through the dark,
wet air. Cooked air expanded with athundercrack that blew Elise's hair back and made the wood groan.

One kobold stopped, stiffened, howled, and burst into flame.
"Elise," Trevor choked. "No, you can't. Don'."

"Thehell | can't.” Elisg'steeth ground together. The kobolds stopped, staring at the one she'd ignited. It
burned like a huge waxy candle, and agout of black smoke billowed up. "The hell | won't."

Thefireroared up indgde her. It wasn't her usua sharp irritation with aworld that moved too dow and ran
too cold. Thiswas absolute fury. Thiswas the rage avolcano must fed, forcing liquid stone up through
cracks and vents.

Thiswastrue destruction.

She opened hersdf to the Trifero completely, and the Talisman hissed with ddlight. It had been centuries
snceit had been alowed such complete freedom, the freedom to burn. The stone ran and shifted against
Elisgs collarbone, the centrd jewd flashing white-hot.

Thunder boomed.

Trevor clutched at Elise's shoulders, jerking in surprise. Living flame blossomed, radiating out from Elise
inlines of force eating into the sodden wood of the building'sfloor.

Five of the dephant-thingsimmediately went up like torches. Black smoke gouted, and high whistling
screamsfilled the air. Elise coughed, smoke stinging eyes and throat, and the smoke suddenly shifted,
streaming away from her on ahot wave of air.

One of the kobolds had agun. Heraised it.

Elisg's eyes narrowed. The firebolt smashed into the eephant-thing, and the bullet detonated inside the
gun's chamber, shrapnel flying. A thin dice of metal kissed Elisgsright arm and shelet out athin little cry
like ahawk's scream.

She stopped, looking at the remaining kobolds asthe Trifero flashed again, humming. They stared at her
asif shed grown another head.

"Elise—" Trevor started to say, but she shook her head. Her hair streamed up on a hot bregath of air.
Stray strands whipped across hisface.

"You want me?' Her eyesfdt hot, asif streams of fire were pushing out from them. Her voice held the
rush and crackle of an inferno, the hungry heart of the sun. "Come and get me." And her lips pedled back
from her teeth.

"It'sjust one witch!™ the thing wearing Vann's body howled. " Get her, you brainless—"

Elisgsfingersflicked. Another whip of fire Szzled. The thing that had hijacked VVann'sbody vanishedina
sheet of flame that boomed up from the floor and caressed the ceiling.

Every window dill left intact blew out in slvery tinkles. The roof ignited with asudden wump! that shook
the entire building.

"Oh," It was dl Elise was capable of saying, asmal breath of air lost in the huge noise. She hadn't
expected it to be this powerful.



The Trifero howled, along note of rage and satisfied Power. Elisg's own voice rose with it, breathless,
screaming. The Power rode through her nervous system, jacked into her just like an amplifier jacksinto a
guitar and turns even the lightest breath againgt the strings into a crashing chord.

Theremaining kobolds vanished into awall of living flame, Trevor yelled something shapeless, clutching
at her. Elise screamed again, ashort cry of satisfaction underlaid with rushing flame. How dare they?
How dare they? She was Destruction. She was Fire. She was the way the world ended, in flames.

Not with a whimper. Make them burn.
Make them pay.
The building groaned. Tilted. Fire exploded out, caressing Elisgs skin like alover.

Trevor clung to her, screaming with hoarse surprise. The flames played over them both harmlesdly, like
water. "Elise!" Trevor yelled.

It was meaningless. Nothing mattered but the fire. Nothing mattered but the burning, the cleansing of the
world inflames. To burn away dl the darkness and the sickness and the suffering, to revenge hersdf and
her friends on everything that had ever chased or attacked them. To purify.

To cleanse.

Thewall of flames made arushing waterfall sound. There was a curtain of flame, amirror made of it, and
Elise sared at the fire sheld | et loose on the world.

It was beautiful.

And then, something dark hurled itself out of the flames and wrapped its scaly claws around Elise's
throat. She went over backward, not even having enough time to scream, and Trevor fell heavily against
the smoking floorboards.

Chapter Twenty-Three

"Keegptheminthecar," Dantesaid. "Y ou hear me? Don't let them out inthis. If it comesdowntoit,
leave. Well find our own way back."

"Now just aminute—" Mari began.

"Dont." Hanson turned around from the driver's seet. Y ou're here, and if Eliseis till dive, they'll find her
and bring her out. We need you two to work some protection. Can't you fed the Dark here?!

Mari's blue eyes were dark and haunted. She shivered, looking out the Subaru's windows at the
deserted, leering warehouses. Shadows flitted between them, and the rain had taken on aflashing,
needldike appearance. "I've fdt those before, those flying things.”

Remy, who sat behind the passenger's seat, had his hand on the door-latch. "She'sthere.” He pointed
down Internationa Street to alow, hulking warehouse building that had been built out over the water.
The faded sign on the front announced that it had once belonged to the Salvation Army. It teetered on its
pilings, glittering with Power. Something was happening inddeit.

"No doubt." Dante checked one of his guns. "Can you two do that? Stay here and weave protections?
WEII need dl the help we can get.”



"Go," Theo sad, her large dark eyesworried. "Just go. Bring Elise out safely. That'sdl that matters.”

Amen to that, Remy thought grimly. The sck feding in the pit of his somach—hiswitch done and
unprotected in the middle of a Brotherhood trap—intensified. He pulled on the door latch and climbed
out of the car. "I'm going. Thank you."

"Wait amoment.” Dante opened his door too. Theo reached out from the backseat and touched his
shoulder. He paused.

"Be careful. Come back to me." The green witch looked serious, her teeth worrying at her lower lip.

Will Elise ever ook at me that way? Remy had to clap alid on that thought and shove it away. It hurt
too much.

"Of course" Dantetold her. Shelet go of him and he surged out of the green Subaru.

