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Chapter One

 


I smelled our destination before I saw it. The stench was as
bad as a battlefield, all raw viscera, blood and excrement, but the
sounds were worse. Far worse.

I stopped at the bottom of a hill to
pull the end of my headscarf over my nose. I was dressed as a
Romanian peasant woman, because noble ladies didn’t go running
around the countryside in this era. And because the headscarf
helped to hide my blonde curls and shaded my blue eyes, while the
shapeless brown dress made me almost invisible in the deep woods.
The scarf was also proving useful as a face mask, not that it
helped much.

A woman screamed in the distance and I
flinched, and grabbed hold of a tree.

There was no way I wasn’t going to be
sick.

“Cassie?” The man I was
with turned back from a perch near the top of the hill. It backed
up to the forest, but on the other side was open country leading to
a small city, or so I’d been told. Fortunately, I couldn’t see
anything from here.

If my companion was bothered by the
carnage on the other side, he gave no sign. Quite the contrary. He
looked better than I’d ever seen him: youthful and energized, with
the dark brown eyes sparkling, the sun-kissed skin flushed and
rosy, and the mahogany colored hair, usually so tightly confined,
flowing freely on the breeze.

He almost looked human
again.

Of course, Mircea Basarab, one-time
prince, and current member of the North American Vampire Senate,
was usually as cool as a cucumber. It was one reason he’d been
tapped to lead the vampire army in the ongoing war. He was also
originally from our present bit of hell: old Wallachia, now part of
modern-day Romania, but in this era a smaller, wilder, and far more
vicious place.

I flinched as another scream shredded
the air, punctuating my thoughts.

“Are you all right?” Mircea
called back, as if wondering why I was hugging a tree instead of
climbing up beside him. I refrained from shooting him the
bird—double handed—because that would have necessitated letting go
of said tree, which would have resulted in me face planting in the
muck. But my expression must have been eloquent, because he started
to climb back down.

I watched him come and didn’t bother
to wipe off my scowl.

My name is Cassie Palmer, the time
traveling, ghost whispering, chief seer of the supernatural world,
a job description that sounds way more fun than it actually is.
Meaning that, in the five months since I took office, I’d seen some
shit. And smelled some, too, I thought, as the wind changed,
bringing yet more evidence that, yes, people do soil themselves
when they die, especially when they die screaming on the end of a
sharpened pike, because a madman related to my current travel
partner had decided that he didn’t like their nose or
something.

But today was kind of extreme, even
for me.

Vlad III of Romania, the
man history knows as Dracula, was better known in his own day as
Vlad Țepeș, “The
Impaler.” And he’d really earned the title. Nobody had any idea how
many people he’d killed by his favorite torture method, but it was
a lot, possibly as many as eighty thousand over the course of his
short reign.

It sounded like half of them were on
the other side of the hill. Possibly with their pikes—long,
sharpened poles on which they were destined to writhe their
last—arranged in pretty geometric shapes so that their nut job of a
lord could admire the effect from the tower of his castle. I didn’t
know, because I wasn’t going up there.

I wasn’t going anywhere except back
home.

Seriously, screw this!

“Cassie.” A strong hand,
sun bronzed despite the fact that its owner had been dead for
something like six centuries, grasped my arm.

Good, that makes it easier, I thought,
and prepared to shift us out.

“You promised me.” The dark
brown eyes were calm and steady on mine.

I arrested the spell part way though,
long enough to glare at him. “I said we’d see! We’ve
seen.”

“You haven’t.”

I gave what sounded like a laugh and
felt like a scream. “Yeah. Not gonna, either.”

I had enough nightmare fodder for a
couple hundred years already. I could do without adding to the
pile. Not that the chorus of cries that seemed to be getting louder
every minute wasn’t already doing that!

“You don’t have to come,”
Mircea assured me, the honeyed tones dripping with power, because
he wasn’t above attempting to influence me.

And despite the fact that I
knew what he was doing, despite the fact that it was what he
always did, I felt some
of the tension leave my spine. Mircea’s voice sounded like an
angel’s and felt like a drug. Mircea’s voice ought to be
illegal.

Not that it mattered in this case,
because the surroundings were working hard against him.

“We are not doing this.” My own voice was
flat and completely lacking in any kind of charm.

“You’re right,” he agreed
easily, his arm going around my shoulders, and a sense of calm,
peace, and singing joy spreading through my veins, because he was
really pushing it. “This isn’t something for your eyes. I will find
her and bring her here.”

He started to move away, but I held
on. “Not a chance.”

Surprised brown eyes looked back at
me, from over a muscular shoulder. Mircea wasn’t used to people
disagreeing with him, particularly female people. Especially when
he looked the way he did today.

Unlike me, he was in a nobleman’s
attire, which in this era meant a fur-lined velvet surcoat, dark
blue in his case, but rich and buttery enough that the nap gleamed
with every movement. A pair of tall, black leather riding boots
that hugged sculpted calves, and a silk undertunic and trousers in
a matching dark blue, completed the look. They outlined an
impressive expanse of chest and thighs that had hardened over years
of horseback riding and one-on-one combat.

He looked like a
medieval Vogue ad, and that was without the added hotness of a curved,
scimitar-like blade shoved though a heavy velvet sash. Most girls
would have melted at the sight of him, much less after the amount
of power he’d just pushed through that casual comment. He’d
probably expected me to be a puddle on the ground, patiently
awaiting my master’s return.

But he wasn’t my master, and he wasn’t
the one in charge here. I was. I was Pythia, and any changes to the
timeline were my responsibility.

And this one wasn’t
happening.

“There has to be a few
thousand people over that hill—” I began.

“Cassie—”

“—at a minimum. There’s no way you can fog
that many memories. You know you can’t!”

He turned back to me then, finally
realizing that charm wasn’t going to work this time. He was going
to have to plead his case. Of course, being Mircea, it was less
pleading and more impatient explaining, but at least he was taking
this seriously.

“I don’t have to,” he
argued. “The majority are poor sufferers soon to die. If they are
aware enough to understand what they see, they won’t live long
enough to tell anyone. I merely have to avoid the
guards—”

“And how many of those are
there?”

I could almost see the cogs turning.
That alone told me that he wasn’t feeling himself. He should have
had a smooth, easy-to-believe lie prepared before he left the
hilltop. But I wasn’t the only one a little off kilter
today.

I guessed that was fair, considering
that his wife was about to be on one of those pikes. That was why
we were here: to rescue her from a hideous fate courtesy of
Mircea’s own brother. And I thought I had family
problems.

Of course, Vlad hadn’t known that the
peasant woman who’d come to court, claiming to be his elder
brother’s secret wife, was the real deal. She’d wanted help in
locating the child that she and Mircea had had together, and which
she’d subsequently lost. But he’d assumed that she was trying to
extort money from him, using his dead brother’s name.

And extorting money from
Vlad Țepeș was
not a smart move.

Predictably, she’d ended up as another
of his gruesome lawn decorations, something that Mircea hadn’t
known for years afterward, having been on the run at the time from
some angry nobles who had blinded and then buried him alive. Mircea
went into the ground as a clueless, cursed human, and emerged
several hours later as a severely traumatized, half-healed, dirty
vampire in a country that had a serious hate-on for his kind. It
had been a toss-up as to which would get him first, the nobles or
the torch wielding mobs.

As it happened, it was neither, as he
was nothing if not capable, even then. And imminent death does tend
to focus the mind. He’d run like hell, but not before dropping what
money he had off with his wife, by way of a trusted
servant.

It just goes to show how differently
men view things than women. Mircea had thought that he was keeping
Elena—his wife before death did them part—from the trauma of seeing
him as a monster, and leaving her with enough money to last for
years while he sorted out his strange new life. It had never
crossed his mind that, of course, getting paid off by a
tight-lipped servant would leave her with only one assumption: that
she was being dumped. That her prince had found himself a princess,
and that his dirty little secret was being shoved to the side with
a bag of gold.

I could sympathize; I honestly could.
Especially since the poor woman had shortly thereafter discovered
that she was pregnant. That wasn’t a great fate in a time when
single mothers were looked upon less than kindly.

Of course, they were looked on
considerably kinder than the mothers of bouncing baby
dhampirs.

Because the half vamp, half human,
result of coitus between a partly turned vamp and a human woman
were deemed monsters, too. Elena had been alone, reviled, and
terrified for her baby. So, she’d taken what must have seemed like
the only chance for her child, and given her away to a passing
gypsy band.

The gypsies were far more worried
about vamps on the long stretches of lonely roads through the
mountains than they were about dhampirs. In fact, they prized the
latter for their tendency to kill the former, and took the child
gladly, knowing that she’d be a potent asset once she grew up. It
seemed as if everything had worked out as well as possible under
the circumstances, but if it had, we wouldn’t have a story, now
would we?

As might have been expected, Elena had
regretted her decision almost immediately, and had run after the
band to retrieve her child. But they’d already broken camp, and she
couldn’t find them. And search though she might, that had continued
to be the case.

Her daughter was well and truly lost,
and with Mircea gone as well, she was left with only one hope:
Vlad.

And you know how that turned
out.

So, yes, I sympathized with Mircea’s
desire to save his wife from a completely unearned and truly
terrible death. Taking her out of the timeline and bringing her
into the future with us had seemed maybe, possibly, doable since
she’d died, so her absence wouldn’t affect anything that happened
afterward. At least, it wouldn’t if no one knew about
it.

And no one was supposed to. Mircea had
developed formidable mental powers in the last six centuries. The
idea had been for him to fog the minds of any onlookers, allowing
them to believe that the execution had happened on schedule. But
even he couldn’t control the memories of a whole
regiment.

And based on the fact that he still
hadn’t answered me, I was guessing that’s what we were looking at
here.

“You can freeze time,” he
began, before I shook my head.

“You know damned
well—”

“You can.”

“And be powerless for the
next day, or day and a half?” Because that particular spell sapped
the hell out of me! “And with us stuck in freaking medieval
Romania—”

“I can protect
you—”

“—with a traumatized woman
and half of your brother’s soldiers after us for stealing her away?
Not to mention—”

“Not half. No more than
two, perhaps three hundred—”

“—that he wants you dead
anyway and will probably—” I stopped, my brain catching up.
“Three hundred?”

He took my arm in his and pulled me
off the tree. “There was starting to be pushback from some of the
nobles, and even a few commoners, to the number of executions. Mob
violence was feared, and a large contingent was thought
appropriate.”

“Which only proves my
point. I’m sorry, Mircea—”

“However,” he persisted,
leading me up the hill. “The soldiers are spread out in pockets,
only two of which are close enough to cause us any problem. And
once you freeze time—”

“I am not freezing time!”

“—we can be well away
before anyone realizes what happened.”

“If she’s even there,” I
pointed out, because on top of everything else, we weren’t even
sure that this was the right place.

Vlad, of course, had tried to hide his
mistake, after his brother returned some years later. Afraid for
his life, he’d gone to the lengths of torching the village where
Mircea’s wife had lived, slaughtering the inhabitants and putting
out the rumor that a plague had carried them off. The bodies had
had to be burned, he’d claimed, to keep the disease from
spreading.

Mircea might have bought it, as
diseases wiped out whole towns fairly regularly in this period. But
his dhampir daughter had returned looking for her mother at around
the same time, and instead found a knife that Vlad had dropped with
the family crest on it, in the smoldering ruins. Bent on revenge,
she’d gone to the castle looking for him, but found Mircea instead.
Who had immediately recognized the nine-year-old girl as the
spitting image of his wife.

He’d escaped with her, prizing her
life above revenge. But he’d later returned once more, intending to
rain down some serious justice on his brother, who was more of a
monster as a human than Mircea had ever been as a vamp. But before
he could close the deal, Vlad had let slip a secret, a little
something he’d learned as a young man, while serving as a page to
the last Byzantine emperor in Constantinople. He’d informed Mircea
that there were women called Pythias, who could travel in time and
undo past wrongs, were they so inclined.

And Mircea had intended to make damned
sure that they were inclined.

In the meantime, he’d kept Vlad alive
and imprisoned, trying to force him to give up the place and time
of his wife’s execution. Vlad had taken the knowledge to his grave,
but the Pythian power was able to show me enough for Mircea to
guess the locale, and a quick history lesson had coughed up a date.
But who knew if it was the right one?

She might not even be here, I thought,
as we topped the hill, and the whole grisly scene spread out below
us.

For a moment I just stood there. It
was farther away than I’d expected by the sound, which was fading
in and out on the wind. But not far enough.

Not even close.

I don’t know what I’d expected, but
not this. The ranks of the dead were like an army, and went from
those long since expired, who were closer to the city walls, their
sun-blackened corpses serving as a feast for a huge flock of
birds; to the still suffering farther out, writhing slowly in
their agony, their faint cries blending into a symphony of horror;
to the poor unfortunates stacked like cord wood in wagons, waiting
to their turn to die.

I guess I’d always assumed that there
must have been some exaggeration in the old stories, maybe a lot of
it because plenty of people had hated Vlad and had reason to
slander his name.

But apparently not.

I slowly sank to my knees, wanting to
look away, but finding myself unable to do so.

“You see, Cassie,” Mircea
said softly, catching me. “We cannot leave her here.”

And no, we couldn’t. My skin iced over
at the very thought. But even if I’d been willing to freeze time
the way he wanted, that was a spell and like any other it had a
range.

No way would a time bubble extend so
far.

“Where is she?” I asked
thickly, after a moment. There were so many people, some still
slowly moving, that my eyes didn’t know where to look.

I’d seen less disturbing scenes in
hell.

“There.” Mircea pointed at
a wagon far to the left, almost out of my field of vision. I could
hardly make out anything at this range, and didn’t know how he
could. But a moment later I understood, when a hand descended on my
shoulder and some of his strength coursed through me. “Do you see
now?”

And, suddenly, I did. It was as if my
eyes had acquired telephoto lenses, with the scene rushing at me so
fast that I would have fallen, if I wasn’t already mostly down. My
vision skewed as I tried to right myself, showing me a close-up of
the underside of a bird, soaring far overhead, in an incongruously
beautiful bright blue sky. Before coming in for a landing in the
decomposing shell of a man’s rib cage, where its mate had made a
nest.

I jerked my eyes away, focusing on the
individual blades of grass along a muddy cart path, instead. And at
the mud and blood that had run together to form pools underneath
the pikes. And at a wagon parked in the grass, where people were
being unceremoniously unloaded like sacks of grain.

They were being chucked casually on
the dirt, not with any particular malice, but just as if it didn’t
matter anymore what happened to them. Which I guessed it didn’t.
But with their hands and feet bound with heavy ropes, they had no
way to stop their heads from being split open on rocks, or their
faces from hitting the hard roadbed, or their limbs from being
crushed by their own body weight or that of the other prisoners
being thrown on top of them.

I felt Mircea’s hand clench, and knew
that, if I didn’t do something soon, he would. But we had to be
careful. Broken bones could be mended; a broken time line was a lot
harder to fix, as I knew from personal experience.

“The other wagon is moving
off,” he said, drawing my attention to an empty cart that had just
started trundling its way back toward the city, probably to pick up
another load. A contingent of soldiers moved along with it, leaving
just the one close by. There were other such groups, but they were
spaced out, the concentric circle having gotten fairly large at
this point.

And a time bubble might just cover the
ones that were left.

“All right,” I told him.
“Here’s what we’re going to do.”

But we didn’t do that.

We didn’t do anything.

Because, a second later, a soldier
grabbed for a woman whose long, dark hair had fallen down, hiding
her face. Even with Vamp-o-Vision, I could only see a pair of dark
eyes glittering from behind the strands. But they didn’t look
panicked or terrified or crazed like everyone else’s.

They looked furious.

A second later, the guard staggered
back, his face a mass of blood, like the splatter now dripping down
her chin. I heard his screams, saw the others look up, saw her
spring out of the wagon with no ropes to bind her, and what, at a
guess, was the guard’s knife in her hand.

I didn’t see much of anything after
that, because she was a blur, savaging the squad so quickly that
even vamp eyesight couldn’t follow it. And then she was gone, her
naked body nothing but a pale blur before she disappeared into the
thick tree line. Leaving two dozen corpses on the ground behind
her, some of them still wearing the same shocked expression that I
probably was.

Because what the
hell?
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Chapter Two

 


“What was that?” I asked—no one. Because Mircea was no longer there. I
looked around, surprised but not shocked—not at first. Vamps could
move like the wind when they chose, and he was definitely
motivated. But that was not what had just happened here.

I felt the familiar magic of a shift
swirl around me for a second, the kind that Pythias used to move
through space instead of time. It dissolved into the wind, but it
didn’t take me with it because I hadn’t cast it. Mircea
had.

Son of a bitch!

“Mircea!” I yelled,
furious.

And then I went after him.

A second later, I materialized in the
middle of the dissipating trail of his spell. One that shouldn’t
have existed, because Mircea wasn’t a Pythia. He could do a lot of
things, but shift across space or time wasn’t one of
them.

Or it wasn’t supposed to
be. But he’d recently run across a spell called Nodo D’Amore, or Lover’s Knot, that
our enemies had been using in the war to allow one magic user to
“borrow” another’s skill set. The only catch was that the two
people involved had to be lovers.

And guess whose ex-girlfriend happened
to be Pythia?

It was partly the fear that he’d shift
himself to the past if I didn’t take him, hijacking my power and
causing who knew how many problems in search of his murdered wife,
that had gotten me here. Because magic didn’t seem to understand
break ups. Mircea and I had, until recently, been an item, and I
guessed that was good enough.

“Mircea!” I yelled
again.

But it wasn’t Mircea who came
thundering out of the trees.

I just stood there for a second,
staring at a party of at least three dozen fey warriors, their
shiny black armor dappled with sunlight, their charging horses so
light of foot that they almost seemed to fly, their silver hair
streaming on the wind—

And then I was shifting again, maybe
half a second before they ran me the hell down.

I rematerialized behind them, not
having had time to think of another destination, facing the other
way and confused and disoriented. And even more so when I spun in
time to see Elena on the back of one of the steeds, fighting and
clawing and screeching blue murder in some language I didn’t know.
But I didn’t really need to.

Profanity tends to sound the same in
any tongue.

And then, before I could even get my
breath back, somebody was snatching me up, onto a huge fey horse
that I wasn’t at all sure was under control, because it wasn’t a
fey in the saddle.

“Mircea!” I wheezed. “God .
. . damnit!”

“Hold on!” he told me, and
pulled me into a seated position in front of him.

Which would have been a relief, except
that the fey had started firing at us!

A white fletched arrow zipped by my
head and would have taken me between the eyes, but Mircea had
jerked the reins to the side at the last second, and fey horses had
the reflexes of the gods. As it was, I felt the air of its passing,
and saw several more fey turning around to shoot at us, because
their horses didn’t seem to need hands on the reins. Then I was
sending a time wave ahead of us, despite the fact that I didn’t
want to waste the power.

But I didn’t want to be shish kebob,
either!

“That’s it! That’s
perfect!” Mircea said, as a whole volley of arrows disintegrated on
their flight through the air, aging out of existence in the middle
of my spell.

The one we were about to plow right
through!

“Go around! Around!” I
yelled, panicked.