Remy closed his car door and examined the street. Kobolds and Grays, standard Brotherhood teams of
eight. At least four teams he could spot.

"Thisisnot good." He did hisleft-hand gun out.

"Y ou can say that again." Dante dammed his own door, and the locksinside flicked down. "I can't
believel let Theo talk meinto this."

"l can't believe you did ether," Remy said. "But I'm hardly oneto tak. My own witch seemsto hate me."

"She doesn't hate you." Dante moved forward. Remy followed him, gun held low and ready. "You'd bea
pile of ashesif she hated you."

"Comforting." It was combat zone banter, and it failed to ease his nerves. Histraining clamped iron
control down on the part of him that wanted to run pell-mell down the street, screaming Elisgs name. To
find her, shake her, and demand she never do anything like this ever again.

The Dark won't have to get me if this keeps up. My heart will fail from worry. The thought,
sardonic and morbid, helped him focus. If he was going to rescue Elise, he needed to be cold and clear.

And ruthless

| can do that.

"Should be comforting. How many teamsyou mark?'
"At least four. Standard formetions.”

"Predictable.” Dante'slip curled in his severe face. The glow of a Watcher—venomous red
Power—spread out from him in ahaze.

It was at that moment that the first Brotherhood team came boiling out of the dleyway to their right, and
the building they had been heading for exploded in a breathless rush of flame. The explosion knocked
down two kobolds and shrapnel began to rain down onto the wet street. Thunder boomed.

Timewas up.



Chapter Twenty-Four

"Pretty,” the bat-thing said, its hairy, razor-toothed snout inches from Elisg's face. Its breath smelled like
rotting mest in ablind hot corner, squirming with things best left undiscovered. Its handstightened on her
throat. "That hurt. But don't worry, I'll takeit out in trade when we break you."

It was the thing that had taken Vann's body, now naked of any human form, and strangling her.

Thefirelooped away from her, uncontrollable. The building leaned crazily to the Sde because thefire
was edting at the support pilings. Despite the rain, the wood burned merrily. Steam hissed and wreathed.
Thekoboldswere only indistinct melting shapesin the twisting flames. The screaming from the

€l ephant-things had stopped.

"Youll joinus" the bat-thing said, "or you'll die choking on your own blood.” 1ts snout pulled back ina
genuinely cheerful smile. Elise couldn't even get the breeth to scream. Her lungs started to burn. "By the
time we're done, you'll beg to kill your pretty little friends yoursdlf. | like that, it's poetic.”

The horrible choking sensation broke Elise's concentration. The Dark scraped againgt her, turning her
stomach and poisoning her aurawith aspreading stain. Fire roared, escaping her control, spreading, but
she couldn't strike at the Dark thing crouching over her. It wastoo strong. Itsfoul breath washed over
her, draining her, draining the Talisman. Itsfingerstightened on her throat, maignant and twisted and too
horribly strong. Her fingers plucked usdlesdly at its scaly claws.

She tasted blood, and adark cloud began at the corners of her vison. Over the rush and pop of the
flames, she heard Trevor screaming. A surviving kobold was staking him, its skin shiny with the hest.
Trevor tripped and fell, the fire miraculoudy curling around him, keeping him safe. But the kobold just

kept coming, with scary fluid speed.
No. Elise struggled to think, to do something, anything to save him. No, please—

And then the thing was torn off her and flung back. Elise sucked in agasping, retching breeth. Trevor
grabbed her arm weakly and tried to pull her to her feet. His blood-encrusted T-shirt smoked. "Elisel" he
ydled. "Control it! You've got to control it!"

Remy wasthere.

He stood in front of the black bat-thing, his sword reflecting the firdight in a sharp bolt of gold and
orange. Hisgolden hair was dry, stripped back from hisface by the fire's backdraft. Elise, coughing and
choking, clung to Trevor. Tears squirted out of her burning eyes, her throat swelling closed.

"Not on my watch," Remy said softly, but theicy ragein histone cut through the insane roaring of flames
and the rushing pop and crackle that was the entire building being consumed. "Not on my witch."

Helooked furious. He looked lethal .
He was the most comforting thing Elise had ever seen.

Dante was there too. He pulled Elise to her feet with asingle movement, bringing Trevor with her too.
Trevor'sface was gray, and he coughed weakly. The Watcher's black eyes were dight with something
hard and cold Elise had never seen before, akind of fierce joy she recognized. The thrill of combat, the
glory of destruction.

In that one moment Elise understood something about the Watchers. She might be pushed to destruction
to protect her friends and her own life, but she didn't likeit. It frightened her. It went againgt the very core



of what she was.

A Lightbringer. A light in darkness, acandle flame againg the Dark.
Remy's voice echoed in her head. It takes the Dark to fight the Dark.

Now Elise understood. Protect Remy? She might aswell try to protect atornado.
"Got them!" Dante called over his shoulder.

"Get her out,” Remy sad, ill in that same cam, inexorable voice. "I'll ded with this"

The bat-thing laughed. "A Watcher. How cute. A nicelittle pre-dinner snack.” 1tsvoice hissed,
poisonous and diding. It was gathering itself to legp for Remy, and Elisg's entire mind narrowed to a
sngle point of concentration. She couldn't let it hurt him.,

Elise cried out weskly, and the flame erupted around the bat-thing. It roared, its fur smoking, beating at
the flameswith its hairy, clawed hands.

Elise coughed, but Dante picked Trevor up, Sung him over one broad shoulder, and grabbed Elisg'sarm.
"Hold onto me," he ydled. "Thewhole damn placeis burning down."

"Remy—" Her throat exploded with raw burning acid. It had shrunk to the Size of a straw, her breath
whistling through the suddenly narrow passage.

The bat-thing legpt for Remy, who fended it off, stedl clashing and dithering againgt itswicked claws. "
Gol" Remy ydled. " Get her out of here! "

There was ashuddering, crashing sound, and the entire building tilted like amad carnival ride.
"Elisel" Danteyelled, and yanked her with him.

"Remy!" Elise screamed, trying to tear herself free of Dante's grip. He swore, hisfingers clamping down
like stedl bands, and the bat-thing moved for Remy again.

His sword flashed. Red, pulsing flame coated his|eft hand. fir efir efire, the Trifero whispered. burn.
burn them all, burn them all, BURN THEM ALL!

Elise screamed. The Talisman fought her, struggling to rip free. The bat-thing closed its hands around
Remy'sthroat, and both of them tipped over, vanishing into the flames, Remy's sword dicing down in one
last, convulsve movement.

Dante snarled something, and the floor tilted and jerked again.
Thefirerosein Elisgsveins.

burn them all.

The Trifero pushed. It pressed. It muttered, and it cgjoled.

It could burn the city, if shelet it. Mt the concrete of the skyscrapers and turn the entire town into a
molten dag pit with anew volcano pulsing in the middle, sending streams of lavainto the suburbs, the
earth itsdf ripping free and steaming, shrieking, moaning in pain. It could, and it wanted to.

Elisg It wasafaint, faraway cry. Mari, her fingers locked with Theo's, in the backseet of acar. Elise,



no! Fight it! Fight it! They were both chanting, adding their strength to hers, athin layer of protection
between Elise and the hungry Tdisman.

Thefloor disntegrated, flaming little bits of wood plunging like garsinto the hungry sea. Dante legpt,
caught his balance, and legpt again, Elise hanging from hisarm likeadall, Trevor flopping limply over his
shoulder. Elise's nerves burned, sparking with pain. She screamed again, along despairing howl of
abused breath. It hurt. Agony rubbed againgt her very core as she fought against the Trifero's hunger for
flame and desth.

It's not easy to put the genie back in the bottle, isit, Elise? Suzanne's dry, academic voice sounded
ingde Elise's head, in the maelstrom of chaos and pain and fury that had swallowed her whole. Elise
coughed, choked.

Dante swore. The entire building tilted again, crazily, waltzing on its burning supports. Thefloor fell out
from under them.

Weightlessness. Therain hissed before it touched the flames, and the sound of the seabelow was as
hungry astheflames

"Now fight it," Suzanne whispered in Elisg's ear asthey fdll. Elise took one last gasping breeth of smoky
air before they hit the waves with aterrible shock that drove all the breath from her abused lungs. Her
throat and eyes burned fiercdly. "Fight it, Elise. Rule the Power, or it will rule you. Use your will. Fight."

Elisefloated. No, not floated. Sank. Dante had lost hisgrip on her, and now she was drifting toward the
bottom of the sea.

burn ... The Trifero sank into quiescence. Sheld won. She hadn't et the Talisman loose to turn the entire
city into ash. Dante had saved Trevor.

But Vann, poor Vann...

Thelast bit of air left her, squeezed out of her lungs. The bubbles were silvery, and Elise's hands weekly
scrabbled. Blackness, then, closing over her.

Mari. Remy. Vann. I'm so sorry.

"Don't give up." Suzanné's voice, dmost physica. Then there was a sudden jolting wrench asan
iron-hard hand closed around her wrist and yanked so hard it nearly didocated her arm.

Toolate.
Elisefdl down into endless night and the sound of waves. Her last thought echoed in blackness.

If I haveto die, I'mglad | protected them.

Chapter Twenty-Five
The painwasincredible. It was agony. It was theworst Remy had ever been injured.
Hedidn't care.

"Elise" Remy screamed, splashing through the shallows. Water streamed from his coat and hair. Burning
wreckage fdl into the water, steam billowing up to make a plumeinto the bruised sky. The entireleft sde



of hisface burned aswell, and hisbroken arm grated, sending afresh spike of agony up his shoulder into
hishead. "Elisa"

Therewas aroaring popping hiss, and abeam fell, water splashing up. Remy dived to the Sde. Dante
had aready surfaced, and he was having enough trouble keeping the other Lightbringer's head above
water, as he made for the shore.

Remy wasin deep, over his head and diving into the next roiling wave. The downside of greater strength
was gregter density of muscle and bone, and he was wearing his boots and several pounds of meta and
equipment. He could ater the rules of the physica world dightly, but it was savagely tiring to doit.

| don't care, Eliseis down there. He dove.

The water was black, the shallows stirred up by al the debrisfaling from above. He saw something and
lunged for it, fighting the resi stance of the water and his own exhausted body, his broken arm and
cracked ribs, salt stinging againgt the burned mess on the left sde of hisface.

His hand closed around Elisg'swrist.

He pulled, shoving himsdlf for the surface now, kicking furioudy, hislungs burning, aspike of pleasure
from hiswitch's skin blazing through his overloaded nerves.

His head broke the surface and he had to flounder aside to avoid a burning pile of debris. He dragged
her up, her hair swirling in acloud around her head. The Trifero, dark and dead instead of flaming with
golden light, bumped againgt her collarbone.

Remy pulled her face up to his. The Dark coiled insde his bones. It reached, blurring through her skin,
ignoring the agony in hisown body. He clamped hislips over hers, puffed abreath into her lungs, and
then squeezed, physicaly and mentdly.

Water jetted out of her mouth and nose. She retched, coughing, an awful hacking sound.
It was the sweetest thing Remy had ever heard. She was dive.

Therewerelivid bruises around her throat. He struggled for the shore, avoiding burning wreckage while
she coughed and choked weakly, her head lolling forward whenever she amost passed out. He had no
breath to spare, or he would have tried to say something comforting.