He went around—barely. My headscarf,
loosened in the fray, blew off and dusted away, fluttering like a
dissipating ghost on the breeze as we plunged into a thicket. The
denser forest slowed us down enough that I was fairly sure we’d
lost the riders. Something that I, for one, was completely fine
with!

“Tell me . . . you didn’t
kill the guy . . . who owned this horse,” I panted, wondering how
badly we’d just screwed up.

“No. Knocked him out,”
Mircea said, way too calmly. “One of the others threw him over the
back of his animal. Didn’t you notice?”

“No, I didn’t damned well
notice!” I yelled.

And immediately realized that that
might not have been the best plan when more arrows were suddenly
vibrating out of the trees around us—and Mircea’s shoulder. He
pulled two from his flesh and tossed them away, unconcerned,
because for a vamp that was akin to an insect bite. But for
me—

“Hold the hell up!” I said,
grabbing for the reins.

And missing, because the horse wasn’t
the only thing with good reflexes.

“We have to catch them,”
Mircea said, turning the beast in the direction of the lethal
weapons. “They’ll lose us in the forest, otherwise.”

“Good!” I whispered this
time, not that it probably mattered with fey hearing.

And, sure enough, five or six more
arrows sped by, one of them leaving a gash on the horse’s
neck.

“Mircea, they’re going to
kill us!”

“They’re not trying to kill
us, else they’d have left some of their number behind to ambush
us,” he said, with the lack of concern of an immortal. “They’re
trying to slow us down.”

He thought about it for a
moment.

“Can you shift a
horse?”

“I can shift
you—back home!” I said,
furiously.

And the next thing I knew, my bottom
was smacking down onto the hard forest floor.

“Mircea!”

I shifted back onto his horse as he
plunged ahead, which had not been the plan. I don’t shift onto
moving objects given a choice. Especially one that was ducking and
dodging and fleeing through a thick wood with low hanging branches
that smacked me in the face, and arrows that ripped through my
curls, and a surprised deer that darted out in front of us and
would have been a serious road hazard if we’d had a
road!

But my power had sent me straight back
to Mircea anyway, maybe because the damned spell had us linked. I’d
ended up slamming into the back of his horse and then grabbing hold
of him, both to keep from falling off and so that I could shift us
out of there! But he shifted me first—high into a tree this time—so
high that all I could do for a second was to cling to the upper,
very thin looking limbs, and try not to scream.

And then I did it anyway, in a delayed
reaction that startled a few hundred birds out of their perches. A
ton of small bodies hit me from all directions, causing me to shut
my eyes and cling tight for all I was worth. And when I opened them
again . . .

It was to see the fey thundering
across an open field, toward a rocky outcropping.

The tree’s height gave me a stunning
view of rolling hillsides blowing with golden grain, blue skies
filled with fluffy white clouds, and Mircea, bent low over his
horse and riding hell bent for leather after the fey. He was
actually closing on them, with no armor and no second passenger to
slow him down, but they didn’t seem concerned. They weren’t even
looking behind them anymore; I didn’t know why.

And then I realized why: they were
heading straight for a sheer drop off, a rocky plunge into
nothingness at the top of the mountain, as if the whole damned
group was suicidal.

I didn’t have Vamp-o-Vision anymore,
so I couldn’t tell what the hell they thought they were
doing—

And then I could, because Mircea
wasn’t here to lend me his abilities, but with Lover’s Knot in
effect, I didn’t need him. The zoom feature had me crying out
again, and clinging harder to the rough bark under my hands, as the
sudden feeling of rushing forward almost caused me to literally go
flying. But I held on, and sure enough, there was a portal
there.

It was situated maybe half a dozen
yards off the edge of the cliff, I supposed so no human
accidentally stumbled into it. It was purplish gray and swirling,
like a rotating patch of storm clouds, and increasing in size
because the fey had activated it. Intending, I supposed, to take
their captive straight through into Faerie.

What they wanted with Mircea’s wife, I
didn’t know, but I knew one thing: he was absolutely going to take
that leap right behind them. And that was a no-no for so many
reasons that I didn’t even wait to count them. I shifted, grabbed
him by the shoulders, and almost succeeded in pulling him off the
horse.

But when you learn to ride
from basically the time you can walk, and hone your skills by
keeping your seat in battle, you don’t fall easily. He caught me,
cursing. And then hauled me in front of him again, just as we
approached the cliff. The fey must have already taken the leap, for
they were nowhere to be seen. And neither was anything else except
for the rapidly closing mouth of the portal, which
no, no, no—

“It’s too small!” I
screamed. No way were we making that.

And we wouldn’t have, had Mircea not
shifted us at the last second, with our horse halfway through its
leap off the cliff and nothing but open air below us.

We landed in the middle of
a rain of what remained of our ride on the other side, because
Mircea hadn’t shifted the animal, too. And the portal had
not been large enough.
Fortunately, I didn’t get much of a look at the result before we
were rolling down a hill on a bloody slip and slide.

“Not . . . on your
goddamned . . . life,” I panted, clinging like a limpet when Mircea
tried to rise.

“Let go!”

“Bite me!”

 “Another time, dulceață,” the bastard said, using
the pet name he’d always had for me. Only, right now, I wasn’t
feeling all that sweet. Right now, I was feeling fairly murderous.
Not only had he co-opted my power, but he’d used it to bring us to
the last place I wanted to be! Faerie was breathtakingly dangerous,
and even worse, my power didn’t work here.

“Any distance . . . from
the portal . . . and the Pythian power . . . won’t function,” I
gasped, as we wrestled together.

“I don’t need it now that
we’re here!” Mircea snapped, and then frowned, possibly because I
had him in a head lock. “How are you this strong?”

“I’m not!” I snarled.
“You are.
Nodo d’Amore, remember?
It works both ways!”

Mircea said something in Romanian that
I’m fairly sure was profane, and then proved that six hundred years
of dirty tricks trump strength any day. The next second, I found
myself face down in horse parts, and he was gone, sprinting for a
tall, rock-cut canyon like all the demons in hell were after him.
Or one really pissed off Pythia.

Try to help someone, I thought
furiously, getting back to my feet and shaking out my bloody
skirts. And this is what you get for it. When we got back, I swore
to God—

Well, actually, I didn’t know what to
swear. I’d never figured out any method of dealing with Mircea that
actually worked. Except for letting him have his way, and that was
not happening here!

I held out a hand toward the now tiny
figure of the fleeing vamp, because masters can haul ass when they
choose, and concentrated. Standing almost right in front of a
portal, my power still worked, something I guessed Mircea hadn’t
thought about. And I knew a few tricks, too.

I grabbed him
metaphysically and pulled,
trying to shift him back to me. It should have
worked, as I’d been able to shift without touching someone for a
while now. And I’d been getting a lot of practice with my
taskmaster of a teacher, a purple haired martinet whose sarcastic
voice I could almost hear in my head.

“What’s the matter, girl?
Still thinking about weight? The Pythian power doesn’t care about
such things!”

Which was a load of horse apples,
because shifting something like a pencil and shifting the Empire
freaking State building were two entirely different things. But a
hundred-and-eighty-pound asshole should be doable. Only he wasn’t
coming.

Because he was fighting me.

“Son of a
bitch!” I yelled, and
that was another mistake. The effort of speaking caused my
concentration to wobble, which was enough for Mircea’s spell to
grab me. And to
send me flying at him instead.

I hit hard, and we both went down, but
at least there was no bloody horse carcass this time.

There was something worse.

“What is
that?” Mircea demanded,
looking up at the sides of the very tall canyon. Where somebody,
probably centuries ago, had made some elaborate carvings in the
rock. Dozens of them, ranked along both sides of the walls, maybe
ten stories tall and looking like stone sentinels.

Their faces were cracked and parts
were missing, with noses being in especially short supply. And some
kind of vine, brown and lifeless now, had once flourished here,
eating through gray stone armor and carved flesh alike. But most of
the statues were still intact, and their weapons—massive swords,
huge spears and heavy maces—seemed to have weathered the centuries
just fine.

Of course they had, I thought, as a
cascade of small pebbles started to rain down on us.

“What is it?” the bastard
at my side demanded. “What’s happening?”

“Faerie,” I breathed, and
grabbed him. “Run.”

“What? Why?”

“That’s why,” I yelled, as
a giant leg burst out of the rock, sending a spray of hard little
shards slamming into us. Because these were Svarestri lands, and
their element was earth and all its various components. And they
could do an alarming number of things with it.

Like that, I thought, as the canyon
around us cracked and morphed and changed. And the huge sentinels
that had been looking like ancient stone carvings a second ago,
became an ancient stone army instead. One with spears the size of
fir trees and boots as big as—

“Shit!” I yelled, and
reached for my power.

And found nothing. Maybe because I was
tired, and holding concentration is hard when massive boots are
slamming down all around you. Or maybe because we were too far away
from the portal, which I couldn’t even see anymore.

Not that I would have been able to,
anyway. The heavy dust cloud raised by all those crashing limbs had
blinded me, and the stabbing spears had me seriously disoriented.
Not to mention freaked out, especially by the sound, which was
beyond deafening. It ricocheted around my skull, making it hard to
think, and the dust made it all but impossible to
breathe.

But Mircea didn’t need oxygen, and his
arm was about my waist, threatening to bisect me every time he
jumped us out of the way. Which was constantly, his vampire senses
somehow keeping us just ahead of the living avalanche. But he only
had to falter once and we were toast.

This wasn’t going to work!

And then I felt it: the glimmering
stream of my power, like a literal lifeline, pouring through the
portal. Like it was reaching for me, too. I grabbed hold of it,
wrapped my hand around it, and then slung it about our bodies for
good measure.

“Hold on!” I told Mircea,
who had just slammed us back into one of the indentations in the
cliff made by the now missing sentinels.

“For what?” he yelled. “I
can’t shift!”

“But I can!”

“How?”

“Because I’m Pythia,” I
snarled, and proved it.

My power swirled around us,
far stronger than Mircea’s spell, because it wasn’t borrowed, it
was mine. But,
for a second, we still didn’t go anywhere. He whirled us out of the
way of a spear, then through the legs of another assailant, while I
wrestled with my power, pouring everything I had into strengthening
the connection between us.

I could feel it, reaching for me as
desperately as I was for it, like familiar fingers grabbing for the
hand of a drowning woman. I almost had it, but then we moved again.
Upward this time, jumping onto one of our assailant’s boots,
because anything was better than being on the churning ground right
now!

Although not by much.

The other sentinels converged on the
one we were using as a perch, uncaring that they were attacking
another of their number so long as we died, too. Rock cracked,
massive limbs flailed, a head the size of a large house came
crashing down to splinter against the ground. And my spell finally
caught.

Only my power couldn’t seem to shift
the two of us the normal way from this far out. What it could do
was to pull us along at record speed back toward the portal. The
glittering rope gave a yank and we went flying, speeding through
the air like Clark and Lois, if Clark and Lois were screaming and
being chased by several dozen huge stone soldiers who weren’t
giving up.

But neither was my power, which sent
us zipping between legs and under reaching hands, and then through
a forest of spears, rock shards and billowing dust, with Faerie
doing what it always did and trying to kill us. But not quite
succeeding before we tumbled, bloody and filthy and half crazed—at
least I was—back through the portal. Only to abruptly
remember—

That it was over open air.

“Shit!” I yelled, and shifted—at the same time that Mircea did. The
two shifts, which must have been in opposite directions,
counteracted each other, and we went nowhere. Except straight down,
because gravity doesn’t care about magic.

We plummeted, I screamed again,
because I do not intend to die with dignity, and Mircea snagged a
small tree. It was part of a patch of firs poking out of the
cliffside and did not seem to have a great root system, because it
immediately toppled over along with us. But it bought me a couple
of seconds to get my shit together, and I finally managed to shift
us to the river bank, far below.

Or close enough.

We fell the last six feet or so,
because judging distance under those circumstances is not easy. But
six feet beats sixty, or whatever the hell. I hit down hard on top
of Mircea, rolled off, and then just lay there, gasping and panting
and staring at the relentlessly cheerful blue sky.

One where a tiny swirl of storm clouds
moved overhead, looking about the size of my fist, before suddenly
contracting even more.

And winking out altogether, while a
master vampire stood on the riverbank and screamed his rage at the
sky.
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Chapter Three

 


“She didn’t die, Mircea!” My hand hit the desktop in Mircea’s beautiful
study, possibly a little harder than necessary, but nothing else
was getting through. “I can’t rescue someone who didn’t
die!”

“Didn’t die where and when
we thought,” he corrected. “But the fey—”

“Don’t try it.” I crossed
my arms so I wouldn’t be tempted to hit anything—or anyone—else.
“Those were Svarestri warriors. The Black Fey don’t steal human
women.”

“Well, they damned well
stole this one!” Mircea snarled, and flung the heavy whiskey glass
he’d been holding across the room.

I heard a yelp and a crash, and
vaguely registered that a servant had come in at exactly the wrong
moment holding a tea tray, which had just been knocked out of his
hands. I didn’t care. I didn’t need tea. I needed a bottle of
Glenfiddich or a six-week vacation, but neither was on offer so I
returned to the point at hand.

“You need to accept this,”
I told Mircea flatly.

“Accept what?” he demanded.
“That the damned fey kidnapped her—"

“For the second time, they
didn’t—”

“—took her away and did God
knows what with her? Murderous bastards, every single one,
especially those bastard Svarestri! We have to help
her—”

“Okay, that’s it!” I had
been trying to be the voice of reason, but I’d officially had
enough, not to mention that it wasn’t working anyway. If he wanted
a shouting match, he’d get one.

“That’s it when we get her
back!” Mircea told me savagely.

“That’s it when I say it
is!” I snapped back, furious. “You almost got us both killed, and
for what? An entire line of Pythias told you the same thing! No!
No, we’re not going to take you back in time; no, we’re not going
to help you rescue your wife. No, no, no! But the great Mircea
Basarab always knows what’s right, doesn’t he? He always knows
better than anyone, including people who can see the goddamned
future!”

“And I was right! She’s in
danger—”

“You were not right! She
lived—”

“We don’t know that. We
only know that Vlad didn’t kill her—”

“And you think the
Svarestri did?” I stared at him, wondering which of us was crazy,
him or me. Because somebody wasn’t making sense here. “If they
wanted her dead, they could have just left her where she was! Your
crazy brother was about to take care of that for them! They took
her away, meaning that they wanted something from her—”

“Yes, what they want from
every woman they steal,” he said viciously. “They keep human women
as brood mares, treat them little better than cattle, and then
they—” he stopped, his jaw clenched as tightly as his fist, his
cheeks burning, and the fabled Basarab calm absolutely nowhere in
existence.

Right before he swept the entire
contents of the desk off onto the floor.

The servant, who’d been picking up
spilled tea things, finally had enough and fled in terror. I barely
noticed. Because I’d figured out which of us was off our head, and
it wasn’t me.

I moved away from the desk and sat in
one of the two red leather, wingback chairs by the fireplace.
Mircea’s mansion in the Catskills was high enough that, in late
October, it was seriously chilly. But vampires don’t suffer much
from cold, so the fire was out.

I pulled a fur throw around my
shoulders, feeling like a grandma, and probably looking like one,
too, in my bloody peasant garb. But I didn’t have anything else.
I’d never lived here, not even for a single night, despite the fact
that, technically, Mircea and I were married.

My hand instinctively went to the two
little scars on my neck, fang marks that he’d given me once when a
malignant spell was riding him and he hadn’t fully known what he
was doing. But it didn’t matter. By vampire law, he’d marked me,
and that was an unbreakable bond.

Since I hadn’t agreed to said bond, or
even understood what was happening at the time, I hadn’t counted it
as a marriage, although we’d dated for a while afterward to give it
a chance. But while there was love there, even now, there hadn’t
been the trust needed to build a relationship. As demonstrated by
the current situation.

“Cassie, you must
understand,” Mircea said, taking the chair opposite me. He was on
the edge of his seat, sitting forward, catching and then holding my
hands. The charisma that had been missing a moment ago was back in
full measure, and for once, I didn’t think it was fake. I’d started
to be able to tell the difference, and the honesty in his eyes was
really compelling.

“I do understand,” I said.
“I just don’t think that you do.”

“Why?” The brown eyes
burned. “What is the harm in going back a little earlier, and
snatching her away before the fey even arrive?”

I looked at him steadily. “Other than
damaging the fey time line—”

“We don’t know
that—"

“—and possibly ours as
well, because the fey interact with us on a regular
basis?”

“She’s one
woman!”

“One woman we know nothing
about.”

I got up, feeling the need to pace,
and to my surprise, he let me go. He flopped back onto the chair
with his hair unusually disheveled and his old Romanian costume
still half on. The gorgeous surcoat had been flung over a chair,
but the tunic was in place and unlaced halfway down a sun bronzed
chest.

I assumed he’d adopted the glowing
skin color for the disguise, as too many people in old Romania
might have recognized vampire paleness when they saw it. But it
looked good on him. Like the claret he’d gotten to replace the
whiskey, which had stained his lips a deep red. They matched the
threads of auburn in that mahogany mane and the discreet embroidery
around the deep V-neck of the tunic.

He ought to have been the lead in some
Gothic movie, a better-looking Heathcliff brooding over
fate.

But he wasn’t.

He was a master vampire with power to
burn, even when he wasn’t stealing mine. It was in the crackling
energy that permeated the air around him, and the cinnamon amber
glow lighting up those brown eyes. It was in the way he watched me
as I paced, calculating, shrewd, even in the midst of his pain,
wondering which tactic would work.

I could have told him: none of
them.

Instead, I told him something else.
“The Alorestri, the so-called Green Fey, have kidnapped human women
for years, to help make more little soldiers for their perpetual
wars. Their kingdom is on the border with the Dark Fey lands, and
they lose more people to combat than any other group. Yet their
birth rate is too low to bridge the gap, so they look for outside
help.

“The Svarestri, on the
other hand, think of humans as little better than animals, and
refuse to sully their bloodlines. They don’t even buy human slaves
in Faerie, much less going into a world they know little about in
order to steal any. Your wife wasn’t taken by them for that
reason.”

Mircea gave me an impatient look,
maybe because none of this should have been news to him. “And your
power told you this?”

“Common sense told me this.
I can’t see into Faerie. You know that.”

“Then you can’t be sure.
You can’t tell me she was all right. That she was
happy—”

“Is that the criteria now?”
I demanded. I’d ended up back by the desk, but at that I turned to
face him again, only to find that he’d joined me. “I thought it was
to save her life.”

“It was. It
is. But I have to know—I
have to be certain—that she did not suffer. That I did not leave
her to a hideous fate on an alien world—”

“Alien?” I stared at him.
“You saw what she did to those guards—”

“Yes. She must have had
some latent magical blood I didn’t know about. Possibly she didn’t
either, but it came out under duress—”

“Mircea, she didn’t throw a
spell! She savaged them—”

The beautiful eyes flashed. “And you
wouldn’t have done the same? They were going to kill
her—”

“I wouldn’t have been able
to do the same! Not without the Pythian power—”

“Which she didn’t
have!”

“—no human
would!”

He frowned at me. “What are you
saying?”

“The obvious.” I spread my
hands. “She killed a couple dozen of Vlad’s guards almost faster
than it takes me to say it, ran off at lightning speed, and was
later screaming at the fey in some alien language. Or am I
wrong?”