His boots touched rocky sand and he staggered. Now he had to drag her out of the helping arms of the
water, and he did it. Dante was on the beach with the other Lightbringer, the mae. The drummer. Remy
had et that one dip through hisfingers, held been so focused on Elise. Next to her, the drummer was
only afaint glow. Another mistake Remy would have to atone for. The kobolds hadn't killed the boy
because he was a Lightbringer and had the potentia to be profitable. Maybe the kalak hadn't been so
sure Elise would come, and it had kept one hostage dive as potentia insurance. Or because they had
aready been sated with another desth.

His heart pounded thickly, rage boiling under his skin. A red haze clouded hisvison, only dightly diluted
by the fact that she wasin hisarms. He hoped she would live, that she was miraculousy unharmed.

If she wasn't, nothing and nobody on earth would be safe from him.

Have | finally gone over the edge? I'm going to need a psych eval and some nitroglycerin for the
heart attacks this woman's going to cause me.



He dragged Elise out of the waves. Her hair streamed, spilling black water onto the sand.

"Dante—" Remy started. He meant to warn the other Watcher. Be careful. I'm two inches away from
snapping.

"Can you fight?' The black-eyed Watcher looked like hell. His coat was torn and singed, and his black
hair was crisped on one sde. Hewas favoring hisright leg alittle.

Remy bent over, retched, and produced an amazing quantity of seawater. It stung his mouth and nose,
and he spat to clear his mouth when it wasfinished. "'l canfight,” herasped. "If | haveto."

I'd love to. Point me at them. Let me kill them.
Let me kill them dow.
"The Brotherhood," Dante said grimly. "We've got to get out of here.”

"l can't wait." Remy's arm burned, the ends of the bone fusing together. It was amessy, incomplete fix
and would hurt more later, asthe Dark went through and repaired it properly. But for right now he
needed the use of the arm, quickly. "Lead theway."

Elise shuddered and coughed again. "Remy?"

He was surprised to find that hisracing heart legpt to histhroat at the sound of her voice, even cracked
and husky asit was. Relief dammed into his chest, bresking the shell of killing cam wrapped around him.

Thank you. Whatever god looks after suicidal Lightbringers, thank you. "Areyou hurt? Elise?'

She seemed only haf-conscious, her eyes burning green under partly closed lids. "Remy," shesaid again,
and sighed. It was atired sound. Her head rolled on her neck, and shelaid her forehead againgt his
shoulder. "Trevor ...ishe.."

| could careless, cherie, aslong as you're safe. Remy glanced over. The drummer was stlanding up and
talking rapidly in alow, husky voice between deep lung-clenching coughs. "He'sfine. We've got to get
you under cover, Elise." He printed akiss on her wet hair and tasted salt. "' Gods above and below,
woman. What were you thinking?'

"Protect you..." she whispered, and passed out.

I'll have to carry her. He dragged her over to Dante and the drummer. " She's out, Dante. We haveto
move."

Dante nodded. "L ook, there's astaircase up to the pier. Let's go. The drummer's a Lightbringer, came
here for Sanctuary. He's Caroline Robbinss brother.”

Remy's jaw threatened to drop. He bent stiffly and picked Elise up. Hisarm grated, but the bone held.
It'sonly pain, hetold himsdlf. Ignoreit. It's only pain. "The Caroline? The Mindhealer?' He forced the
anger down, leashing it with an effort that almost made him sweet through the cold glaze of seawater
weighing down hisclothes.

Dante nodded. " The Caroline." He steadied the skinny young man, whose knees didn't look too stable.
"Quickly, now."

The two Watcherslimped up the stairs, and the drummer had to pause halfway up to retch and spit
seawater. The rain wasn't bad, because they were under shelter, but the thunder rolled closer. The



Trifero pulling on al the available Power ingde the city limits had skewed the aready unstable westher
systems. It was going to be amessin the lower areas of town.

Ask meif | care.

Elise made alow thready noise and started to cough, hacking. It didn't sound good. Remy murmured to
her, soothing little noises, comforting words. What he redly wanted to do was shout. Why? Why did you
do that? Was getting killed by the Dark preferable to being in my company? Didn't you believe me
when | told you it was a trap?

Protect him, she'd said. Protect him. Asif shedidn't trust him to protect her .
The thought made rage rise again, and he shoved it down. He had to think, he had to stay calm.

They findly reached the top of the stairs, and Dante scanned the broad open expanse of the pier.
"Nothing. Wonder if Hanson's ftill on the street.”

"Who knows?' Remy said. "Would the Brotherhood pull back once the building went down?"
"They'rejust stupid enough to do that. Y ou look awful."

"You'reafineoneto talk." Remy hacked and spit to one side. It glittered wet and red in thefailing light,
the tanak burning in hisbones asit fought to repair interna bleeding. The clouds had thickened. One last
dying glitter of gold showed the sun, Sinking into the western sea. Night was coming.

And with night, the Dark.
Gods help me, but I'll kill them all if they come near Elise. | swear | will.

Dante helped the drummer out onto the Street. "I've never seen anything likeit,” the boy rasped. "She
made the fire come." He coughed, and the light coming from him, never very strong in the first place,
dimmed even further. He needed the healer, and quickly.

"TheTrifero," Dante said. "Did shelose control of it?"

"Seemslikely." Remy hacked and spat again. | hate smoke poisoning. Hurts worse than a bullet,
that's for sure. Elisewas adead weight in hisarms, her hair ill dripping over hisarm. Her face was
chalky and aimost blue, her pulse rapid and thready. "It'sold and tricky."

"She blew that entire building likeamissle" Dante said. "Remind me not to piss her off anytime soon.”

"I'll dothat." Remy scanned the street. The Subaru stood there, itslights on, the engine running. It began
to creep forward, and Remy gave asigh of relief.

"Oh, damn," Dante growled, and Remy's head snapped up.

One last team of Brotherhood operatives, coming from the right across the street, where they would have
been out of the fallout zone of Elise's destructive Power. "Damn." Remy made ashort sharp sound of
frugtration. It wastoo far. They couldn't hope to reach the safety of the car.

Elise's eyes blinked and opened. "' Suzanne? she breathed, and Remy's wet skin chilled at the floaty
disconnected tone. Shelooked like adegpwalker, her pupils shrinking to pinpoints, asif Staring into a
bright light.

"Get as closeto the car asyou can,” Dante said. "I'll draw them off, and you get them to safety.”



"But it hurts, Suzanne." Elise's voice was the dow, stunned tone of achild in afever. "It hurts.”

"All right," Remy said, whether to her or Dante he didn't care. Thisis going to get ugly really
quick-like out here. He was tempted to stay, to unleash some vengeance on the Dark. Training bit harsh
acrossthered roil of bloodlust. Hisfirst priority wasto get her to safety.

The Subaru accelerated. Hanson must have seen the hulking shapes of the kobolds.
"Remy." Elisediffened in hisarms. "Where are they ?'

"Where arewho, cherie?' He kissed her fevered forehead. If I'm going to die | might aswell. I'll go
down fighting, Elise. Let's hope it buys you sometime to live. Even if it's just a few more breaths.

Hesat rose from her skin. His cracked, bleeding lips printed adark crimson mark on her wet forehead.

She made another short sound of exasperation. "The bad guys, Remy! Where are they?' Her pupils
dilated. She looked like she had some sort of concussion. Two spots of high color burned high up on her
arigtocratic cheeks, and her mouth hung dightly open.

"At my two o'clock, cherie, coming in fast. Just keep breathing." He didn't know why he was answering
her. Dante pushed the drummer ahead. The thin young man was waking under his own power now.
Jerky, disconnected, and dow, like amarionette, but till walking.

"Protect you," Elise whispered. "I'll protect you all.”

"Elise, no." He didn't know what to say to call her back from whatever dream shewasin. At least she
wastaking, dive.

The Subaru spun forward, and both passenger-side doors opened. " Come on! " Hanson yelled, and
Remy began to run.

No time. No time, not going to make it, they're coming in too fast. Gods help us all.
Elisg's eyesrolled back into her head, and the Trifero sparked with life.
A flash of gold so hot it was white burned through the air. Hanson yelled something Remy couldn't hear.

A thunderclap rattled down the street, the Subaru rocking on its springs, and he shoved Elise into the car,
pushing the drummer in after her. Mari scrambled over the backseat into the cargo area, and then she
leaned over the seet, pulling the drummer in. Dante was laying down covering fire. Remy glanced up to
gauge the distance, his hand dropping to his own gun.

The kobolds were burning. They blazed like huge candles, and the thin, high keening screams made
Remy'slips pull back from histeeth with satisfaction.

Didn't expect that, did you? Neither did I. | hopeit hurts.

A Gray leapt for the hood of the car, and Dante shot it. He ducked into the car. "Go! For God's sake,
go"

Remy dove in and dragged the door closed as Hanson stamped on the accelerator.
"Becareful withmy car!” Theo yeled.

"I'll buy you anew one," Dante rasped over his shoulder. "What was that?"



"Did | get them?" Elisg'svoice was small and childish. The Trifero settled, its gleam quiescent now.
Damped.

"Yes, cherie," Remy said. Iron blood and rage turned bitter on histongue. He struggled for contral.
"You got them." How did she do that? Was it the Trifero or just her? Something got them, at least.

Mari pulled the drummer back into the cargo hold, and Theo said something low and fast. The smell of
the hedler's Power—green things, rich dirt, growing plants, awarm summer scent—filled the car, and
Remy took adeep breath. His arm gave one last agonized twist of pain.

Theo pushed Eliseinto hisarms. "Keep her here for afew moments. Talk to her. He's more badly
injured." Her hands glowed green, abeautiful deep color like the sun behind aforest canopy. She
wriggled up, haf-lying over the back of the seet, and clamped her glowing hands onto the drummer's
head.

"Elise" Remy whispered into her hair. "Don't leave. Don't leave. Stay with me. Just afew moments, and
Theo will help you. Stay with me, please, cherie, say with me."

He kept talking to her, into her hair, hislips moving againgt her forehead. She was crusted with sdt and
burning with an unhealthy heat he could feel even through his scorched and tattered coat. She made a
small whimpering sound, and her breathing took on arasping sound he didn't like. Her face wasturning
an awful chalky blue, and if her heart paused or her bresthing halted Remy wasn't sure he could keep his
rage leashed.

Don't you dare leave me here. Don't you dare. The words were colored crimson, and he shut his eyes,
struggling to contain the Dark under hisskin.

"Hold on, Elise" hewhispered. "Just hold on."

Chapter Twenty-Six
Warmth. Softness.

Familiar smells. Paint. Dragon's blood incense. Her own house. Her own bed. She'd somehow been put
in her own bed. Therewas no smell of smoke, thank the gods.

Elise opened her eyes. It took threetries. Her eyelids were leaden and burning with exhaustion. She had
been dreaming of the seg, of drowning, of fire boiling out of cracksin the seafloor, ventsfull of
superheated water and strange volcanic gases.

Light lay across her bed in athick golden bar. Blessed sunlight.
She reached up—her arm was so heavy, too heavy, it took effort to raise it—and touched her throat.

It wasthere. The hard, warm stone resounded under her fingertips, purring like acat. fire? it asked,
deepily.

No, shetold it, and it obeyed her, fdling back into adeepy, quiet watchfulness. Her will was law, now.
Sheld stopped the Trifero from destroying the city, and it wouldn't test her again.

Or s0 she hoped. But if it tested her again, shed fight it. And she'd win, if she had to.
It purred under her touch, stretching deepily, and she sighed. Was she dead? She vaguely remembered



... What? Asking Remy if sheld gotten them. Focusing the Trifero's Power, funneling it. The Talisman
pushing savagely againgt the confines she placed on it, wanting to legp free and burn the city and keep
burning until the whole world was a scorched wastel and.