The frown tipped into a scowl, and he
went to a small bar under a window. “I didn’t hear her.”

“But I did. I don’t speak
fey, any variety of it—”

“Then you don’t know what
it was, do you?”

“—but it wasn’t
Romanian!”

“I wasn’t aware that you
were so familiar with my native tongue.” He was busy fixing himself
a replacement drink, so I couldn’t see his face, but the tone was
acid.

I stared at him some more. He was
obviously agitated, walking back to the fireplace and putting a
snifter of what looked like claret down on the mantle, before
picking it up again. Then draining its contents and setting it down
once more, hard enough to crack the delicate glass stem.

The sharpened edge nicked his hand,
causing a single drop of blood to drip through his fingers,
gleaming in the low light like a ruby. He didn’t even seem to
notice, which was impossible. Blood was the one thing that always
got a vamp’s attention.

But not this time.

He strode toward the bathroom
suddenly, ripping off the tunic in the process—literally. I looked
at the shredded halves of the once fine garment in concern. Mircea
was nothing if not meticulous about his person and possessions. If
I’d gone to the closet in the bedroom next door, I’d have found
military precision in the folded items, and all the hangers turned
the same way. I didn’t even have to check to know that.

Yet an expensive piece of silk was now
a rag.

I walked to the bar and poured myself
a drink. The whiskey was good, but I hardly tasted it, and barely
noticed the view outside the window. Autumn in the Catskills was
beautiful, a cascade of leaves in every shade from bright green
through deepest purple, with yellows, oranges and reds the most
predominate. It wasn’t snowing, not yet, but there was a crispness
in the air, a promise of winter being right around the
corner.

I wondered if it would be our last,
and then told myself not to be maudlin and drank my
drink.

The mountains reminded me of those
we’d just left, although these were more brightly colored, and a
lot quieter. It was peaceful here, remote. I wondered if that was
why Mircea liked it, as a refuge from the intrigue, court politics
and backstabbing of his life elsewhere. I wondered if that was why
he missed her, as a reminder of a youthful, less complicated time.
Or if there was something more.

The thought hurt, even though that was
stupid. We’d been broken up for going on two months now, and I had
already moved on. For all I knew, Mircea had done the same; he
certainly hadn’t believed in a solitary existence before he met me.
If he wasn’t already seeing someone, it probably wouldn’t be
long.

Or maybe it would, because I’d never
seen him act like this about anybody but Elena.

I’d never seen him act like this about
me.

I threw back the rest of my drink,
choking a little because I wasn’t bad ass enough to get away with
that, and started to return to the nonexistent fire. Only to stop
in surprise because one was actually in the process of being laid,
by a white-haired old vampire. He was dressed in a suit that looked
vaguely Victorian, probably because that was when he’d bought it,
and appeared to eb about a hundred, because that was around the age
that he’d been changed.

Shit, I thought, recognizing Horatiu,
Mircea’s oldest servant and former tutor.

He’d helped Mircea to escape Wallachia
after that fateful run in with the nobles, and had stayed with him
through the terrible years that followed, as his former pupil
struggled to figure out his undead life. Mircea had finally changed
the old man—at Horatiu’s request—on his deathbed, despite the fact
that that sort of thing rarely turns out well. But I guess he
hadn’t felt like he could say no.

And to be fair, Horatiu didn’t seem
all that bothered by the crappy eyesight and dubious hearing that
had followed him into his new existence. Everybody else, on the
other hand, were very much so, mainly because he almost burned the
house down on a daily basis. Usually, a servant followed him around
on the duties he still insisted on performing, to make sure that a
conflagration didn’t kill them all, only today, I didn’t see
one.

I did see Horatiu about to set one of
the wingbacks on fire, however, and grabbed the narrow shoulders,
turning them toward the hearth.

“Mircea?” he paused, the
quavering old man voice startled but quiescent. Then he sniffed,
and unlike his other senses, his nose seemed to be just fine,
because it wrinkled up at me. “You’re not Mircea.”

“Cassie,” I said, taking
the long lighter away from him.

Horatiu did not object. He’d put a
bundle of wood and newspaper on the floor, and now he proceeded to
crumple up a few paper balls to get the fire started. Since he
managed to lob them more or less in the actual fireplace this time,
I just sat on the edge of the hearth and watched him. He looked
strangely fragile for a vampire, I thought, noticing the thinness
of the white hair, the age spotted skull clearly visible
underneath, and the heavily veined hands.

Not that appearances necessarily meant
anything, but still. It made me want to help him. I fed kindling
into his hands so that he didn’t have to search for it, and won
myself a smile in return. “There’s a good girl,” he told me. “And
now, a couple of nice, fat ones.”

I handed over a few of the larger
pieces of wood and he arranged them in a pretty good stack, well
balanced and leaving plenty of room underneath for air. I idly
watched him, marveling at how sure and swift the movements were,
now that he knew where he was, because he’d probably built
thousands of fires in his day. But I didn’t really see him. I was
seeing something else, namely Mircea disappearing from my side
earlier, because he’d correctly assumed that he’d never catch the
fey by any other means than the Pythian power.

So, he’d used it, immediately and
decisively, without any hesitation at all.

The question was: would he do it
again?

Or, no, that wasn’t the
question, I thought cynically. Knowing Mircea, the question
was: when would
he do it again? And how far would he push it next time? And was
there anything short of killing him that I could do to stop
it?

Because I couldn’t kill him. That was
what I was supposed to do as Pythia, to anyone who threatened the
time line. The first real conversation I’d had with Agnes, my
predecessor, had been while she stalked a time traveling weirdo,
who turned out to be my father, through a dank cellar back in the
1600s. But she’d had a modern gun with her, and I’d had no doubt
whatsoever that she’d have used it.

Mainly because she’d already done so,
when she shot me in the butt.

She didn’t shoot dad—she’d ended up
capturing him instead—but if that hadn’t been feasible? Yeah, she’d
have nailed him right between the eyes. Agnes was kind of a
bitch.

But that was the job
sometimes, and right now, it was my
job. But I still couldn’t do it. And not just
because of sentiment.

Mircea wasn’t exactly crazy—I’d seen
what that looked like, and this wasn’t it. But he wasn’t exactly
sane right now, either. He was heading into the most dangerous part
of a vampire’s life, the part that had tripped up even the most
powerful, and explained why there were so few truly ancient vamps
around.

Four, five, even six-hundred-year-old
masters? Sure. They weren’t exactly a dime a dozen, but there were
plenty of them to be found.

But a thousand years old? Two
thousand? Even older?

Not so much.

It shouldn’t have mattered, of course.
Vampires weren’t like humans—well, most vampires, I thought,
checking out Horatiu. Who had found the lighter where I’d put it
down, but was trying to light the fire using the wrong
end.

I turned it around for him, and the
newspaper caught, bringing a satisfied smile to the old face.
Horatiu looked every one of his years, but that was because
changing people who were sick or very, very old was not advised. It
frequently caused complications. But as long as the change went
well, most vamps increased in power with age, so why weren’t there
plenty of very old vamps around?

Because of what Mircea was currently
dealing with.

There was no word for it, because it
was the elephant in the room in vamp society that no one talked
about. The sort of thing they often didn’t admit even to
themselves, much less to prospective recruits. That “eternity”
really meant more like five hundred years or so, until the natural
tendency of vampires toward obsession began to catch up with them,
and they started to fixate on something, to the point that it took
over their whole world.

Since masters have enemies, that was a
dangerous proposition, and explained why so many ended up being
taken out by a rival. It wasn’t that they didn’t see the signs;
they just didn’t care about them. They didn’t care about anything
except for their obsession.

And Mircea’s obsession was
Elena.

“You’re the pretty little
blonde, aren’t you?” Horatiu asked suddenly, jolting me out of my
thoughts.

“I—well, I’m blonde,” I
said, tucking a strand of the evidence behind my ear.

The other part of his question was
debatable at the moment. I could hear a shower running farther back
in the suite, where Mircea was probably cleaning up. I needed to do
that, too, as well as get a move on, before I had to cheat again by
time shifting in order to meet all my obligations.

But for some reason, I just sat
there.

Until a gnarled old face poked within
an inch of mine, and vague blue eyes squinted at me. “Hm, yes.
Pretty,” he decided, looking me over. “But sad, too. Why are ye
sad, girl?”

“I . . . I’m not,” I said,
caught off guard, and then again when he laughed literally in my
face.

“Liar.” He slowly sat down
on the hearth, feeling around behind him for the bricks before he
did so, and then tapped my knee. “Trouble between you and the
master, is there?”

“No,” I said
reflexively.

Horatiu acted like he hadn’t heard.
Although in his case, maybe he really hadn’t. “He’s been in a
temper lately,” he mused. “One of the worst I’ve ever seen. But
what are ye going to do? Loving two people is always
difficult.”

I blinked at him, not sure I
understood. “Mircea and I aren’t together—"

He gave me a look. And despite the
rheumy old eyes, it managed to be fairly shrewd. “You risked your
life to help him today, taking him back there, to that terrible
time. But since you haven’t slept together in a while, you don’t
love him anymore?”

“I didn’t say
that—”

“Oh, good. My hearing isn’t
what it used to be. I thought that was what you said.”

I looked at him suspiciously, but all
I got back was sweet old man face. The kind that probably let him
get away with anything. Or maybe that was because he was basically
untouchable as the master’s favorite.

Horatiu did whatever he wanted, and it
seemed, said it, too.

“Of course, I still love
Mircea,” I said, about to change the subject.

“Then why is it difficult
to understand that he can love you as well as Elena? The human
heart is not so narrow as to only hold room for one person at a
time. I don’t know if you will or won’t ever be together again; I’m
not a seer. But you will always love him, and he you. You should
probably get used to it.”

I looked at him in exasperation. “That
doesn’t help the current situation!”

“Doesn’t it? Ah, well, I
thought love always helped. Having someone to listen, to care . . .
but perhaps I’m too old to understand such things anymore.” He
looked at me sternly. “You should stop scaring the servants,
however, while you two work it out.”

“What servants?” I asked,
and then I remembered the tea carrier.

“That boy the cook sent
up,” Horatiu confirmed. “He’s downstairs now, gibbering on about
glowing eyes and churning power that burned like fire. Quite
traumatized, he is.”

“He lives here,” I pointed
out. “He should know how Mircea is in a temper.”

“He wasn’t talking ‘bout
the master,” Horatiu said. “He was talking about you.”

I frowned. “My eyes don’t
glow.”

“Don’t they?” It was his
turn to frown, and then to lean in again, squinting at me. Before
sitting back and fumbling around until he came up with the brass
tray that he’d used to carry his supplies. He dusted some wooden
fragments off it, and polished it up on his sleeve. Then he handed
it to me—

And, shit.

Now what?

“My eyes aren’t as good as
they used to be,” he said, in the understatement of the century.
“But even I can see that.”

Yeah, so could I. My usually pale
blue, very human eyes were lit up like candles were behind them. It
was nothing compared to Mircea’s bonfire blaze when his power was
surging, but that wasn’t the point. It shouldn’t have been
happening at all!

“I take it that’s new?”
Horatiu asked.

“Yeah.” I bit my
lip.

This couldn’t be good.

Horatiu patted my shoulder, after
several missed attempts to find it. “Don’t let it bother you,” he
told me kindly. “Young vampires often have that reaction when their
power starts to grow.”

“I’m not a vampire,” I said
automatically, and then stopped. And slumped back against the
fireplace in relief, because of course. Of course!

I wasn’t a vamp, but Mircea was. And we were currently in a
spell that allowed us to share abilities. All kinds of them,
apparently.

Which was a problem, considering my
next appointment.

I grabbed my overnight bag with my
spare clothes, which I’d left at Mircea’s before we departed, and
pulled out my purse. The little card I’d shoved into a pocket in my
wallet a few weeks ago was still there, along with the list of
services on the back. Yeah, that might work.

“Said it was like seeing
two of the old gods, battlin’ it out,” Horatiu rambled on, as if I
hadn’t spoken.

“I’m not a god, either,” I
told him briefly, and shifted.
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Chapter Four






“Number six,” I told the shopkeeper, and he obligingly slid an
elongated, jewel shaped, faintly purple bottle out of a display
case. “This is one of the good ones?” I added, because I needed to
be sure.

He looked offended. “Madam, everything
we stock is “one of the good ones.”

And, yeah, I guessed so. Magical
glamouries came in a thousand different varieties, everything from
the cheapies you found at the supernatural equivalent of a
convenience store, to super expensive models at places like this.
Good thing I had the Pythian Court’s credit line, I thought, and
plunked down a card.

The man—tuxedo clad, dark haired and
distinctly posh sounding—looked pained. I didn’t know why. How else
was I supposed to pay for the thing?

“We will put it on your
account,” he assured me solemnly.

“I have an account?” I
looked around the shop, which was situated on a discreet side
street in London’s Chelsea neighborhood. Outside, it was attractive
if bland, designed to look like one of the chic row houses in the
area. Inside, it was basically an overpriced day spa for the
magical community.

Not that there was anything
particularly magical to be seen at the moment, except for the
perfume-like bottle of potion, standing all by itself on its little
point on the counter, as steady as a newly spun top.

Its gold lettering and what looked
like a solid gold cap went with the glittering chandeliers, soft
carpets, and comfy sofas in the room next door, where more salesmen
were chatting up potential clientele. They were all women, but
unlike me their hair was perfectly coifed, their outfits couture,
and their scents something other than blood and horse. I wondered
what they needed with a glamourie.

Only to have VampVision kick in and
show me. I reared back slightly, a little shocked to see the
genteel group on the sofas suddenly change to . . . something else.
Something that, in many cases, wasn’t even human.

“The Pythian Court has an
account,” the salesman said discreetly, pulling my attention back
to him. “Perhaps you would care for one of our technicians to
assist?”

“Uh, assist with what?” I
asked, a little distracted.

He looked pained again.

I was pretty sure he just wanted to
get me off the floor, considering that I was kind of a reverse ad
right now. But I went with it, not having much time. He pressed a
discreet button, and while we waited, a large troll came out of a
hallway, a collection of tiny bags in her hands, all with a golden
lotus embossed on the front.

That was the name of this place: The
Golden Lotus. It offered the usual day spa type of stuff—manicures,
facials, deep tissue massage—as well as some more esoteric
offerings that I hadn’t understood until now: hoof trimming, horn
polishing, and tusk rejuvenation. And, of course, glamouries of all
possible varieties, a house specialty.

I’d gotten the recommendation from
Rhea, my chief acolyte, who used to live in London. Her mother, the
former Pythia, had frequented the place in the last years of her
life, when the office—and some discreet poisoning by an heir who
wanted to inherit early—had taken a toll. Magical cosmetics could
do wonders, but when you really needed to change your whole
outlook, you went with a glamourie.

Which was why, I supposed, that the
troll woman, who must have topped eight feet and had pierced tusks
with little jeweled earrings—tusk rings? —on them, suddenly
transformed into a sylph-like redhead in a snazzy blue suit as she
passed through the outer doors.

“Glamourie on demand is one
of our best sellers,” a woman’s voice said.

I turned from the door to see a
technician waiting by the desk. She looked human enough, in a dark,
skirted suit and a pristine white blouse, her black hair scraped
away from a lovely café au lait forehead. But her eyes were a vivid
purple.

“On demand?” I
repeated.

“Instead of wearing it all
the time, it comes and goes as needed,” she explained. “In human
areas, the glamourie switches on, so that you blend in with the
crowd. In magically warded ones, it automatically goes off, without
the cumbersome need to remove it.”

“Like glasses that turn
into shades in the sunlight,” I said.

She smiled, showing somewhat pointed
incisors. “Exactly. This way madam.”

She led me down the same hallway the
troll woman had come out of, and into a room that looked like a
cross between a dressing room and a doctor’s office. It was all
white, with mirrors on three sides, but instead of benches or a
clothing rack, it had a reclining, white leather dentist-type chair
in the center. I felt my tongue run over my teeth, wondering if I’d
remembered to floss.

“Would madam be needing a
change of attire, as well?” she asked discreetly, without so much
as a glance at my blood stained, medieval peasant
attire.

I thought about the jeans and ruffled
blouse in my overnight bag, the latter of which was probably all
creased up by now. And decided what the hell. Go for it.

“Yes, madam would. I mean,
I would. Thank you.”

“Type?”

“Dressy casual.”

She nodded, but instead of going to
fetch it herself, she merely pressed a spot on one of the mirrors,
and it began reflecting a rotating selection of garments, most of
them way too ladies-who-lunch for me. Until it reached a cute
little sundress in a white spotted, crinkly yellow fabric with a
short white jacket over it. I fell in love with it
immediately.

“That one.”

“As madam
wishes.”

And then she reached
through the mirror and
snagged it out.

One of these days, that sort of thing
is going to stop bothering me, I thought.

“Shall I have it sized
while madam showers?” she asked, with another smile. Which was the
most genteel way of saying “you reek” that I thought I’d ever
heard.

“There’s a
shower?”

She indicated another mirror which,
sure enough, allowed me to step right through. It felt a little
weird against my skin, too cool and vaguely liquid-y, but the
bathroom on the other side was a marvel of golden marble, plush
gold towels, and no fewer than nine shower heads in a massive
shower that pummeled me from all directions like a Turkish masseur.
Damn, I needed one of these!

I stepped out, dried off, and found
that the little sundress had been left in place of my other
clothing, which had been whisked away somewhere. There were no
underthings provided, but I had those with me except for stockings,
and I’d waxed my legs a couple of days ago. Shoes, on the other
hand were a problem, with my only options being peasant boots or an
old pair of Keds.

But when I stepped back into the
dressing room, I found the attendant holding some white sandals in
what looked like my size.

“I can change them for
closed toed shoes if you’d prefer,” she told me.

“No, these are perfect.” I
put them on and checked out my reflection. From the neck down
everything was fine, even cute. The skirt was swingy and hit the
sweet spot between respectable and cha-cha, and the sandals and
jacket set it off perfectly. But from the neck up . . . was a
tragedy.

As well as the persistently glowing
eyes, I had a large scrape down my left cheekbone—probably from the
damned tree limbs hitting me in the face—a bruise on my right jaw,
and what appeared to be . . .

Yeah. I scratched something that had
imbedded itself near my hairline, and a couple bits of rubble fell
out and hit the white tiled floor, making little clattering sounds.
The attendant didn’t say anything, so I didn’t, either. I guessed
we were both going to agree that hadn’t happened.

“The glamourie will cover
the entire head,” she informed me deadpan, and I felt my spine
relax.

“Okay, let’s do
this.”

Fifteen minutes later, I was two
inches away from one of the mirrors, checking out my eyes. Pale
blue, a little bloodshot, and with a swipe of slightly gunked-up
mascara, because I’d told her not to make me look too perfect. The
guy I was going to see was never going to be fooled by
perfect.

But, damn, this thing would fool me, I
thought, checking out the slightly messy hair and half assed makeup
from every side. The technician hadn’t asked why I wanted to look
like I’d been up half the night and just rolled out of bed. She’d
just accommodated.

Rhea had been right—this place was
great. Particularly for Pythias who couldn’t go home to change,
because there were too many people there who might ask questions!
And too many vamp noses that might detect scents I couldn’t easily
explain.

But I didn’t think anyone would detect
them now. The glamourie had a really distinct odor, not
unpleasant—quite the contrary—but a little overpowering. Sort of
like I’d been hit in the face by a field of flowers.

“The scent will fade, over
time,” the attendant assured me, probably noticing my nose
twitching.

“Is there any way to speed
that up?” I asked. I was having lunch with a guy who brewed potions
on the regular. I didn’t need him figuring out that I was wearing a
glamourie, much less why.

“I am afraid not,” she
looked suitably regretful. “The scent is impossible to mask, being
a byproduct of the fey flora used in the mixture.”

“Fey flora?”

“Only the best for our
clients.” She smiled again.

I kind of wished she’d stop doing
that, since it flashed the fangs, but it wasn’t the sort of thing I
could ask.

“However, the scent is very
similar to our perfumes, which use some of the same ingredients as
a base. If madam would like to see?”

I was beginning to understand how the
troll woman ended up with all those packages. “Thanks.”

More fang. Damn, they were
distracting, probably because they were longer and thicker than a
vamp’s, which was the kind I was used to. But vamps could retract
theirs for perfect, Hollywood teeth whenever they chose. It didn’t
look like she could.

Of course, maybe
that was normal
for wherever she was from. A lot of fey refugees, from all over
their world, had been coming into ours for a while, to escape the
constant fighting there. And with the war about to escalate into a
new phase, the steady trickle had turned into a flood. I bet places
like this were doing a bang-up business.

They certainly were with
me.

I ended up with two new perfumes, as
well as the glamourie, which I checked out in a mirror before I
left. “And this will last how long?”

“Two weeks guaranteed. Most
of our clientele discover that they receive something more like a
month of coverage, however the spell may begin to flicker before
then.”

“Good to know.” Hopefully,
I’d have this whole thing with Mircea settled in way less time than
that!

The attendant handed me a lovely white
and gold bag which turned out to contain my perfume, and my nasty,
peasant clothes. I dumped the latter in a skip a few blocks down,
while rain spotted the nice, yellow and white umbrella that I’d
gotten free with purchase. And which I didn’t need, because I
shifted to my lunch date a moment later, only a little
late.

 


~~~






The Stratford Headquarters of the
Silver Circle, the world’s chief magical organization, looked like
hell. For one thing, it was underground—this part, anyway—and I
don’t mean just in location. There was actual dirt over my head,
because the place was a rabbit warren of interconnecting tunnels,
purposefully built to be claustrophobic and confusing by the
designers, in order to discourage attacks.

Not that that had worked lately. As
evidenced by the blackened roots sticking out of the soil, like
grasping hands. And by the strange striations on the walls that had
been sand before a dark mage spell tore through them and turned
them into glass. And by the remains of cave-ins piled along the
walls. There were no actual flames—at the moment—although the scent
of old fires lingered, remnants of the recent attack.

Well, sort of recent. It had taken
place over a month ago, but with the war raging, clean-up had been
pretty far down the priority list. Meaning that the farther flung
areas like this one had been left to fend for self.

They hadn’t fended much, I thought,
stepping over a pile of loose dirt. And then freezing in place.
Because a little landslide had revealed something else that the
clean-up crew had missed.

The stench of rotting flesh hit my
nostrils, mixing sickeningly with the expensive perfume of the
spa’s glamourie. There was no gleam of white; instead, an ugly
yellow bone stuck out of what appeared to be a ragged sleeve, or
maybe a trouser leg. I wasn’t sure, like I didn’t know if the
grisly remains were part of a Corpsman, fallen while defending his
home base, or a dark mage stopped in the middle of his
attack.

It was funny how you couldn’t tell
now, I thought, staring. Like you couldn’t tell if a lot of the
bodies around Vlad’s city of the dead were male or female, after a
while. They just turned into corpses, blackened and split open,
with ropes of trailing entrails festooned with maggots and dripping
with unknown liquids. Mothers, fathers, lovers, friends; they were
all the same in death, rotting under a cheerful blue sky . .
.

“Cassie!”

Somebody grabbed me, which was just as
well. Because I hadn’t put my foot down, and I was starting to get
wobbly. Another second and I might have ruined a second outfit in
one day. Or one day for me, I thought dizzily, looking up into
clear green eyes.

“Are you all right?”
Pritkin had appeared out of nowhere to grasp my upper arm, and now
his hold tightened in worry. But then he got a look at my face and
visibly relaxed. “You are
all right.”

That must be some glamourie, I
thought, feeling sick.

I nodded, but glanced down, I couldn’t
help it. And he followed my gaze. “Damn it!”

He kicked dirt over the remains,
whatever they were, and a second later, a glowing yellow dot
appeared in the air above the pile.

“Yellow means human
remains,” he informed me, before I could ask. “Red is for
unexploded ordinance. Green is a burst pipe or other minor
issue.”

“Is that new?” I didn’t
remember a polka dotted corridor the last time I was
here.

“We’re trying to get things
organized.”

“Oh.”

He led me away.

I didn’t see any red dots—I guessed
some things were priorities—but others were everywhere, now that I
knew to look for them. Including some blue ones that I learned were
for potions’ residue that needed to be cleaned up before it leeched
into the ground water, and purple ones that indicated the buried
entrances to tunnels or rooms. There were black ones, too,
glimmering in the darkness, barely discernable against the rough
and pitted walls. But Pritkin didn’t tell me what they
meant.

I didn’t press him.

“Tough day?” I asked,
because he was unusually silent, just answering my questions in
short, two- or three-word sentences.

“Busy.” He didn’t turn
around, although he held my hand, threading us a way through the
wreckage.

“Are you sure you still
want to get lunch?”

That won me a glance over his
shoulder. “Best part of my day.”

I cheered up.

Of course, Pritkin and I
should have been eating back in Vegas, at the Pythian Court, where
the food was better and the ambiance was way better. He had been assigned as
my bodyguard by the Circle, and it was a little hard to guard my
body from the other side of the planet. But Pritkin knew Faerie
better than anybody, and since we were about to invade, the powers
that be had wanted his advice.

I wouldn’t have minded so much, except
that they’d asked to have him “on loan” so often that it
practically amounted to a reassignment! It was as annoying as hell,
but I couldn’t really complain when the biggest risk I’d had in the
past month—barring today—had been a papercut. Or possibly dying of
boredom in some of my formal audiences.

Nobody had told me that
being Pythia was mostly about listening to rich people whine about
their crappy little problems while trying not to yawn in their
faces. Somebody had told me that war was a lot of serious tedium interspersed
with moments of sheer terror, however. Which I thought described my
job perfectly.

It was why I’d come to terms with
Pritkin’s temporary assignment, however much I wanted him home. It
gave me a break from the tedium, or in this case, from having to
explain my recent adventures to my other bodyguards, who had
elevated over protection to an art form. Plus, the cafeteria had a
bitchin’ butter chicken.

We got some of the chicken, plus some
naan bread, a basket full of crispy little poppadums, and some
samosas that I thought were going to be stuffed with tandoori
chicken, but turned out to be full of mushy peas.

Pritkin laughed, a full-throated sound
that had people at nearby tables glancing our way and then doing a
double take, because that didn’t really fit their impression of
him. As usual, he didn’t look like he cared, or even noticed. I
guess a half demon war mage with bulging muscles straining his
khaki fatigues, blond hair that defied gravity, and a temper that
made drill sergeants run for cover was used to getting
looks.

I, for one, was wishing we’d taken the
food back to the little cubby hole of a room they’d assigned him,
even if it didn’t have a table. We could eat on the bed, and then
we could do other things on the bed, if he had time. Which,
considering that his demon half was incubus, was a fair
bet.

“You need vegetables,” he
told me, eyeing the samosas, before I could make the
suggestion.

“I eat
vegetables.”

“Name the last
time.”

“Last night. I had a
salad.”

Green eyes narrowed at me
suspiciously, because Pritkin is a health nut. “What kind of
salad?”

“You know, the usual.” The
gaze did not waver. “Taco,” I admitted.

“That’s not a
salad.”

“It had
lettuce!”

“Eat your peas.”

I sighed and ate peas. They weren’t
too bad if you piled on enough chutney, I decided. Pritkin looked
like he was going to say something, and then stopped
himself.

Pick your battles, I thought grinning,
and caught him checking out my suitcase. “Staying for a while?” he
asked, and for a moment, it made me ridiculously pleased that he
looked hopeful.

And then reality set in, because shit.
Of course, he’d think that; anyone would. That’s why they call it
an overnight bag, Cassie!

“Um,” I said, right before
the tannoy came on. “Mage Pritkin, Mage
John Pritkin, to training bay one immediately.”

I felt relief, and followed swiftly by
annoyance, because we’d just sat down!

“What do they want?” I
asked.

“Don’t know.” Pritkin made
a quick Indian taco out of some naan and a pile of butter chicken.
And then quirked a blond eyebrow at me. “Want to wait for me in my
room?”

Now, why didn’t I think of that? I
wondered, grinning again.

“Don’t take too
long.”
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Chapter Five

 


I finished in record time, and not just because the food was
good. The war had put me in the newspapers more than once, usually
under weird or dangerous circumstances. Couple that with a father
who was a well-known dark mage and a mother who was . . . out of
this world . . . and there were bound to be glances. With Pritkin
there, they’d been a lot more subtle, but afterward, a few people
had actually been staring.

I bolted my food and left, still
hungry, but wanting to be somewhere else.

I ended up in the library, because I
doubted Pritkin would actually be back all that soon, based on
prior experience. And because I had some research to do. The place
wasn’t hard to find, being just down from the caf, with four
stories opening onto a cavernous lobby and a big, half-moon desk
right inside the front entrance. It was a little surprising,
though.

I belatedly remembered hearing that
one of the main fights in the battle for HQ had taken place here,
with war mages getting cut off from the civilian employees, who’d
had to make a stand on their own. And while they were all magical
beings, of one type or another, they weren’t trained troops. It had
been a slaughter.

It still looked like it.

There were blackened sunbursts on the
lobby walls, a stark contrast to the lighter, reddish stone, where
major spells had hit. They were random, like they’d bounced off
wards and ricocheted, with glass striations glittering in the
centers and radiating outward, like dark stars. I guessed they
might have been hard to clean up, with the fused sand making them
basically permanent features, but the barricades of shelving were
also still in place in some areas, from the librarians’ last
stand.

I stared at them, feeling a little off
kilter. Outside, people were hustling and bustling, laughing and
talking, and generally getting on with their lives. Inside there
were huge holes in the shelving, with ragged black edges where
spells had burned through the wood and books, and probably people,
too.

I wondered if it had been deliberate,
leaving them like that. A sort of memorial to the fallen, made up
of the things they’d loved best and had died defending. I didn’t
know.

There were more big burnt marks on the
carpet, I noticed as I walked further in. Big pieces had been cut
away; I wasn’t sure why. And then I figured it out when I spied the
outline of a hand on one of the remaining bits, the carpet below
fresh and clean and new looking, but that surrounding the imprint
black and bubbly.

I suddenly had to sit down in a wooden
chair that had been left by a support column, my knees
weak.

It caught me like that sometimes, out
of the blue. Not the reality of war—that had hit a long time
ago—but the fact that I had somehow ended up as one of the main
people fighting it. And that, if I failed, a lot more people were
going to end up like the guy whose hand was now burned into
carpet.

Maybe all of them.

The room grew swimmy, and I put my
head down, my forehead touching my knees. I was physically
nauseous, but mentally angry and impatient because I didn’t have
time for this today. I didn’t have time for it any day!

Get a grip, I told myself.
And if you lose that butter chicken, you will eat salad tonight, and for the
rest of the damned week!

My stomach decided to behave after
that dire threat, and in a moment, the weakness began to fade. That
was about the time I noticed another hand, this one on my arm. And
looked up to see a terribly old man in a three-piece suit, complete
with a pocket watch and chain, like an old-fashioned
banker.

But bankers, even old timey ones,
didn’t wear what looked like a hundred little watch fobs that
glimmered or, in some cases, boiled with power. Charms and hexes, I
realized, a crap ton of them, because I guessed if you survived
something like this, you didn’t take chances. Although how he’d
survived, I didn’t know, because he looked like he could have given
Horatiu a run for his money in the longevity department.

“Do you require assistance,
Lady?” he asked.

“Uh, no. No, I’m fine.” And
then I remembered why I’d come. “Uh, actually, I was looking for
information on a spell. Could you help me with that?”

“I could try. It is not my
area of expertise, but I am afraid that Mrs. Lantham . . . is no
longer with us.”

“I see.” I actually hoped I
didn’t, and that Mrs. Lantham had died old, content, and in her
bed. “I’m looking for information on a spell called Lover’s Knot,
or Nodo D’Amore in Italian. Do you know it?”

“I’m afraid not. But if
you’ll come this way, I will attempt to look it up for
you.”

I got up, thankful to be steady on my
feet again, and followed him through mountains of books—rescues
from the ruined stacks, I guessed; the broken remains of the stacks
themselves, piled up to form an alley through the clutter on either
side of us; and jury rigged lighting overhead in the form of
festoons of the pale spheres some mages liked to use instead of
flashlights. They reflected the ambient light in an area,
magnifying it many times over, although there wasn’t much in here
to work with.

That became truer as we went further
in, which was probably why there were so many of the lights, each
suspended in a bag of netting from ropes that seemed to scrawl all
over everything.

They laced the shelving, hung
suspended over the alleyways, and highlighted mounds of junk:
broken tables, half burnt books, task lights that had somehow ended
up as melted sculptures after a spell came too close, and which I
wouldn’t have even been able to identify except that some of their
shades were bizarrely still intact. There were paintings, too, half
burnt like the rest, of people I didn’t know but probably should
have. There was one with just the top half of a face left, inside a
melted frame, the serene eyes of some now long dead woman seeming
to follow me as we moved along.

I was starting to understand why this
place was so empty.

“—the Pythian library, such
a wonderful resource, such a tragic loss,” the man was
saying.

“Yes,” I said, because I
hadn’t been listening.

“I had a chance to see it
once, you know, when I was a boy,” he confided. “My mother visited
the court and I, being a little scamp, ran off and found my way
into the basement. I have to admit, I did not understand half of
what I saw, but it was a formative event in my life. I think it was
when I first decided to become a librarian.”

“Really. That’s . . .
interesting.”

“Yes, indeed. A veritable
treasure trove!” he enthused. And then kept talking, although if he
was jonesing for another look, he was going to be disappointed. The
library at the old Pythian Court had gone up in flames along with
the rest of the place, in another attack a couple months
back.

But maybe he already knew that; he’d
been saying something about its loss earlier. I didn’t know. I was
having a hard time paying attention. This place didn’t just feel
weird, it smelled it, too. I was being assailed by everything from
the mustiness of old books to the staticky scent of spent magic,
from the old campfire reek of dead ashes to the sizzle of roast
pork—

Stop it, I told myself harshly, and
wished that my brain had an off switch.

But it didn’t, and now it had new
senses to play with. Vampire senses. And they were busy recreating
the battle for me.

A patch of carpet had been ripped out,
but I could tell that a mage had fallen there from an invisible
splatter of month’s old blood. The residue of potion bombs had been
cleaned up, but I could still see them in my mind’s eye, splashes
of peppery red, the fiery rasp of battle potions; spills of vivid
ozone-laced purple, the remains of reflection wards, designed to
send the attackers’ own spells back against them; the clean,
coolness of protection spells, which my mind interpreted as the
scent of rain. Some of the latter still functioned, having dripped
down the stacks to puddle on the ground, leaving bright patches of
untouched flooring and pristine books next to burnt out
cinders.

“After you,” the old man
said, startling me, and I realized that we’d reached his
office.

Or maybe it had been Mrs. Lantham’s.
Because the cushion on the hard backed, wooden chair was pink
paisley, as was a mug being used as a pen holder. And the picture
on the desk was of a grandmotherly type with steel gray hair,
chocolate mocha skin and enough padding to have mostly avoided
wrinkles, hugging a boy that I assumed was her grandson.

The old man sat at the desk and
consulted a sleek looking computer. He saw my surprise, and smiled
slightly. “We’re very modern, you know.”

I sat on the only other chair and
waited. The office was untouched by the chaos outside, either
because Mrs. Lantham had had better than average wards, or because
of chance. I’d been in enough battles now to know how it worked.
Someone could die right beside you, but you’d be fine, unless you
counted having to live with survivor’s guilt.

I found myself wanting to ask about
her, suddenly, the woman who had worked here. But I didn’t. I just
sat there until a big, white fluffy cat jumped into my lap, and the
old gentleman looked up.

“Did you want a cat, by any
chance?” he asked. “I’d take it home myself, but my wife is
allergic, sadly.”

“I—we already have three,”
I said awkwardly, because one of my new acolytes was a cat person,
and had brought her pets with her to court.

“Yes,” he said fretfully.
“It’s so difficult to find good homes these days. Particularly for
spoiled old toms. He doesn’t play well with others, I’m afraid, but
Emma loved him.”

“Emma.” So that was Mrs.
Lantham’s first name.

The old man nodded. “We’ve been
letting him stay here, and feeding him scraps from the coffee shop,
although I’m sure it is a far cry from his usual diet.” He leaned
over the desk. “She fed him chicken liver, you know. Got it
straight from the butcher. And albacore tuna. I told the wife, that
cat ate better than I do.”

He adjusted his tie. “She didn’t care
for that much.”

“No,” I said, noticing the
collar around the animal’s neck, with a tag that had some etching
on it. “Does he have a—”

The world fell away.

 


I was on top of stack of
books, running fast along the hard, wooden ledge, trying to get
away from the fire. It burned everywhere, a constant wall of death,
but there was an opening up ahead in the flames, and I jumped for
it. My hind paws caught and scrabbled on the books on my new perch,
sending a cascade of them falling, more kindling for the bonfires
below. But I made it, moving sleek and fast, too fast for the
maniacal humans below, who were laughing while the world burned
around them.

I didn’t like the noises
they made, or the looks on their faces. They were strange, twisted,
wrong. Diseased in some way I didn’t understand.

It was hard to avoid them,
though. They were everywhere, cackling and tossing fire in strange
colors. But I knew every inch of this place, had been born here,
under my human’s desk, to a stray she’d taken in who hadn’t lived a
day. But she’d had kittens before she passed, tiny mewling things,
four of us, but only I’d survived. I’d been helpless then—couldn’t
see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t understand anything but the hunger
gnawing at my belly and the constant cold.

Until hands, warm and
careful, had picked me up, and filled me with milk, with life. Then
put me someplace where it was always warm, until I was old enough
to make my own heat. And to curl up on her feet beneath what they
called a desk, in a nest of old blankets she’d made for
me.

She was human, but she was
mother, father, and littermate to me. She was my world, and she was
down there somewhere, in the darkness, among the strange fire. I
had to find her. We had to leave.

I leapt to another stack,
and there she was, just below. But one of the strange humans was
with her. He looked young, with yellow fur and pale, ugly eyes.
They weren’t the jewel tones of my own, like sapphires she’d called
them, whatever those were. Or the warm brown of her own. These were
like water with nothing behind it. They reflected the hues of the
fires, of the lights, of the strange substance the man threw that
ate right through the barrier she’d made.

It had been clear, too,
until it ran with her blood, a strange, red shield that stayed in
the air even as she fell, as the man laughed, as I jumped once
more, but not at a stack, this time. And I wasn’t helpless any
more. I cut his face, over and over, my tail blinding him as my
claws savaged him, going for the ugly eyes of the monster who had
killed my mother—

 


“Miss!” I realized that I
was on my feet, clutching a cat and howling inhuman cries full of
pain and rage and utter, impotent fury. The old man was staring at
me, a hand up and warding even as I stumbled back.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“I—I have to go.”

I fled, taking the cat with me. Nobody
tried to stop me, which was just as well. I felt like I might still
caterwaul at them.

 