It hurts, she had moaned to Suzanne, who had stroked her cheek and hummed, as she dways did.

It hurts, Suzanne had agreed. Everything hurts, Elise. That is the lesson of your gift. Everything
worth having is worth fighting for, and your pain is the pain of birthing. Control the Talisman,
Elise. Save us. You're the only one who can.

And the Power, flooding her. She was strong enough. She had controlled it, forced the Talisman to her
will, and saved them.

Remy'svoicein the chaos of fever her mind had become. Hold on, Elise. Just hold on.

Cooal fingerstouched her forehead. They felt good against her hot skin. A great cool wash of Power
filtered through her, caming thefire, carrying the fever away.

| know that touch. "Theo," Elise croaked.

Theo's face swam into focus above her. "Just rest. Were al okay. Trevor will live. HEs got a cracked
rib, but it's healing nicdy. All four of you had smoke inhdation, and the guys had some burns, but they're
much better now."

Theo'slong dark hair fell down, brushing Elise'sface. She smelled, asaways, of sandawood and green
growing things. Elise sghed. Her throat burned like a desert.

"Thirsty," she croaked.
"I don't doubt it. I'll bring you some water." Theo's face disgppeared.
But Elisefdll back adeep before Theo came returned.

There was along time of darkness, and when she woke up again, & first she thought she was dreaming.
The room was dark except for something glittering by the window, and there was the sound of rain on
the roof.

The glitter near the window was apair of eyes.
Golden eyes.
Eliselay againg the pillows, dreamily considering thet glitter.

Then he moved and gained hisfeet in one fluid motion. She could only see him when he moved because
he wore adark T-shirt and jeans, and the twilight from outside showed in hislight hair.

He reached the side of the bed. "Do you need adrink of water?"

Elise discovered her voice had failed her. She nodded. Even that was a struggle. Her entire body felt
heavy, |eaden.

Hedid an arm under her shoulders and propped her up. Then he held the glassto her lips, gauging it
perfectly. She could only take small Sips, and she drank half the glass before he took it away.

"More later, but let's see if you can keep that down." The skin of hisarm burned against her bare skin,



and shefelt sk againgt her shoulders. One of the short dipsthat she often wore to bed, which waswhy
her back was bare.

The T-shirt must have been ruined. She surprised hersdlf by giggling wesrily.

Histonewas as cdm as ever, but sharp asaknife. "I'm glad to see you'rein better spirits. Y ou've been
out for twenty-four hours. Y ou'll probably bein bed for aweek."

She cleared her throat. It hurt. "Remy," she began, but he shook his head.

"Don't worry. | took this shift because everyone else was exhausted, and | didn't think you'd wake up."
Not quite as calm as sheld thought, his voice shaded into raggedness at the end of the sentence.

What? She blinked up at him. The silence of night enfolded both of them, hisface hidden in the darkness.
She could see nothing but his glowing eyes.

"Y ou wereright. | should have thought of your friends, and | should have goneto retrieve them from the
Brotherhood. The boy—Trevor—is safe. Circle Lightfall's asked to send him aWatcher, since he wants
to stay inthe city. But the decisionis, of course, up to you. We're dtill trying to find some way to explain
Vann's disappearance to the police, and Circle Lightfall has offered to help there, too. But like | said, the
decisonisyours." It sounded like arehearsed speech. Like held been saying it to himself over and over

again.

Hetook adeep bresth and gently laid her back down againgt her pillows. "I'll be going invisblein the
morning," he said, softly. ™Y ou won't haveto see my face agan.”

"Youre... leaving?' Her voice was aharsh ruin.

Well, what do you expect, Elise? You treated him horribly, you told him not to get too
comfortable. Of course he doesn't want to be around you.

It hurt far more than she thought it would, more than the Trifero's savage mind-shattering fire. It hurt
down deep in her chest, asif her heart was breaking.

He said nothing, retreating to stand away from the bed, his handsloose at his sides. She could see his
outline, faint details of himinthe uncertain light.

Findly, hesaid, "If you can't ¢and to be around me so much you go running for the Brotherhood that
should tell me something. | won't trouble you, but if you think you're going to wander around without a
Watcher you've got another think coming.”

n Re,w_l 1

"I'm only going to say thisonce." Now he didn't sound cam &t al. The window rattled under the fury in
his voice, the bits of chandelier shed hung on the bedstead stirring asif touched with abrisk breeze. |

am your Watcher. They turned meinto an anima in prison, and | thought Circle Lightfall had changed me
back into aman. But they didn't. They just made me a better killer than | dready was. If it scaresyou, or
disgustsyou, | understand. But the Dark is after you, cherie petite, and | will not let it get to you. | may
be afucking failure asaWatcher, but I'm yoursand I'll do what | haveto. Isthat clear enough even for
you?'

Elisetook adeep breath. "Don't." The blackness was closing in again, her body rebelling againgt the
demands shed made onit. "Please.”



Theair had turned hot and hard, pressing against her skin. She should have been furious. She should
have been scared out of her mind.

Instead, shefet vaguely comforted.

Before she could make her mouth work, he spoke again, softly. "There's going to be chaos. The
Brotherhood's massing for another try, and I don't know if you'll be well enough to invoke your
Guardianship with the other three and ban them from the city. Dante's promised that he and Hanson will
take shifts, and I'll hang around and do what | can. But you don't haveto see me, Elise.”

Oh, for the sake of every god there ever was, shut up. "Stay," she whispered. "Stay, please. I'd ...
miss... you."

She was rewarded with thunderstruck silence. He paused for along second, standing by the side of her
bed. Therattling in the air went down, anger submerging. "Y ou're my witch, and Circle Lightfall can't
order me away from you. | won't go even if they—"

"Oh, shut up,” she said, taking adeep breath. "Stay. Please.”