~~~

 


I found a coffee shop in a nearby side
tunnel. It was quieter and narrower than the main crossroads behind
me, which served as a hub for this section of the complex. It was
busy with hundreds of mages coming and going, and many more
lounging around cafes and peering in the windows of shops, or
staring upward at the cathedral-like ceiling high above.

Most of the tunnels were low ceilinged
and claustrophobic, but not here. This area had been built in a
natural cavern, and felt light and airy, helped by powerful
reflectors that brought in the sun from outside and diffused it
around the space. Instead of a rabbit warren, this part of the
system felt more like a regular town, which had just happened to
end up underground.

I supposed the Corps had had to come
up with something, since many of the mages assigned here lived
beneath the surface for long periods. But right now, it felt too
exposed to me, especially with all the new recruits hanging around.
Who had nothing to do in between bouts of their training but people
watch.

Me and the cat, whose name
I still didn’t know, because I was not touching that collar again, were
more comfortable on a side street. I could still see the hub from
here, but it was surprising how few people had made it this far,
and most of them looked like salty dogs who were refugeeing from
the crazy, too. They didn’t pay me much attention.

I got a coffee and checked out the
other offerings. The cafe didn’t have liver, but Tom—the cat’s name
for now—deigned to accept a saucer of milk and a tuna sandwich.
Albacore, because fuck it, that’s why. I drank my coffee and tried
not to shake too obviously, and waited for the fit to
pass.

It had been a long time since I’d had
one that severe, and never from an animal’s perspective. I hadn’t
even known that was possible, and maybe it wasn’t entirely. I was
pretty sure that my brain had filled in some gaps, and
anthropomorphized some thoughts—but not all of them. The gist had
felt authentic, not to mention horrible. Tom had been traumatized
and so had I.

I needed a vacation.

I also needed to remember
not to touch items that had been near tragic events. Touch
clairvoyance was a bitch,
and while I didn’t have it nearly as bad as some,
it could catch you like that sometimes. The imprinted memories
playing back like a horror record, forcing you to relieve somebody
else’s worst nightmare.

Tom had savaged that sandwich, and was
licking the remaining tuna juices off a piece of bread. I got up
and got him another, and me a refill. Along with a couple of the
local fruit buns, like hot cross buns without the cross, because
they were basically the best thing the British had ever
invented.

Tom inhaled the second almost as fast
as the first, making me wonder how many scraps, exactly, they’d
been feeding him. I drank coffee and ate buns, while wondering what
a group of guys in olive jumpsuits were doing to a wall. It was
opposite the café and down a little, where the buildings populating
the hub erupted out of the surrounding rock. It had been plain
brick a minute ago, except where people had stuck up fliers for
services or help wanted. But they were being scrubbed off and
something else put in their place, only I couldn’t tell
what.

“You want to go see?” I
asked Tom, who gave me the uninterested look of the seriously
stuffed.

That was too bad, since we were going
anyway. But that presented a problem, since I didn’t want to carry
his maybe twenty pounds of fluff around. I solved the problem by
unzipping my overnight bag, which was the kind on wheels, and
plopping a very full, and very sleepy Tom inside. I left the top
open, so he could stare out at the world if he wanted, but he
appeared to prefer to sleep in my silky blouse.

I frowned. How do cats always find the
one item that is hardest to clean hair off of? It’s honestly a
talent. But the damage was done, so I left him there and started
off, rolling over the nicely cobblestoned streets, because this
area was paved.

Only to stop abruptly when a bunch of
giant heads exploded out of the wall, right beside me.

I shuffled back a few steps, because
I’d ended up inside someone’s face, then head, then face, because
the wall’s new decorations were rotating. They were big enough that
I had to actually cross the street to get a good look at them, and
then I wished I hadn’t. Like, really wished.

Because the formerly blank wall was
now covered by the rotating, 3-D heads of criminals.

According to a scroll at
the top of the wall, what I and the rest of the street were now
looking at was the Circle’s current most wanted list. I had a vague
impression of maybe half men, a quarter of women, and another
quarter of creatures whose gender wasn’t immediately apparent
because many weren’t in human form. But it was only vague, because there was
one image that I couldn’t seem to look away from.

The hair was pale blond, the face thin
and nondescript, the eye color a gray so light that it was
practically colorless. It all added up to an entirely ordinary
looking individual who would probably never have gotten a second
glance by most people. Except that his left eye was now a ruined
mess.

His name was Jonathan, or at least
that was the alias he was currently using. No one knew what his
real name was, despite him long being one of the Circle’s biggest
threats. In fact, recently he might recently have zoomed to the top
of the list, having masterminded at least a dozen very creative
attacks in the war. And that included an attack on Hong Kong that
had almost destroyed the whole city.

I watched the head rotate back around
again and felt sick, although not for the offenses listed
underneath. But because I’d just seen him melt an old woman’s face
off with acid. It was hard to imagine a city full of people, I
discovered. It was easier to envision a woman named Emma, who’d
liked pink paisley and had a bomb ass cat.

“I wished you’d taken both
eyes,” I told Tom, and shifted.
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Chapter Six

 


I hadn’t bothered to tell Pritkin that I was going home,
because as far as he was concerned, I wasn’t. It had been a tough
month, with a lot of to-ing and fro-ing of the kind that tended to
freak out my bodyguards, not to mention my boyfriend. I’d therefore
gotten into the habit of shifting backward in time, an old Pythian
trick, to return shortly after I left on any unscheduled
trips.

So that, as far as everyone else was
concerned, I hadn’t gone anywhere at all.

It made for some very long days, but
honestly, I didn’t know how else I was supposed to keep up my
training—which was taking place in a different era, mind
you—fulfill all of my court responsibilities, attend meetings about
the war, spend time with my little initiates, and also have a life.
There literally weren’t enough hours in a day.

So, I made some more.

Last night was typical. I’d shifted to
Mircea’s house as soon as I went to bed, trekked around old Romania
like a crazy person for most of the night, then met Pritkin at four
a.m. my time for “lunch”, which was noon in Stratford. After which
I shifted back to Vegas shortly after I left, buying myself seven
additional hours, which I now intended to use to get some
sleep.

I set my alarm for 3:30, to make it to
Pritkin’s place before I was missed, changed into some shorty PJs,
and liberated my new cat. Who looked in disbelief at my bed, which
was round and so oversized that they needed a new designation for
it. Orgy-sized maybe, because it could have fit ten, maybe twelve
in a pinch.

“I know,” I told Tom. “But
I didn’t design this place. It isn’t my fault.”

He still didn’t look impressed. And
promptly crawled back into my suitcase, backing in so far that all
I could see were two bright blue eyes, gleaming at me in the dark.
He’d chosen his bed, and since my shirt was pretty much ruined
already, I left him be.

I turned off the light, doubled
checked my alarm, and went to sleep.

Yes, I thought ten minutes later, I
was definitely going to sleep now.

Yepper, I agreed, twenty minutes in.
Gonna drop off. Just any moment now.

You got it, I gritted out, after half
a freaking hour. I had been awake for going on a day, under less
than ideal conditions. My body ached, my brain was fried, and my
eyes actually burned. I was going to sleep right now, damn
it!

Only I didn’t. I tossed and turned and
tried every conceivable position. I plumped my pillow, changed it
out for a different one, and then pounded that one into submission,
too, before giving up and going back to the first one again. I put
on a sleep mask. I took off a sleep mask, because I had black out
curtains that my vamp bodyguards almost always kept closed even
when they weren’t in here. I didn’t need a sleep mask,
goddamnit!

The problem was, I didn’t know what I
needed.

Or no, that wasn’t true. I needed a
normal schedule, so that my internal clock had some idea what time
it was instead of being perpetually confused. Jet lag had nothing
on time lag, let me tell you.

I finally got up, shoved my feet into
slippers, and stomped off to the kitchen. Somebody had told me that
warm milk helped insomnia. It sounded nasty, but I was willing to
give it a try. Right now, I was willing to try anything.

Of course, that required that I play
the fun and exciting game of Hunt the Milk, which was no mean feat.
The penthouse’s kitchen had been designed to feed a horde, with
three fridges—two regular ones and a shorty under the counter—a
standalone freezer, two wine coolers, another wine cooler that was
used only for beer, and God knew what else. I didn’t, because I
couldn’t find half of it!

And what I could find, I often didn’t
want.

Tami, my friend and self-appointed
life manager, and I had sat around one night shortly after we moved
in playing “guess the item” with a couple drawers full of weird,
one-use-only gadgets. We’d managed to correctly identify an avocado
slicer, a carrot peeler, a pair of herb scissors, a strawberry stem
remover (okay, we cheated with Google on that one) and a vertical
egg cooker. Plus some stuff that even the search engine of the gods
hadn’t been able to help us out with. Tami’s go-to greeting for
visitors to the kitchen these days was to drag them over to the
mystery item drawer and try to make them identify
something.

But whatever it was that
you did want to
find? Forget it. Especially milk. With twenty-eight little
initiates now, most of them under the age of twelve, milk was like
liquid gold. Which probably explained why people kept hiding
it.

I had personally located it in the
vegetable drawer, buried under a bag of radishes; in a wine fridge,
shoved well to the back of the bottles; in a bar cart—where
somebody had been making a White Russian, I guessed; in the
refrigerated drawer in the butler’s pantry, which was supposed to
be used only for party platters; and in an ice bucket. With no
ice.

It was always a challenge. Which was
why the actual designated milk shelf in the actual designated milk
fridge was the last place I looked. So, of course, there it
was.

I was staring at it resentfully when I
felt the sensation of being watched. I looked around and then down
to see four pairs of eyes—three brown and one blue—regarding me
hopefully. It seemed that Tom had made the acquaintance of our
other feline companions, and bonded over a love of warm milk. That
surprised me, as I’d feared some tension.

But I should have known better. The
other three belonged to Annabelle, one of my sweet old lady
acolytes, and the three tabbies looked like their mama. I didn’t
think they wasted energy on anything but waddling to the nearest
food bowl—or saucer, in this case.

I microwaved a nightcap for them, and
then made myself a hot chocolate, because that has milk in it,
right? I decided it was close enough and was about to go back to
bed when I heard a door open. And a very angry voice yelling in
what sounded like the hall.

“No! I am not doing it
again! I said—”

The voice abruptly cut off.

I put my head down on the counter and
thought about just ignoring it. That was the problem with a
household that currently consisted of sixty-one people, an eclectic
mix of initiates, bodyguards, acolytes, Tami’s brood of adopted
kids, coven witches, and the occasional war mage. It wasn’t just
about the food; it was about the drama.

And I was so not here for the
drama.

But two things stopped me: First, I
was pretty sure that the voice had belonged to my chief acolyte and
presumptive heir, Rhea, who was kind of my responsibility. And,
two, she had been cut off in a way that I really didn’t
like.

So, me and the cat brigade headed down
the hall.

I found a group of eight acolytes
encircling Rhea in the middle of the throne room at the end of the
hall, so-called because of the hideous chair that dominated the far
end. In the daytime, it was the audience chamber of the Pythian
Court, with a gorgeous wall of floor to ceiling windows letting in
a flood of bright Vegas sunlight. At night, the now star- and
neon-studded backdrop became our unofficial gym and training salle.
Only, instead of workout equipment and saunas, it was just a big
empty space where this sort of thing happened.

Rhea was turning around in a defensive
posture, trying to keep everyone in view all at once. That looked a
little weird since she wasn’t in workout gear, but rather a long,
flowing white nightgown and blue robe, which made her look vaguely
like the Virgin Mary. The image was heightened by the long, dark
hair that rippled down her back, the clear, teenaged complexion,
and the sweet face, although the latter was screwed up in anger at
the moment. She also had a wand in her hand, which was where the
comparison with the mother of Christ kind of broke down.

“Rhea,” I said, starting
forward, but I doubt she heard.

My voice had been eclipsed by that of
Rico, one of my bodyguards, who I’d just noticed off to the side,
being restrained by two and then three of his buddies. Because a
pissed off vampire could drag a freight train—without a track. And
Rico was clearly pissed.

“Let her go” he snarled.
“Let her go or I’ll—”

“Calm the hell down,” Fred
snapped. My smallest bodyguard was practically hanging off of
Rico’s right arm. “Or Marco will figure out something’s going on up
here. You wanna deal with Marco?”

But it was like Rico hadn’t even
heard. That wasn’t too surprising since he had a Latin temperament
and thought Rhea hung the stars. And because one of the acolytes
had just zapped her with some sort of spell, causing her to cry
out.

I didn’t know what they were doing,
since they didn’t have wands, but then, they didn’t need them. Each
was an adept Pythian acolyte who could have taken on a war mage
squadron and had a serious chance of winning. Much less eight
against one young girl, whose skills with the Pythian power were,
uh, developing.

Just any day now.

But not enough to keep from getting
zapped again, apparently. Rhea yelped, Rico cursed, and the trio of
senior level vamps trying to restrain him started getting dragged
across the freaking floor. I started to intervene again, but was
eclipsed once again, this time by a woman who looked far more like
a Pythia than I ever would.

That was fair, since she could have
been one if she hadn’t given it up to go make babies, somewhere
around the turn of the century—and I don’t mean the last one. Her
name was Hilde, and when you looked up “formidable” in the
dictionary, it was her grimly pleasant face you saw staring back at
you. What you didn’t see was the jutting bosom, the booming voice,
and the cap of pure white curls on her head, the latter because she
was somewhere around two hundred years old. Nobody knew exactly
where because everyone was too afraid to ask, Hilde being . . .
well, Hilde.

Only Rhea seemed to have forgotten
that. Her eyes flashed and focused on the newest threat, something
which would have worried most people. Because Rhea could be pretty
formidable herself. She was not only a coven-trained witch, she was
also the daughter of the last Pythia and Jonas Marsden, the current
leader of the Silver Circle, the most powerful magical organization
on earth. She was young, being only nineteen, but there were times
that you could clearly see the impressive witch she would
become.

This, of course, had no effect
whatsoever on Hilde, who was already an impressive witch and one
who had clearly lost patience with the woman who was supposed to be
her pupil.

“Defend yourself!” Hilde
commanded.

“Attack me once more and I
will!”

“As you like,” Hilde said,
and zapped the shit out of her.

Several more bodyguards ran in to
restrain Rico, who was now almost invisible under a mountain of
vamps, although he continued to inch forward. He needn’t have
bothered; Rhea could defend herself. At least, she could until she
made the mistake of pointing that wand at Hilde, at which point it
was aged into powder.

“Defend yourself!” Hilde
commanded.

“Give me back my wand and I
will!”

“You are a Pythian acolyte.
You do not need a wand.”

“That’s not your
decision!”

“You’re right,” Hilde
agreed. “It is yours. If you want your weapon back, de-age
it.”

And something about that simple
comment looked like it hurt Rhea more than whatever taser-like
spell they’d been using. “You know I can’t!” she said, her face
crumpling.

“I know you won’t,” Hilde
snapped back. “You have the ability; use it!”

“I can’t!”

“Then you are about to have
a very uncomfortable night,” she said, and the circle abruptly
closed in.

Rhea screamed as five or six of them
zapped her at once; Rico roared and tore loose from his restraints,
fangs fully extended; and I decided that I needed a little time to
process all this and put everything on slow-down.

That spell, of course, did not affect
the acolytes, who all promptly shattered it around themselves,
emerging back into real time like goddesses stepping out of a
mountain of ice. Time shards spilled across the floor and then
promptly vanished, being reabsorbed into the current temporal
stream. And the girls—if you could call them that when there wasn’t
one under a hundred—curtsied at me.

One did more than that. Annabelle
waved and then squealed delightedly when she spotted my cat. She
scurried over, as fast as her fuzzy slippers would allow, because
the girls looked like they’d been rousted out of bed, too. And the
abrupt movement after the general weirdness of the court was enough
for Tom. He arched his back, hissing and spitting, something that
did not seem to bother her at all.

“Oh, what a pretty boy!”
she cooed, bending down to get a better look. “Isn’t he a pretty
boy? Yes, he is! Yes, he is!”

“Annabelle, you’re making a
fool out of yourself,” Hilde said, with a sigh.

“But he’s so pretty!”
Annabelle looked up at me. “Is he yours?”

“I—yeah. Sort of. His
previous owner died—”

“Oh! The poor baby!” she
scooped him up, cuddling him in a way that should have gotten her a
face full of claws, but Tom appeared to be a pretty smart cat. He’d
already figured out which side the bread was buttered on. He looked
at me smugly from inside the pudgy arms of his newest servant, as
if to say ‘See? This is how I should be worshipped.’

“He’s so poor and scrawny
though,” Annabelle said worriedly. “Just skin and bones and
fluff.”

And two tuna sandwiches and most of
our milk, I didn’t say, because she was already carting him off.
“Come, sweet boy. I’ll get you some nom noms.”

“Annabelle! We are in the
middle of something,” Hilde said irritably.

“Yes, something that’s over
now,” Annabelle pointed out, and mouthed ‘sorry’ at me as she left.
Her two cats immediately followed her out, to be sure not to miss
out on any nom noms. Of course, that hardly even put a dent in the
chaos. Rico remained frozen halfway through an impressive leap
toward Rhea, although not entirely. A slowdown wasn’t the same
thing as a time stoppage, because the latter was damned hard and I
was already pooped. But it wasn’t far off. Which was why the long
tails of Rico’s black silk shirt were fluttering out behind him
almost like a cape—or like the best slow-motion capture of a
superhero ever, framed against the starry night sky.

A bad boy Superman, I thought,
admiring the Mediterranean complexion, well-muscled body and sleek,
dark hair. The fangs were a little jarring, as were the currently
glowing, golden eyes, but he wore them well. He made an interesting
contrast to Rhea’s fresh-faced innocence, but then, opposites do
attract . . .

“Lady Cassandra,” Hilde
said heavily, bringing me back to earth. “How kind of you to join
us. I thought you were ‘sleeping’.”

There were almost visible quotation
marks around that last word, because Hilde had been hinting more
and more openly that she knew about my little time cheats. She
didn’t seem to approve, although she’d never said anything
outright, probably because Pythias always did this sort of thing. I
didn’t know what the problem was, but it wasn’t the one I was
dealing with right now, so I ignored it.

Around here, you picked your
battles.

“You mean you hoped I was,”
I said, finally walking forward. And having to duck under some
gently falling vamps in the process, who Rico had literally thrown
off him and who were wafting gently toward earth. “What are you
doing to my acolyte?”

“What had to be done,”
Hilde said, indicating with a gesture the figure of Rhea, still
huddled on the ground with her hands over her head because she
couldn’t break free of the spell.

I sighed.

“She’s still learning,” I
pointed out.

“On the contrary, that is
precisely what she is not doing.”

“Hilde—”

“You have worked with her,”
Hilde said, relentless. “I have worked with her. Every acolyte here
has worked with her. She is not getting better.”

“She can’t even shift,
Lady,” another one said timidly. I didn’t know which, because I was
still glaring at Hilde.

“And shocking the shit out
of her is going to help?”

“Possibly. It remains to be
seen.”

“You are not going to
torture my acolyte! That is not how we do things here!”

Hilde looked at the others, who had
the grace to appear at least vaguely uncomfortable. Which they
damned well should! Seriously, what the hell?

“Leave us,” Hilde said, and
they fled, looking relieved.

“What the hell do you call
this?” I demanded, reaching for Rhea to pull her out of the time
spell.

But Hilde caught my arm. “Tough
love.”

“This isn’t going to make
her love it, Hilde!” I said, furious. “She already has some kind of
mental block against using the Pythian power; you know that. So,
your solution is to make her hate it more?”

“My solution is to keep her
alive. Mollycoddling isn’t going to do that—”

“And this will?”

“As I said, that remains to
be seen. But something must be done. She cannot continue in the
position she holds if she cannot manage the simplest of
spells.”

“She knows plenty of
spells,” I argued. “She can protect herself with conventional
magic; you’ve seen that—”

“But can she protect you?
For that is her job as your heir, among many others.”

“I don’t need
protection!”

“Until one day you do. When
the day comes that you need her, and she fails you, how do you
think she will feel then, Cassie? How much pain will
that cause?”

I started to say something, but then
caught sight of Rhea’s face, underneath her protective arms. She
looked tragic, probably because it was women that she considered
friends who were attacking her. But also defeated; this had been
going on all month and the repeated failures had worn her
down.

She didn’t smile so much anymore, I
thought, remembering the shining eyes of the girl who had come here
a couple months ago. Even with Rico, she didn’t. She wore the
weight of someone who was out of her depth and didn’t know what to
do about it, and it disturbed me that I was the one who had put her
there.

Hilde looked at me kindly, but
implacably. “It may be time to ask yourself, Cassie. Do you want
her in this position for her benefit, or for yours?”

I didn’t have an answer for her. It
was one of a whole host of things I didn’t know, because this job
didn’t get easier as you went along, like I’d expected. It actually
seemed to be getting harder, which was a problem since I was
already giving a hundred and fifty percent. Literally.

I turned around and went back to
bed.
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Chapter Seven

 


A callused hand dragged slowly up my thigh, the rough patches
catching here and there on the smoothness of my skin. I stretched
and pressed back against a column of heat, with all the fascinating
contrasts of hard and soft that indicated a male body. A familiar
one.

Like the hand, which found its way to
my stomach, and started teasing circles around my belly button. I
squirmed, feeling a little ticklish, and it moved up to grip the
softness of a breast. I heard my breath intake, and then release on
a sigh as the warm palm engulfed me, somehow sending both calm and
excitement coursing through my body. It squeezed and released,
squeezed and released, before beginning to tease the tender nipple
into hardness.

The exhale was more of a moan that
time, and I felt myself try to press further forward into that
touch, while the rest of my body was still pushing the other way.
It felt awkward and strange, until the grip suddenly tightened, and
I was pulled back hard. Sandwiching me between the strong hand and
arm in front and the firm body in back, and ripping another sound
out of me.

Some part of me knew that I was
sleeping, that this wasn’t real. But it was being overruled by the
parts of me that didn’t care. Which was most of them. Particularly
when that same hand smoothed down my stomach again, but didn’t stop
there this time. It slid roughly over ribs and hipbones, to the
smooth skin between my thighs, following the crease of my leg to
even more tender parts below.

And then clenched in
possession.

I gasped, and pressed backward, harder
this time, and felt part of him jump in response.

I tried to turn to face him, wanting
to kiss, to touch, but he wouldn’t let me. Instead, he pushed my
legs farther apart and began to pleasure me with talented, wicked
fingers. He knew exactly how to touch me, how to shudder my limbs
and shake my body, how to send golden warmth streaming down every
vein. Until I squirmed and writhed and cried out, half in
desperation, and half in release, and barely noticed him turning me
onto my stomach.

Rough hands smoothed over my back,
down to the crease of my buttocks and back up again. Then they did
it again, slowly, firmly, until I felt like I was melting into the
bed. Like my bones had liquified, and I was no longer a woman at
all but just a mass of pure sensation. I didn’t know how that was
possible from a simple massage, but right then, I didn’t care. I
sighed, and snuggled down, releasing all of the day’s tension in a
shuddering sigh.

God, yes, that was exactly what
I—

A door slammed open, jarring me
awake.

I sat up, staring at the sunlight
streaming through my balcony windows, because for once the curtains
were back and fully open. And then I grabbed my alarm clock, which
had definitely not gone off, and quickly understood why. It wasn’t
plugged in.

My sleep fuzzed brain just looked at
the dangling chord for a moment, uncomprehending.

And then I noticed Tami approaching
the bed, holding a tray.

It was the heavy silver kind that they
mostly don’t make anymore, because who wants to waste precious
metal on embossed pomegranates and clusters of silver grapes? But
Tami had a serious love for the antique dishes left behind by the
penthouse’s previous occupant, and used them all the time, despite
the fact that they weighed a ton and couldn’t be put in a
dishwasher.

“W-what happened?” I asked,
trying to get my sleep fuzzed brain to concentrate on something
other than the freaking dishes.

“Nothing. You slept
in.”

She put the tray down on my bedside
table, and then walked off to grab a chair.

As usual, she was looking like a cross
between an African supermodel and an Egyptian queen, with a
thousand tiny braids that clacked together when she moved, because
there were tiny glass beads on the ends. They complemented the
softly draped top she was wearing, in a fresh summer green, and
wide legged, white pants. She had gold eyeshadow on today, probably
to coordinate with her strappy gold sandals.

She looked fresh faced and pulled
together, with her makeup newly done and her eyes bright and sharp,
because morning was her favorite time of day. Although I wasn’t
sure how much morning was left, judging by the angle of the rays
streaming in. And, damn it, I’d overslept!

I threw back the covers and
started to get up, only to have an arm thrown in my way. “Not a
chance. And if you shift on me, I swear to you, I
will make your life
hell.”

I slowly sank back against the
pillow.

“There, isn’t that nicer?”
Tami asked, sitting on her chair and picking up a plate. “Now, is
this one of those days when you like hash browns or hate
them?”

“I always like hash
browns,” I said confused.

“That’s such a lie.” She
doled out some potatoes from a silver serving dish. And then piled
on a couple of sunny side up eggs, enough bacon for a lumberjack,
and three pieces of heavily buttered toast.

“Are you trying to give me
a heart attack?” I asked, when she slid the mountain of food in
front of me.

“No. You do that well
enough yourself.”

Crap.

“This is an intervention,
in case you were wondering,” she added, helping her own
plate.

“Damn it, Tami! I
don’t—”

“Have any jam? Here,” she
handed me a dish—silver, of course—with half a dozen little jars in
it. “With the hotel closed, they have tons of this stuff just lying
around. Room service sent up a few cases, in case we could use
it.”

“There’s no orange
marmalade,” I pointed out, after pawing through it.

She rolled her eyes. “You’ll live,”
and popped the top on a strawberry jam.

I ate jam on toast. And then half a
pig’s worth of bacon. And then eggs and the damned hash browns that
I no longer had room for, but had to eat now that a big deal had
been made about them. Tami had also brought a basket of pastries,
including an apple danish that was leaking cinnamon goodness all
down one side, but I couldn’t. I honestly couldn’t.

It made me resentful.

“You unplugged my clock,” I
accused.

She picked up the danish and
deliberately took a big bite. “Uh huh.”

“Why? Now I
missed—”

“Nothing. I cancelled all
your appointments for the day.”

“What?” I stared at her.
“Tami! I have court today—”

“Not anymore.”

“Some of those people
waited weeks! You can’t just—”

“Oh, can’t I?”

And, suddenly, she was looking less
the supermodel and more the queen, with narrowed eyes, flushed
cheeks, and an expression that said I had stepped in it. Big time.
Which I didn’t understand since I’d just woken up!

“Do you know what I
overheard the other night?” she demanded.

“Uh, no?”

“Two of your acolytes came
into the kitchen for a late-night snack. I was in the butler’s
pantry trying to find the damned milk, and they didn’t see me. But
the door is louvered, so I could hear them.”

“Hear them say . . . what?”
I asked, pretty sure that I didn’t want to know.

She savagely ate danish at me. “Two
words: time stealing.”

Shit.

“Look,” I began, but she
wasn’t having it.

“You know, I wondered why
you’d go to bed in one pair of pjs, and then I’d see you at the
fridge half an hour later in another. But I thought, hey, maybe she
was just hot or something. But no—”

“It’s no big deal. I
just—”

“No big deal? Your schedule
is so tight that you have to resort to playing games with time,
just to satisfy everybody, and yet you still walk around like a
zombie ‘cause you haven’t slept in—”

“I did sleep! I just
slept—”

“Because I made sure you
did! Like I shovel food at you, but you still lose weight ‘cause
it’s hard to keep up with regular meal times when you don’t know
what day it is, huh? My God, girl, I was starting to think you had
cancer or something!”

“I’m fine. I needed to lose
a few pounds any—”

“You did not!” The flush
was becoming more prominent. “And here I wondered how you’d go to
bed late and be up early, sit for ten hours listening to other
people’s petty problems, play games with the girls and then attend
a council or senate meeting for half the night, only to wake up and
do it again! I was amazed at your stamina, told everybody I don’t
know how she does it, I’d have hit the wall weeks ago. Only to find
out that you fucking did!”

The last comment had been accompanied
by a coffee cup being slammed down onto the tray, hard enough to
rattle the now mostly empty dishes.

“But you being you, that
wasn’t good enough,” she continued. “You decided to keep on hitting
the wall, over and over again. Killing yourself to keep up with a
schedule that no one could manage—”

“That’s not true,” I said
stubbornly. “Other Pythias—”

“Other Pythias didn’t do
this!”

“They did! Where do you
think I got the idea?”

“That’s not what your
acolytes said.”

Tami sat back in her chair with the
remains of the danish, enjoying every flaky bit. And equally
enjoying lecturing me, because she was winning. And she knew
it.

“They said that, sure, some
Pythias cheated a little bit, once in a
while, either because it was crunch time
or because they didn’t want the damned Circle knowing all their
business. They’d shift back, reclaim some time, and look all
innocent if questioned—”

“Guess they didn’t have you
for an inquisitor.”

She ignored that. “The point is, it
was only done when there was an emergency—”

“Tami!” I looked at her in
disbelief. “Ever since I became Pythia, it’s been an emergency. I
live in an emergency—”

“Yeah. Only you can’t.
That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” She leaned forward and put a
hand on my arm. “Everybody wants a piece of you, all the time, but
you can’t give it to them. They’ll take and take, until there’s
nothing left. That’s how people are—”

“You don’t get it!” I said,
thrashing my way across the big bed and getting up, because I was
starting to feel trapped.

“Then explain it to
me.”

I glared at her, because the last
thing I wanted this early was to bare my soul, but I knew Tami. Had
known her off and on since I wasn’t any older than the group of
magical runaways that she’d all but adopted. In fact, I’d been
among them once, plucked out of a very scary shelter by a woman who
I’d learned to look to for guidance and advice. But she couldn’t
help me now.

I only wished she could!

“You know the Tears of
Apollo?” I asked, referring to a potion that the Circle made for
the Pythias, to increase our stamina.

“Sure. The stuff old man
Marsden wanted to play games with.”

I nodded. Jonas Marsden, head of the
Silver Circle and Rhea’s estranged father, and I had had some
issues, when I first became Pythia. He’d wanted a compliant little
puppet who would do what he said, and I . . . wasn’t one. There was
still some tension there occasionally, but we’d mostly made
up.

But he hadn’t restricted the amount of
potion just for that reason.

“I . . . was taking too
much of it,” I admitted. “Like, a lot too much.”

Tami frowned. “What are you
saying?”

I looked up and met her eyes, because
if I was going to do this, I was going to do it right. “For a while
there, I was sort of addicted.”

Tami blinked. “And you didn’t tell
me?”

“That’s not the sort of
thing you around telling people—”

“You do if they’re a
friend!”

“—and I didn’t want to
worry you—”

“Didn’t want to
worry me?” She sat
forward. “Are you serious right now? Do you have any idea how much
more worrying it is to see you zombie walking around and knowing
something’s up, but not knowing what? You think that doesn’t worry me?”

“I was ashamed, all right?”
I said, struggling to explain it to her, when I didn’t even like to
think about it. Didn’t like what it said about me. “There never
seemed to be enough of me to go around, and . . . and I felt like I
needed it. Needed a crutch to get through the day, which other
Pythias had only used in emergencies. It was embarrassing.”

“Other Pythias weren’t at
war.”

“Some of them
were.”

Tami scowled. “Different kind of war.
They had baby wars. You got the granddaddy.”

“Still. I felt like a
failure. And I couldn’t even handle it! I took it to make me
stronger, but I got addicted almost immediately, and then I . . . I
couldn’t give it up. It made everything just so much easier. I’d go
from feeling like a limp dishrag to feeling like I could conquer
the world—”

“When that stuff was only
conquering you.”

I looked at my hands. “Yeah. And now .
. .”

“What about
now?”

I looked up, and all my resentment
came crashing back. It wasn’t fair to Tami, I knew that, but she
was the one doing this, making me face it. And right then, I almost
hated her for it.

“I know what you’re
thinking, all right?” I said bitterly. “I didn’t triumph over an
addiction, I just substituted one for another. Because I’m weak,
and I can’t handle it otherwise!”

“It?”

“My job, my schedule,
my life! I need
cheats and artificial help to get through the day because I’m not
good enough. There, I said it! Are you happy? I can’t do this on my
own!”

Tami didn’t say anything. She just
looked at me for a long moment, to the point that it started to get
uncomfortable. Not that any of this wasn’t.

Then she got up, and silently started
stacking plates.

“Tami?” I said, after a
minute.

No response.

“Tami, look, I didn’t mean
to yell.”

Still nothing.

She hefted the massive tray and
started to walk off with it, forcing me to shift in front of her,
because she was walking fast. She stopped abruptly, and she didn’t
look happy. In fact, she looked more pissed off than I’d seen her
in a long time.

“Excuse me,
madam. I have to go do
some dishes.”

I didn’t move. “Why are you talking
like that?” She sounded like that saleswoman in the spa.

“How else am I supposed to
talk, madam?”

“Stop calling me that.
Since when have you ever—”

“Since I was informed that
I’m just the help. Not a friend, not a confidant, not a freaking
life manager, whatever the hell that’s supposed to be. Just a
glorified servant—”

“You are not!”

“Oh, but I must be. You
just told me you suffered through a major addiction all on your
own, and now you’re dealing with this . . . I don’t even know what
to call it. But you’re doing it by yourself, too. I guess I’m not
good enough to talk to, to lean on—”

“That’s not true. You know
it’s—”

“Then why did you do it?
Why shut me out?”

It was my turn not to say
anything.

She moved the tray to one
hip, because even empty it was heavy. I tried to take it from her,
but got my hand smacked for my trouble. “I didn’t come here to be
chief cook and bottle washer, all right?” she told me. “I don’t
mind cooking, or supervising the staff, or balancing the books, or
helping to make up the duty roster with Marco. But I do all that
to help you, only
you won’t let me. I guess you did just need a housekeeper, after
all.”

She tried to go around me again, but I
wouldn’t let her. “That’s not what you are. I told you, more than
once, that you don’t have to do any of that. We can hire
someone—”

“To muck it all up? Or to
betray you ‘cause someone is always trying to kill you or take
advantage of you and you can’t trust them? I agreed to take care of
it, and I don’t mind taking care of it. But I do mind this! This
stupid insistence on handling every damned thing yourself, whether
you need to or not. There are other people at this damned
court!”

I looked at her helplessly, because
I’d just gotten up and wasn’t even all that alert yet, but I’d
already managed to majorly screw up. “I know that. But . . . what I
do . . . other people can’t help me with. And I’m supposed to look
strong, even when I’m not. All those other Pythias, they were so
commanding, and I’m . . .”

I trialed off, because there were
tears in my eyes, because I’d hurt Tami, and because I was a screw
up who’d somehow managed to convince herself that she was going to
get better at this, but never did.

“I wouldn’t even know where
to start,” I finished.

Tami’s expression had softened during
my rambling admission; she had a heart bigger than anyone I knew.
But her eyes were still resolute when she said: “Delegate. All of
it. Except for three things.”

“What?”

She finally got tired of holding the
tray, and sat it down on the floor, because there was nothing else
in the vicinity. “My momma always said you gotta remember the Rule
of Three.”

“The what?”

“She said a person can
handle three things, and no more than three, at one time. You add
any more and it’s like your brain fractures and you start to lose
focus. You don’t know what to do next or what to concentrate on,
‘cause there’s so much you’re supposed to be doing, and so you end
up wasting time on stupid stuff that don’t help anybody. Like all
those audiences you’ve been giving.”

“I have to do
those—”

“Why? I know you hate them,
and anyway, I asked some of your acolytes, and they all said the
same thing. Most Pythias only gave audiences one day a month, and
people had to fight for a spot—”

“They weren’t in the middle
of a war,” I pointed out. “And with a huge backlog—”

“You didn’t handle the
backlog all summer, and I didn’t see anybody dying.”

“I was running for my
life!”

“Yeah, and the world
trucked on while you dealt with more important shit. Like you
should be doing now. Let the bastards stew for a while; it’ll do
‘em good. I’ll tell Francoise to make up a short list—really
short—of people with genuine reasons to need an audience, and you
can take one—”

“Tami—”

“—or two days a month and
deal with them, if you have time. They need to understand that
seeing the Pythia is a privilege. They gotta earn that shit! And
you gotta decide what your three are.”

“I’m . . .” I stopped
because, honestly, I had no idea. Being Pythia meant always having
something to do, and Tami’s mother had been right: after a while,
it all blended together, like the thousand flashing signs along the
Strip. It made it really hard to sort out the important stuff from
the less- or non-important.

Tami seemed to realize this, because
she pulled me over to the table and sat me down. “Close your eyes,”
she instructed.

I closed my eyes.

“Okay, clear your mind as
much as you can. Don’t go chasing any rabbits, just breath for a
minute. Calm, slow, and easy.”

Sure, I thought. Because those things
came so naturally to me! But it was Tami so I tried. And after a
few minutes, her soothing voice did have me feeling calmer and
vaguely sleepy.

“Priorities,” she said
softly. “What’s the top three things you need to deal with right
now? Not what other people want you to deal with—all those bastards
wanting a piece of you—but you. What’s your top three?”

“Rhea,” it came out
immediately, without me even having to think about it. “I don’t
know how to help her, but I have to figure it out.”

“And?”

“Mircea.” I didn’t
elaborate on that one, and Tami didn’t ask. It was one reason I
fucking loved her so much.

“And the last
one?”

“You know the last one. The
war.” We were literally about to invade another world, and while
things had been quiet lately, I didn’t think there was any chance
they’d stay that way.