Sowly, helowered himsdf onto the bed. It creaked itsfamiliar creak, and Elise closed her eyes. His
warm fingers threaded through hers. "Do you want me to, Elise? Do you redly want to ook at something
likemeevery day?'

Shetried to lift her hand. He helped her. She did her arm around his nape, feeling short golden curls
tickle her fingers. Then shelet her arm go mostly limp, dragging his head down.

Their mouths met. Elise didn't careif she had adry mouth. She wanted to kiss him, and the way he made
asmall sound in the back of histhroat and leaned into her made her think he didn't mind anyway.

She mdted into him, trying to tell him how much she wanted him to stay. When he broke free, kissing her
cheek and her forehead, she sghed. "Don't leave.”

"I'm not anice guy," hewhispered back.

Well, we're pretty evenly matched, wouldn't you say? "I'm not anicegirl.” Her unreliable voice
cracked, alumpin her throat. "I want you to stay.” It took al her fading bravery to say it. "Please?’

He went completdly till. His skin was warm, and he rested his chin againgt the top of her head, the
blankets crushed between them. Somehow, hisarm was suddenly under her. She breathed him in,
grateful hewasdill dive.

"You don't get it. I'm telling you I'm breaking my vow of obedience asaWatcher. | am not goingto let
you waltz around unprotected, Elise. If | haveto tie you up and sit on you, | will."

You idiot of a man. We'll just see about that. Irritation rasped faintly under her breastbone. " Shut up.”
Her throat tickled with the urge to cough. "I want you to Stay. Promise me.”

"l promise”
"Good." Shewriggled dightly, getting comfortable. Heinhded sharply, going ill. ™Y ou came for me."
"Of course. Why did you do it, Elise? What the hell were you thinking?*

Don't you know? "Wanted to protect ... you. All of you."



"Elise—" He was about to argue with her, but she shook her head. Time enough later. She was so tired.

She made an exasperated noise and fell back into deep.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Remy wastranced out in the chair and only half aware of Elise getting up and sumbling to the bathroom.
Shedidn't ask for help, though, and she didn't fal, so helet her be.

However, when she came out and started down the hal toward the sairs, he swung himsdlf out of the
chair and strode down the hall, catching her arm as she dmost overbalanced. She was pae and there
were fever-spotsin her cheeks again.

"Careful,” hesaid. Thefed of her skin made his entire body clench, and swest sprang up on his back.
Shewore only athin red sk nightgown, the shape of her dimness under the silk just begging for his
hands. He invoked control again, and was actualy surprised when he didn't grab her by the shoulders
and shake her. Protect me. She said she did it to protect me. Gods above.

The thought of her protecting him made something warm uncurl in his chest, the only soft thing left in him.
Hewas struck with two opposing desires—to elther shake her until her teeth rattled or kiss her until he
lost the Sick fear of losing her. He wondered which one would win out.

Her eyeswere dark with something he didn't want to identify as pain. She nodded wesrily, her red-gold
hair spilling forward over her shoulders, tangled from deeping. " Coffee.” Her voice was much better, a
little husky but not croaking.

And asaways, it threatened to stop his heart when her green eyes met his.

"I'll bring you some." He kept histone neutral.

"Okay," shesaid. "And some cered. I'm hungry.”

"Good." He stood there, just watching her. Waiting for whatever would happen next.

I'm not even half the Watcher she should have. She's going to come to her senses and tell me to
get the hell out of here any moment now. And then I'm going to have to disobey, and we're going
to have trouble. Lots of trouble.

This woman excels at trouble.

She leaned againgt the wall, rubbing her forehead with two fingers, asif her head hurt. It probably did.
The Trifero had fired the entire warehouse and blown out every window in two city blocks ill left intact
from the economic downturn. There was nothing left, just afew charred sumps of the building's supports
gticking out of the hungry water. Thefire marsha was cdling it " spontaneous combustion” and attributing
it to alightning strike. After using that much Power, it was awonder she wasn't blind with backlash.

Shereached up and touched hisface. The burns had healed painfully, leaving only afaint shadow of
scarring—a benefit to being aWatcher. The healing had been awful, and Theo had tried to help, but her
being a Lightbringer only made it worse. So, he had sat there and waited and healed, watching Elise
deep. She examined him, her fingertips on his cheek, and the burn of pleasure her touch caused did
down hisskin. But her hand dropped, and she dmost flinched.



That smdl flinch tore at his heart. Shewas afraid of him. She'd seen what he was, and she was going to
turn her back on him, order him away.

All hell's going to break loose. He struggled to stay contained, to shove down the tide of red anger
sweeping through him.

What she said next stunned him. "Are you staying?' The corners of her mouth turned down. "Or are you
going back to Circle Lightfall? | know I'm a disappointment, but—"

Therage retreated, back down into its hole. What the hell? "No," he said, and she stopped speaking
and stared at him. Thelook on her face—hope warring with caution and pain—was uncertain enough
that he felt the urge to smile. Theo wasright. Under the spiky exterior, Elise was as soft as ilk, using her
anger to keep hersdf from being hurt.

No more. | won't let anything hurt you, Elise. | swear it.

"Youll never be adisappointment, Elise" You're the only thing that makes me feel human. He was
searching for moreto say when she smiled. It was afleeting grin, but it made her eyeslight up, and hefelt
the spike of pleasure again. His chest unloosed, and his handsrelaxed. "A complete bloody frustration
and asuicidally foolhardy witch, but never a disappointment.”

Sherolled her eyes and yawned, swaying. He caught her other arm and set her back on her feet. "l fedl
likethe entireworld isrocking," she said, softly, and leaned forward into hisarms, amost overbaancing
him. He caught her, and she rested her coppery head on his shoulder, pushing aknife-hilt out of the way
and leaning her entireweight againg him.