“All right. So, you got
your three—and only three. I and the gals got this place on lock
down, all right? We’ll hold the fort with the little ones, and any
petitioners who don’t understand what no means, and basically deal
with letting people know that there’s a damned war on and the
Pythia has better things to do than deal with their
crap.”

“Um. You might want to
rephrase that slightly,” I said and opened my eyes.

To see Tami smiling, and yet managing
to look a little feral at the same time.

“Don’t worry. You know how
diplomatic I can be.”

Oh, boy.
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Chapter Eight

 


I decided to start with number one on my to-do list, and went
looking for Rhea.

I was told that she was downstairs, in
what used to be the main drag of the hotel and casino that we
called home. I said ‘used to be’, because Dante’s had been the site
of a major battle in the war, one which had scoured the drag down
to the concrete and studs. But fairly rapid progress had been made
on the rebuild, especially in the last few weeks. I was therefore
greeted by the sight of an Old West ghost town, which at the moment
was living up to its name since there was nothing inside the
hastily erected facades but air.

But that was perfect for what the
coven girls and older initiates had planned. Samhain, AKA
Halloween, was coming up, which was a major holiday in the coven
calendar. It was usually celebrated with feasts and bonfires
somewhere out in nature, but the war made that a little
problematic. So, this year, the local covens and the girls they’d
sent to join my court had asked if it could be held at
Dante’s.

Since the hotel manager had had a fit
at the thought of a bonfire in his precious, damaged baby, that was
being nixed for this year. Instead, the ghost town was being
decorated for a big, indoor carnival. Samhain wasn’t until the end
of the week, but there was a lot of work to do before then, and the
place was working with activity.

I spotted a couple of the older
initiates up on ladders, stretching strings of multicolored lights
across the street. Other lights had already been wrapped around
posts and more were being festooned about a wagon. Meanwhile, the
replacement donkey statue and its attached taco cart had become the
subject of the smaller girls’ attentions. They were seated in a
semi-circle around it, with a couple of acolytes showing them how
to make bright paper flowers out of colored tissue paper and pipe
cleaners, which they were sticking in the donkey’s saddlebags,
mane, tail and big straw hat.

Overhead, a fake starscape of tiny
lights twinkled in the high ceiling, giving the whole thing a very
village-festival-at-night feel. I half expected to see some
banditos or cowboys ride up, looking for the saloon. Although they
would have been very surprised if they had, and not just because
there was no booze yet.

“What is
that?” I asked one of
the acolytes, a stern-faced woman named Milly. She was normally
very starched and polished, with her thin frame tightly buttoned
into old fashioned dresses, and her salt and pepper hair severely
scraped back, to the point that I felt sorry for her temples. But
today, she was looking a little less Spartan, with a bright red
flower almost as big as her head stuck behind an ear.

“Lady.”

She curtsied, being one of the few
acolytes who always turned deaf whenever I requested that they cut
that out. These days, I usually only got the old-fashioned courtesy
when we had company, or when they were caught out like last night.
But Milly always did it, and I’d basically given up trying to stop
her.

The little acolyte she’d been working
with, all of maybe four, was valiantly trying to force a massive
wad of tissue through a premade loop of fuzzy wire. It was not
going well. Which quickly resulted in said flower getting beaten
repeatedly against the floor.

“Now, now, Amelie,” Milly
said. “Is that how you greet your Pythia?”

The little girl looked up, and her
eyes widened. She scrambled to her feet; I didn’t know why. I saw
the initiates all the time.

And then I realized why when she
dropped into a perfectly credible curtsy.

Son of a bitch.

Milly smiled at her little protégé
proudly, and I did the same, because what else was I gonna do? Yet
again, I’d been outmaneuvered by an acolyte. One who was now
looking at me like butter wouldn’t melt.

“Did you have a question,
Lady?”

“Yes. What is that?” I
pointed at the end of the street, where a bunch of old-fashioned,
home-made looking brooms were flying in a circle about six feet off
the ground. They weren’t going anywhere, and they weren’t going
fast, just determinedly bobbing up and down like some kind of merry
go round.

“It is a merry go round,
Lady,” Milly replied politely.

Of course.

“For the younger children,”
she added.

“How are they supposed to
stay up there?” I asked, because contrary to popular belief,
witches had never liked riding brooms. They’d used them as
platforms for levitation spells, back in the bad old days, because
sometimes you needed to outrun a mob. And brooms were usually
handy.

But comfortable they were not, not to
mention being hard as hell to stay on.

Although some people didn’t seem to
have a problem, I thought, as one zoomed by just overhead, causing
me to duck.

It wasn’t an escapee from the gently
bobbing circle, and it wasn’t alone. Another broom flew past a
second later, right on the first one’s tail. It caught up and the
two looped and ducked and twined around each other in the big space
overhead, while going about Mach 2.

“Who—is that
Rhea?” I asked, and
Milly’s mouth pursed slightly in disapproval.

“Yes, Lady. Should I summon
her back?”

“No. I just—what is she
doing?”

“Racing the vampire,” Milly
said. “He challenged her and . . . well. She is not very good at
ignoring challenges.”

I guessed not. Because whatever kind
of race they were doing, it looked like Rhea might be winning.
Although Rico was no slouch, especially for a vampire who had no
business being on a broom in the first place! But he was managing
it just fine, how I didn’t know, but I guessed that somebody had
enchanted it for him.

They zoomed around the huge room
another couple of times, neck and neck, and I swear, it was like
seeing a whole other Rhea. Her dark hair was flying out behind her,
her faced was flushed and determined and happy, and then she caught
the back of Rico’s broom with a foot, causing it to spiral out into
the room, and giving her the win. And even from this far, I could
hear her laughing.

I was still staring upward when there
was a weird noise behind me, and I turned to see a grinning vampire
standing there with broom in hand.

“Lady,” Rico said, his face
flushed and his hair everywhere, but his manners on point. He bowed
over my hand.

“Don’t you start,” I
warned.

The grin widened. “I wondered when we
would see you down here. The young ladies have been working hard.
Rhea included,” he added, as I glanced upward again. “I only stole
her away for a minute.”

“Steal her away for more. I
haven’t heard her laugh like that in a while.”

“And why should she?” he
asked, taking my arm and pulling me away, probably to get out of
the range of Milly’s disapproval. “You saw what they did last
night.”

“Has that happened before?”
I asked, as we headed toward the other end of the drag.

“No, although they have
been riding her hard. I thought you had agreed to it—”

“What?”

“—before you stepped in to
stop it.”

“Thanks!” I said, feeling
hurt and a little angry that he’d even think that.

“I am sorry.” I looked up
to see warm brown eyes looking back at me, the golden color of last
night’s power surge long since faded. Rico’s eyes were ridiculously
attractive, with thick, dark lashes longer than mine, which he was
perfectly capable of batting if he thought it would help. But
today, it really wouldn’t, and he seemed to get that, because he
got serious again pretty fast.

“I’m not trying to force
Rhea into anything,” I told him. “And I didn’t tell anyone else to.
But the old Pythian Court had some pretty . . . intense . . .
training methods.”

“Especially when trying to
train an heir,” he said, shooting me a look.

I stopped walking, both to avoid
something huge under a sheet that was being trundled down the
street and because there was something strangely intense about his
expression. “Shouldn’t they be?” I asked.

He frowned, looking partly confused
and partly angry. “Why are you asking me? You know how I
feel.”

“About Rhea being my heir?
No, I don’t.”

He laughed suddenly, although there
was something bitter in it. “Then you think me a better man than I
am.”

We paused by a hitching post in a
deserted part of the street, as far away from listening ears as
possible. “If you have something to say, this would be a good
time,” I pointed out.

“You already know it,” he
repeated. “If Rhea stays your heir, she is off limits to
pursuit.”

“Pursuit?”

“Courtship.
L’amore. She must remain
untouched, no?”

“Maybe. Or that may be an
old wives’ tale. The jury is still out.”

Apollo, the original source of the
Pythian power, was now dead, a casualty of the war that, as far as
I could tell, absolutely no one had mourned on either side. But the
giant prick had died without leaving an instruction manual on how
the Pythian power worked without him, so ever since then, we’d been
playing it by ear. Which is why I didn’t know whether my heir still
had to remain a virgin, at least until she inherited the position,
or not.

But now I had a question.

“Last time we talked about
this, you told me she was out of your league,” I reminded him.
“That the Lord Commander’s daughter and the poor boy from Napoli
shouldn’t mix. What changed?”

“Nothing changed. I will
always be the poor boy from Napoli, in here.” He touched his chest,
which today was covered by a plain white tee that fit like a glove.
Most of my other bodyguards wore suits, except for Marco, who
resorted to golf shirts whenever he could get away with it,
probably because they fit better over the bulging muscles. But Rico
preferred T-shirts and jeans, maybe finding them more
comfortable.

Or maybe he just liked the looks it
got him, I thought, noticing a couple of the older initiates
glancing this way.

“I do not deserve her,” he
declared, like a proper romantic hero.

“But?” I said.

“But I am not poor now,” he
told me proudly. “I am not as rich as the master—who is? But I have
means. I can take care of her. She would want for nothing; I
promise you that.”

Looking up into his suddenly
passionate face, it occurred to me that I had somehow ended up in
the position of guardian, who was hearing a plea from an ardent
suitor. I was surprised he hadn’t asked me for my blessing yet,
although maybe that was coming. It was disconcerting, to say the
least.

“Rico—”

“I know what you will say,”
he rushed on. “But you and the master were together for a time;
such pairings are not unknown—”

“No,” I said, thinking
about Jonas. And wondering what his reaction would be to a vampire
boyfriend come calling.

I wanted to be a fly on the wall when
that conversation took place.

“Then I have your
permission?” Rico asked. “To pursue her?”

I rolled my eyes. I was
twenty-freaking-four! He was something like four hundred years old.
This was . . . insane.

It also wasn’t up to me.

“That’s Rhea’s call,” I
pointed out. “Not mine. I’m not her mother—”

“No, you are her Pythia,
and she idolizes you.” He paused for a moment. “That is the right
word, no? Idolize?”

“I have no
idea.”

“I think it is,” he said,
the dark eyes shrewd. “And I do not think Rhea wants to be Pythia.
I think that is why she cannot master those spells, when she is so
good with many others.”

I leaned back against the hitching
post, and watched my heir apparent fly about overhead. It was dark
up there; she might not realize that Rico had landed. She seemed to
be looking for him.

Or maybe she just liked being above it
all for a while, away from the problems and responsibilities down
here.

I could relate.

“Do you think that?” I
asked him. “Or do you just want it to be true?”

“Can you think of another
reason?” he demanded. “She is an excellent witch, no? Powerful.” He
looked up, and there was pride on his face. “There is nothing that
she wants to do that she cannot do. Except this.”

“If that were true, she
could just quit,” I pointed out. I wasn’t running a prison here.
The little girls had to remain at court until they were old enough
to control their gift—and anyone who would try to exploit it. But
the older ones could leave and usually did so, to get married, to
get a career—a powerful Seer was a valuable asset to a number of
businesses—or to just live life on their terms.

Rhea could leave any time she
wanted.

But Rico was shaking his
head.

“That is what I am telling
you. She won’t quit, not for love of the job, but for love
of you. She knows
the burden you carry; she will not leave you to manage it
alone.”

“So, you want me to make
her do it,” I said, finally seeing his point. “You want me to fire
her.”

“I want you to do what you
think best, of course.”

I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t help it.
Rico knew I’d grown up in a vampire’s court, and that I’d been
Mircea Basarab’s . . . something . . . for much of the summer. Yet
he tried a lame ass manipulation tactic like that?

I should have been
insulted.

But, mostly, I was just
worried.

Rhea had finally landed, over by the
big item under the sheet, which wasn’t under a sheet anymore. But I
still didn’t know what it was. We started walking that way and Rico
never took his eyes off her. I didn’t believe in love at first
sight, but their attraction had been pretty darned
close.

So he had an agenda. And
while he was a fairly straight shooter for a vamp, he
was a vamp. If he could
turn circumstances in his favor by planting a seed of doubt in me,
he’d do it.

But that didn’t mean he was
wrong.

Rhea and I needed to have a talk, but
that was just it: we had talked. Several times. But I didn’t know
if anything I’d said had actually gotten through. It honestly
hadn’t looked like it.

What if that was because Rico,
accidentally or not, was right? What if Rhea’s seemingly
never-ending impasse was because she didn’t like the job but she
felt she couldn’t leave? What if her subconscious was protecting
her from moving forward into a future she didn’t want, when there
was another one, walking right beside me, that she did?

I hated to admit it, but
it would explain
a few things.

But, of course, there were other
possibilities, too. Considering Rhea’s upbringing, there were a lot
of them. Damn it, I just didn’t know what the problem was, and she
wouldn’t tell me. Or even admit that there was one!

“Ah, they did get it,
then,” Rico said, as we approached a swarm of older initiates at
the end of the street.

“Get what?”

“A more grown up toy,” he
said, as somebody turned on the mystery item, and I finally
realized what I was looking at.

“Oh, damn,” I said, vaguely
horrified, as a huge mechanical bull started doing its thing,
bucking and gyrating and lewdly flaunting itself all over the
place.

Milly was going to shit.

“What is it?” Rico asked.
“You do not like it?”

“No, I like it fine,” I
told him. “But some of the acolytes are a little . . .
uptight.”

He laughed. “I have
noticed.”

And then Rhea looked up and saw us,
probably drawn to the booming laugh. And Rico’s smile changed. He
really does love her, I thought, watching the expression that
flitted over his face.

I glanced back at Rhea, and couldn’t
tell much about her own expression at this distance. Except that
she was smiling. And I guess that was good enough for Rico, because
he was suddenly on the move.

“Rico!” I called after
him.

He turned around, still jogging
backwards, and spread his arms. “If it is not going to be here
long, we should enjoy it while we can!”

He turned around, ran to the bull, and
didn’t even wait for it to stop. He jumped on and, with vampire
reflexes, made that thing his bitch. Even on the highest setting,
they couldn’t knock him off.

I walked over to Rhea, who was
laughing and clapping like everyone else. Until she saw me and
started to drop into a curtsy, because she’d been raised at the old
Pythian Court and lifelong habits die hard. But she caught herself
in time.

“Lady.”

“He’s good,” I said,
watching Rico. Somebody had thrown him a cowboy hat, and he was
working it.

“Yes, very good.” She
smiled at me, a little nervously. “Thank you for your help last
night. I heard that you were the one who stopped . . .
everything.”

“Yeah, about that. I think
we’ll hold off on training for a while.”

“Lady?”

“Just for a while. Let
everyone cool off.”

Rhea looked confused,
worried, and not a little relieved, all at the same time. “Lady,
I can do it,” she
said earnestly. “I know I can. I just . . . need some time to
figure things out.”

I smiled. “Yeah. That’s what I was
thinking.”
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Chapter Nine

 


Next stop was HQ, where I was supposed to meet Pritkin for
dinner, after texting him an apology for ducking out yesterday. I’d
blamed the cat. Damned thing should be useful for something after
basically dropping me like a hot potato. Last time I’d seen it, the
fluffy bastard had been curled up on Annabelle’s bed, preening
itself.

Men.

I’d taken some care with my looks,
spending some time to make my hair extra bouncy and wearing my new
outfit, since Pritkin had basically had no time to admire it
yesterday. But before I could relax with my boyfriend, I had an
errand to run. Fortunately, I had a couple hours, since his shift
didn’t end until eleven.

I turned my feet toward the
library.

It looked much the same as yesterday,
except for being even more deserted. I thought I saw the banker
looking guy shortly after I came in, but the next second there was
just a bunch of glowing watch fobs disappearing behind some stacks.
And when I went to look for him, he’d disappeared.

Figured.

I finally found a librarian, or
somebody official looking anyway, only to be informed that the
section with the manuscript I needed had been firebombed in the
attack. Nothing at all remained. And there was no digitized copy,
as the record in question had been placed on restricted access,
which didn’t allow for copies, electronic or otherwise.

“So, you’re telling me it’s
gone forever?” I asked her.

She adjusted a little pair of
pince-nez, and sniffed. “Unless you have a time machine,” she said,
and moved off.

I stared after her for a
moment.

Well, there’s an idea, I thought, and
shifted.

The library, as it turned out, looked
a little different a month ago. And because I hadn’t moved, except
in time, it was like watching a video in reverse. Shattered stacks
leapt back together, books fluttered up from the floor and refiled
themselves, blackened starbursts popped out of sight on the walls,
and missing bits of carpet magically reappeared, like puzzle pieces
fitting back into place.

And a different woman suddenly showed
up in front of me.

“Oh, dear,” she said, and
stumbled back a step. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you
there.”

I didn’t say anything. I was too busy
taking in the steel gray cap of hair, the almost smooth, chocolate
mocha skin, and the bright blue eyes of the woman who I’d
previously seen only in a photograph. She had glasses on a little
chain around her neck that practically screamed librarian, and a
bright floral dress that didn’t.

Shit, I thought, feeling my stomach
fall.

I hadn’t been prepared for
this.

“Can I help you,
dear?”

“Mrs. Lantham?” I said,
feeling sick.

“Yes.” She squinted at me,
which probably explained why she hadn’t screeched and run when a
woman popped into existence in front of her. It looked like she was
pretty blind without her glasses. Of course, there were spells for
that, but the wards down here interfered with them, so the older
staff continued to use glasses.

She settled hers on her nose and
squinted at my face. I braced myself, but nothing happened. Guess I
wasn’t all that well-known at the moment, I thought.

“I need information about
an obscure spell,” I told her. “They, uh, told me that you’re the
person to see.”

She smiled. “Yes, I am known as a bit
of an authority on esoteric enchantments. Which one would it be,
dear?”

“Nodo D’Amore.
It means—”

“Lover’s Knot.” She
frowned. “Yes, I know it. But that’s a bit tricky, I’m
afraid.”

“Tricky?”

“It’s under restricted
access. Do you have top secret clearance, by any
chance?”

“I . . . don’t
know.”

“They didn’t tell you when
you were hired?”

“I . . . wasn’t exactly
hired. I’m, uh, I’m the Pythia.”

Her eyes opened wide, allowing me to
see that they were almost the same color as her cat’s. “Why, what a
pleasure! I heard, of course, that we had a new one. Should I
curtsey?”

“Please don’t.”

She smiled. “It must get old, doesn’t
it?”

“Unbelievably.”

“Well, let’s not worry
about that, then.” She leaned in. “It’s just as well. I have no
trouble getting down these days, but getting back up is
problematic.”

I smiled, because I didn’t know what
else to do.

“Let’s just get you
verified, and then we’ll see about that spell,” she
said.

Verification turned out to involve
more spells—of course. I don’t know what else I’d expected. And
they weren’t done by the kindly little librarian, either. No fewer
than six large war mages arrived within minutes, surrounded me in a
back area of the facility, and applied a series of incantations,
some so strong that they felt like they burned my skin.

“Ow!” I told a huge Asian
guy, who was being a little less than careful with his
magic.

He didn’t even look at me.
“Inconclusive,” he said, and stood back.

A tall black guy came forward who I
guessed was the leader. He had been standing back from the others,
legs planted and arms crossed, glowering at me. That would have
been more of a concern, but the stance was war mage standard. I was
pretty sure they taught it in training.