Remy froze. She sighed. It was a sigh of weary contentment, and his heart started to pound. The pleasure
burned through him, and he risked dropping a kiss on the top of her deep-mussed head. He took a deep
breath. He had to say it.

He had to make her understand.

"Don't ever do that to me again, Elise. Do you know whet it was like for meto find that thing upstairsin
Theo's bedroom and know you were walking into atrap aone?'

She shrugged. "I'm sorry. Wdll, I'm not sorry | did it, but | do gpologize.”

Stubborn to the last. He had to strangle the desire to laugh at that. Instead, he just held her, fedling
incredibly lucky.

Blessed, even. Elisewasin hisarms, and dl wasright with the world.
She wants me to stay. As miracleswent, it was agood one.

"Comeon, let's get you back to bed. I'll bring you breskfast, and coffee.” But he didn't move, standing
there and holding her in the halway, feding her body againgt his, her heartbeat againgt his skin. Eventhe
honey-spiked pleasure of holding her was secondary to the relief of having her dive; secondary dso to
therdlief that she was resting against him, apparently content to be in his arms because she had asked him
to Stay.

"Not unlessyou're going to stay. Areyou?"'

I'm going to stay. The only question is, can you stand to look at me? "Do you want meto?" he asked
again.



She made another one of those short, exasperated sounds, not quite asigh, dmost agroan. "Remy,” she
sad dowly and clearly, asif shewastaking to anidiot, "of course | want you to stay. |'ve asked you to
gtay how many times now? Y ou're dense, even for aWatcher."

"Hmm." Thelast of the fury drained away, leaving him grateful and just the dightest bit shaken. " Of
coursel'll gay, if you want me."

"Oh, for thelove of—" Now shewastruly irritated, and he smiled into her hair. She sounded much more
like hersdlf. His shouldersrelaxed, he stroked her back with hisfingertips, marveling at the heet of her
through thesilk.

He couldn't think about what held like to do to her now. She was gtill sick and weak. But when she got
better, maybe...

Yeah, hope. That great human drug. But it seemed asif he might have a chance after all. If she could
stand to look a him, maybe he was redeemable after all.

"I'm gtaying. Y ou need someone to clean up after you. Therésahdl of amess down at the docks." He
gently stroked her bare shoulders and dipped hisfingers under her glorious hair, cupping the back of her
neck and inhaing, smdling her, cinnamon and hegt. The urge to kiss her was overwhelming. He settled
for kissng her hair again.

"Mmh," shesad. "I never did play wel with others. Theo and Mari. Arethey okay?'

| couldn't care less, witch. You're safe. That's all that matters. "They'refine. All right, back to bed. I'll
bring coffee and breskfast. All right?"

"l guess,” shesaid, dreamily. "Injust aminute.
Heheld her, bardly daring to move, until he redized that she had falen adegp standing in hisarms.
Where she belonged.

He carried her back into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed, drawing the sheet and the velvet
comforter over her. The heat wave had broken, and now it was raining. There was flooding in some of
the lower areas of the city. They hadn't been able to determineif it had been anatural storm, or if the
Tdisman had been playing merry hdl with the weether. The Trifero was nothing to fool with.

He stroked her hair back from her forehead. Her skin against his caused a pleasurable burn, more intense
eachtime. | don't want to stop touching you. He touched her cracked, beautiful lips. | don't think |
can stop. It's a good thing you didn't want me to leave. You have no idea how close to the edge |
can get, firehair. "Coffee, and breskfast. Y ou need something to est."

But then he leaned down and gently kissed her forehead. | swear | won't fail you. Thank the gods you
don't want me to leave.

She made asmadll, deepy sound, and his heart twisted insde his chest. The Brotherhood won't rest
until they have you. And | won't stop until you're safe.

"Remy?" shesad, degpily.
"I should make you breskfast,” he said, to remind himsdlf.
She yawned and reached up blindly, her fingers closing around hiswrist. Then she pulled on him. “ldiot.



Come here"

Hefound himsdlf pulled onto the bed, grateful he wasn't wearing his boots or his wegpons except for the
knifeinits sheath at the back of hisbelt. She turned over, presenting him with her narrow back, and
pulled hisarm over her so that he had to turn onto his side. She spent afew moments moving around,
getting comfortable, and the sharp spill of velvet blurring through his body made him takein asharp
breath.

He froze as soon as she stopped moving, holding her, and she made alow inquiring sound. Then she
sghed again. "You guys." Her voice held the durred downess of adreamer. "Those big black coats. Not
exactly kind and cuddly.”

You have absolutely no idea. "Guessnot." Remy propped hishead on hisarm, barely even daring to
breathe. How the hell had he ever gotten thislucky? She trusted him ... and she wanted him to Stay.

She wanted him to stay with her. Somehow, he had done something right, and she wanted him to Say.

"Still," she yawned, "you've got some sense. Stoneface and Prince Charming areidiots. Y ou can help
keep themin line. Keegp them from messing with us”

She was talking about the other Watchers. Remy found he was smiling. He buried hisface in her hair and
drew in adeep long breath. "' suppose s0," he murmured. "Under your close supervision, of course.”

"Stay with me." She blew out along, deepy bresath.

"Of course." He closed hiseyes. "Aslong asyou'll have me." Just try getting rid of me. It won't work.
"Good. For keeps, then."

He should get up, make her breakfast, and sart planning a defense of the city ... and he would.

But not just yet.

"For keeps," hewhispered into her hair.

"Of course. Y ou're my Watcher."

Absolutely. Remy nodded, his chin moving againg her hair. "l am. Elise?"

But she was adeep. Remy lay there, quiet and ill, his entire body sparking with the pleasure of holding
hiswitch, and listened to her breathe.