He reminded me of Caleb, a friend who
was also in the Corps, but he didn’t look very friendly. And
neither was the spell he hit me with. Something slapped me, not
just in the face but all over my body, like a million tiny
pinpricks slamming into me at once, causing me to cry
out.

And then to get really pissed
off.

All I wanted was a damned library
card!

. “Agreed,” he said—to the other
guy—before finally addressing me. “You have a strong enchantment on
you. What is it?”

“None of your damned
business,” I said, because I wasn’t feeling real cooperative. And
because admitting that I was in Lover’s Knot with a master vampire
wasn’t going to go down well.

Of course, neither did
that.

“Take her,” he barked, and
the war mages closed in, almost as one.

Or they did until I shifted outside
the circle, behind the leader. “Cut it out,” I told him, and he
whirled on me.

“How did you—grab
her!”

That started an absurd few moments of
me shifting here, there and everywhere, staying just ahead of the
reaching hands and lunging bodies of half a dozen mages. Until I
finally got sick of it and shifted to the top of a stack. And then
just sat there, watching them bumble around below, searching for
someone who was no longer there.

“I think I’ve seen enough,”
Emma Lantham said, eyeing me.

“Ma’am!” The leading mage
said. “Please stand back! We have a potential dark mage
incursion—”

“No, we don’t.”

“—and are sealing off this
section until we find her. Benson! Sato!” the leader looked at two
members of his team. “I need a perimeter around the library, make
sure nothing gets through. Including anything under an invisibility
spell!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Jenkins, Thompson,
McKennon, with me!”

He strode off, his leather coat
swinging out impressively out behind him, and Emma and I watched
him go. I shifted back down to her after a minute, when it was
clear that he wasn’t coming back. She sighed.

“They are dear boys,” she
told me. “But a bit . . . overly enthusiastic . . . at times. If
you would come with me, Lady?”

I came with her.

We passed her office, where I thought
I saw a pair of blue eyes peeking at me from under the desk. And
then wove our way through a pleasant reading area with leather
armchairs bearing the impressions of thousands of butts, and comfy,
overstuffed sofas. We finally came to a small room off to the side
which the librarian opened with a key taken from a bunch at her
waist.

“Take a seat anywhere you
like,” she told me. “I’ll bring it out to you.”

She disappeared through a small side
door, which I guessed was to the archive, and I sat down at a small
table.

The room was small, too, with bare
brick walls and eight little wooden carrels crammed close together.
Each had its own chair and an old-fashioned task lamp with a green
glass shade, I guessed to help with tiny print. I found myself
staring at them. I’d seen them before, or ones just like them,
melted into little clumps in a mountain of broken and burnt
furniture. It was hard to believe, standing in the quiet,
pedestrian surroundings, that this whole area would soon be a
battleground.

It struck me as an odd place for it.
Why would anybody attack a library? In fact, why would anybody be
in this part of the complex at all? From what I’d understood from
Pritkin, the main point of the attack had been to liberate some
fell beast from the holding cells in the high security levels
below. So why come here?

I supposed the attack could have been
as a distraction, as a way to pull war mages from the main area of
focus to other parts of the complex. But it still seemed like a
weird choice. There weren’t that many people here, even now, with
barely a dozen scattered across the large area outside. Wouldn’t it
have been better to go after a more populated area, to ramp up the
threat?

Of course, maybe they had. The main
hub for this section wasn’t far off, after all. And yet it hadn’t
been nearly so damaged. In fact, other than for a few blackened
marks on the buildings, I hadn’t seen much of an aftermath out
there at all.

Yet this place had been
gutted.

“Here we are,” Emma said,
bustling back in. She had a huge old tome with her, leather bound
with massive old buckles. She plopped it down with a relieved grunt
on the table instead of in one of the carrels, as I wasn’t sure it
would have fit in those.

She opened it up, and
inside was . . . not what I’d expected. There weren’t any uniform
pages like in a regular book, where everything was uniform and all
fit together nicely. Instead, there was a hodgepodge of colors and
shapes and sizes, everything from tiny pieces the size of my hand,
which had had to be mounted on large blank pages so as not to get
lost entirely, to medieval manuscript leaves with elaborate
decorations and gold lettering, to old hand written vellum, to
woodblock prints that looked like Johannes
Gutenberg might have cranked them out himself. It was a
mess.

“A compendium of forbidden
spells,” Emma explained. “Removed from a number of other grimoires,
when one was found that was considered . . . problematic. The
collection covers quite a large span of time, but what you’re
looking for would be in the Renaissance section.”

I didn’t know how she could tell what
section was what, as I didn’t see any dividers. But she didn’t seem
to have a problem, pulling out a dainty white glove and putting it
on, before flipping quickly through the pages. And then continuing
to flip through them. And then continuing . . .

“Is there a problem?” I
finally asked.

She frowned. “I apologize, Lady. It
should be right here.” She flipped back to the front, to where
there was a hand lettered contents page. “Number one-ninety-one, as
I thought.”

I waited while she flipped back again,
a knot of unease forming in my stomach. Stop it, I told myself.
You’re just being paranoid.

Which was true, as it was basically my
default these days, but it didn’t mean that I was wrong.Definitely
didn’t, I thought, a moment later, when she flipped over
one-eighty-eight, one-eight-nine, and one-ninety. And
then—

“I don’t understand,” Emma
said, staring at the blank page in front of her, where a very
familiar energy was playing over the now missing words. “I don’t
understand at all.”

I do, I thought, and
shifted.

 


~~~

 


The line at the coffee shop was longer
today, and the crowd in the big open square was thicker. It looked
like more war mages had arrived to bulk up the army before the
imminent invasion. A lot more.

Which made sense considering that the
invasion was of Faerie.

It wasn’t anybody’s idea of a good
time, but we didn’t have a choice. The supernatural world was at
war, and our enemies had taken refuge in the lands of the fey. To
be more precise, they were bunking with the Svarestri, who normally
detested humans, but who were making an exception in this case.
Because their coalition was trying to bring back the old gods the
Svarestri worshipped, and which they were convinced were going to
hand them the world—maybe even two of them.

Anyway, the spearpoint of the invasion
was the vamp army, because Earth magic didn’t work too well in
Faerie, but vampire bodies functioned the same anywhere. Especially
demon possessed vampire bodies, which were like vamps on steroids.
But the Circle had insisted on sending in an army of its own as
well, I wasn’t sure why.

Maybe they didn’t trust the
vamps.

That would be about par for the
course, I thought cynically.

And it looked like other magical
societies agreed with them, because it wasn’t just Circle members
in the square today. There were a group of mages I didn’t recognize
in colorful robes with huge hyenas at their sides. And golden tats
on their ebony skin that were almost mesmerizing, since they
changed patterns constantly.

They were lounging out front of a
café, their pets at their sides, drawing a lot of interested
glances. Especially when one of the hyenas rose to its feet, with
the wide, gold and jeweled collar it wore releasing a flood of
silken material. And then the ‘it’ became a ‘she’, changing in an
instant from a sleek beast into a beautiful woman, who sat at the
table with the other mages like nothing unusual had
happened.

The line moved forward, and I shuffled
a few feet ahead, looking away from the square because I needed to
think, and that was hard enough without distractions. I’d just
spent the last two hours going backward in time, trying to get
ahead of the spell on that book. And failing every time, because no
matter how far back I went, it stayed the same: blank.

And it always would.

I knew that, because I recognized the
spell on it. It was either the same or very similar to one that the
demon high council had recently used on Pritkin. He and the demon
lords had since made up—sort of—but at one time they’d viewed him
as a major threat. Enough of one to knock his soul backward in
time, sending it speeding toward the moment of his birth. If it had
completed its journey before I’d reached him, it would have
literally erased him from existence.

Just like someone had done to page
one-ninety-one.

Because that spell
had completed,
destroying its focus in every time period, leaving literally
nothing behind. Someone had really wanted Nodo D’Amore erased from history.
Enough to invade the library to place the spell, and then to burn
it to down to hide what they’d done? Because that was kind of how
it looked.

What I couldn’t figure out was
why.

Yeah, most copies of Lover’s Knot had
been destroyed centuries ago, since it had some unfortunate side
effects. The big one being that it bound two people together on a
metaphysical level, to the point that, magically speaking, they
were one person. Meaning that, if one died, they both
did.

It was one reason I was so pissed at
Mircea about that little detour into Faerie. He hadn’t just been
risking his own life. He’d been risking mine.

But, normally, that wasn’t how it
worked; in fact, it was the opposite problem that had relegated
Lover’s Knot to the garbage pile of history.

The spell had been used in some of the
old vampire wars, to give master vamps the power of a mage, making
them even more deadly than they already were. But the opposite side
figured that out and started targeting the magic users that the
vamps were linked to, which were much easier kills. After one too
many masters was lost when his mage lover died, the spell was
discontinued and the copies of it destroyed.

Except for that one,
apparently.

Some loud whoops broke out behind me,
making me flinch and look around. I spied a group of new recruits,
none of whom looked to be over sixteen, taking pot shots at the
wall of rotating heads. Their spells dispersed the magic
momentarily, making the most wanted list into their own personal
shooting gallery.

But their fun didn’t last. A blue
light started flashing from no discernable source, splashing the
bricks and the boys’ suddenly worried faces. And then a couple of
pissed-off looking war mages showed up to crack some
skulls.

That ended the game, but
one of the boys had been holding onto a final spell and
accidentally released it, earning him a cuff around the ears and
exploding Jonathan’s head. And causing me to remember that brief,
weird vision I’d had of him, as seen through a cat’s eyes.
What had he been
doing in that library?

From what I understood, Jonathan was
pretty high up in the Black Circle, the evil counterpart to the
Silver who were allied with our enemies in the war. He was like a
general or something, their specialist on weird, old and forgotten
spells, and a mastermind of creative attacks in the war. So, what
had he been doing on a raid? Didn’t they usually use flunkies for
that?

Yet he had been there. Maybe because the
spell used on Pritkin wasn’t one that just anybody could lay. The
entity that had hexed him was head of the Demon High Council
himself, a hugely powerful being known as Adra. I wasn’t even sure
that a regular mage could
cast it, but if anyone could, it was
Jonathan.

You learned a lot in something like
nine hundred years.

I was nearing the counter with all the
gorgeous pastries, but today, I couldn’t focus on them. Because
none of this made sense. It looked like a leader in the opposition
had invaded the Circle’s HQ in order to utterly destroy all records
of a dangerous spell, then torched the library to hide his interest
in it. And maybe even killed a perfectly innocent librarian because
she was in charge of that section, and might have read
it?

Goddamnit, I thought,
suddenly furious. Had Emma died for that? And why? It wasn’t like there
weren’t more ways for someone to get that spell!

Mircea had stumbled across it because
a couturier had found it in an old grimoire and didn’t realize what
he had. There were probably other copies littered around, too, that
had been missed in the purge. Not to mention that Pritkin had known
it off the top of his head, because he collected old
spells.

There were other mages who did the
same thing, and who might also have copies squirreled away. They
might not cast it, considering how much trouble it could get them
in, but they likely knew it. Hell, there might even be other vamps
who did, since those long-ago wars weren’t so long ago for
them.

So what had been the freaking
point?

I didn’t know. I just knew that a good
woman was dead and a library was toast all for a spell I was
currently wearing.

Motherfucker.
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Chapter Ten

 


I shifted to Pritkin’s room with my haul, not wanting to brave
the gruesome corridor again. And found myself in a hole.
Literally.

The recent attack had collapsed some
of the main housing areas of HQ, and until they were repaired,
everyone was having to make do. That meant rows of cots in the
gyms, library and even cafeterias at night, which were doubling as
makeshift dorms for new recruits. Even senior staff were having to
rough it, which was why Pritkin’s current digs looked like a hobbit
hole.

One of the low-rent variety, I
thought, dropping my bag and looking for a place to put down the
tray I’d borrowed from the café.

I’d bought a sixteen-ounce espresso
double shot for Pritkin, whose body metabolized caffeine almost
instantly, requiring him to consume mass quantities to even feel
it, and a regular cup of joe for me. I’d also gone a little crazy
on the display case, having ended up with a couple deli meat
sandwiches, a salad, a large soup, a quarter pizza, two eclairs and
a cream puff of epic proportions. That last one was mine, a reward
for a less-than-fun morning, or it would be if I could find
anywhere to set it down!

There weren’t a lot of options. The
bed was, of course, unmade, as Pritkin was the least tidy military
type I’d ever seen, I guessed because he came to it late. The
rough, rounded, stone-and-dirt walls boasted no shelves, probably
because they weren’t strong enough to hold anything, and even the
door had only a single hook on the back, where a war mage coat was
currently residing.

It wasn’t Pritkin’s. His was across
the room, flung over a chair, since he didn’t need it inside the
formidable wards of HQ. It raised a sleeve in a faint wave at me,
which was probably just the layers and layers of spells that had
been put on it through the years responding to a presence in the
room. But I grinned at it anyway. I liked to think that it was
happy to see me.

The other coat must be Caleb’s, I
decided. He’d been harping for weeks about the new, properly
spelled piece of outerwear that Pritkin owed him, as a replacement
for one we’d accidentally destroyed. It looked like he was finally
going to get his wish.

Other than that, there was a chest,
which I knew contained weapons, and a makeshift potion bench made
out of an old dresser, which contained more of the same, only in
liquid form. I eyed it worriedly. I didn’t want anything exploding
on my cream puff.

The chair it was, then.

“Sorry,” I told the
friendly coat. “Gonna have to move you.”

The tray went down onto the messy bed
for a moment and I picked up the coat. And turned toward the door,
intending to see if two magical items could cohabit for long enough
for me to properly arrange the room. I never found out.

I did, however, find out what happens
when a spelled blade meets a spelled coat: namely nothing. Except
to shock the shit out of the woman holding the coat, because she
hadn’t expected a flying sword to suddenly slash at her out of
nowhere. Or to have it do it again!

But the coat caught it the second
time, too, although I was gonna have another bruise, because the
blade had just slammed into the arm that I’d raised to protect my
head. But it hadn’t torn through the leather, and I didn’t think it
had broken anything. The coat had absorbed the force of the
momentum in a way that normal garments just didn’t.

Not that that was going to help me
much, because the damned sword was still coming!

Until the coat leapt out of my arms
and threw itself on the magical levitating blade, which was a new
one for me. But then Pritkin had some interesting spells. And a
coat that was smarter than I was, because that wasn’t just a
blade.

I blinked, having assumed
that I’d done something to trigger one of his weapons, because his
arsenal did levitate. All war mages’ did, allowing one guy to perform the
job of a platoon, with a bevy of knives, guns and potion bombs all
attacking at the same time that he did. But that’s not what this
was.

Shit, I thought, as the coat determinedly wrapped itself around the
figure of a man.

Or, at least, it tried. But war mage
coats only hit about mid-calf, meaning that the coat wasn’t big
enough to fully engulf my attacker, who appeared to be tall. Like
really tall. Like NBA star or fey warrior tall, and I knew which
one was more likely to be attacking me.

Shit!

And then whoever it was tore through
the coat, because I guessed the charms weren’t as strong from the
inside, the blade hacking it to pieces in less time than it takes
to say. But the ruined garment had bought me a few seconds, and had
also given me a target. And these days, that was enough.

I sent a time spell shooting ahead of
me, which should have aged my attacker into powder, or at least
destroyed his invisibility spell. But I must have missed—the guy,
at least. His blade, on the other hand, shattered to pieces when he
lunged for me again and hit the chair instead, because I’d just
added hundreds of years to its age. And had shifted out of the way
immediately thereafter, over by Pritkin’s potion table.

I didn’t know what all of
the bottles I started throwing at my attacker contained, but
Pritkin didn’t make too many benign concoctions. But the fey must
have popped out some sort of shield, because nothing got through.
What the potions did, do, however, was to splatter all over said shield, giving
me an exact location.

And allowing me to hit him with two
spells at once: a slowdown and a hamster wheel.

The former was a much easier form of a
time stoppage, one that didn’t drain all my strength while reducing
even fey speed to a fraction of the norm. The latter I was
especially proud of, having just mastered it after being beaten on
for a week by my taskmaster of a trainer. It essentially caused a
miniature time loop, trapping the subject in place—or to be more
accurate, in time. Forcing him to relive a short loop over and
over, until the spell gave out or I released him.

Or until he broke free, I thought,
because the bastard tore out of it five seconds later, which is all
a fuck ton of magic had bought me!

Damn it, I knew I should have thrown a
full-on time stoppage! But that kind of thing was debilitating.
Meaning that, if it didn’t work—and the fey were resistant to the
Pythian power, as this one had just demonstrated—I’d be a sitting
duck. Which I basically was now, anyway, because he’d dropped his
potion-splashed shields and now I couldn’t see him
again!

But I could see the door being
wrenched open, and slamming into the wall as someone tore out of
the room. For a second, I was grateful, if confused. Until I
remembered: this wasn’t my room.

Son of a bitch!

I ran into the corridor, frantically
looking both ways. But there was nothing to see—no shit, Cassie!
Except for a small, ferret-faced guy in a lab coat hurrying this
way, his nose buried in a clip board.

I grabbed him and shook him. “Where is
training bay one?”

That was where Pritkin was supposed to
be until his class ended. And unless I was a lot luckier than
usual, that was where the would-be assassin was headed. But Lab
Coat didn’t seem to understand the question.

“W-what?” He looked at me
out of startled brown eyes.

“Training bay one! Where is
it?”

“Er, down that way.” He
pointed to the left, and I took off, only to turn back around
almost at once. Because a fey was a hell of a lot faster than I
was. And I couldn’t do a spatial shift somewhere I’d never been!
“Phone?”

“What?”

“Phone! Phone! Do you have
a—”

A phone was thrust in my face. I
started down the corridor with it, frantically punching in
Pritkin’s number. Only to find out that it didn’t work!

“It doesn’t work,” the
small man said, keeping pace with me, probably because I was
stealing his phone. “The main wards are online.”

Crap! I’d forgotten: wards, at least
the big boys, didn’t play well with electronics, not to mention
that we were underground. “I need to get in touch with Mage
Pritkin,” I told the man. “There’s an assassin in here!”

“Oh, that’s impossible,” he
assured me. “Our wards are the best that—”

I slammed him up against
the wall. “There’s an assassin!
He’s after Mage Pritkin! Tell me how to stop him,
or I swear to God—”

I stopped, but not because the
startled-looking man had said anything useful—or anything at all.
But because an alarm had begun blaring nearby, loud enough to hurt.
And to clench my heart, because my God, he couldn’t have reached
Pritkin that fast—could he?

“What is that?” I demanded,
as another bright blue light started splashing the rough walls of
the corridor like a police flasher.

“T-the wards, like I said,”
the little man stuttered. “They’re quite sensitive and react
p-poorly to violence.”

“News to me! Something
almost gutted me in Mage Pritkin’s rooms!”

“Well, it doesn’t work in
quarters,” he said, looking shocked. “That would be an invasion of
privacy.”

I took a breath, and thought about
sending him, summer clothes and all, to the Artic. I thought hard.
“What do they do outside of quarters?” I gritted out.

“Er, that,” he said,
pointing vaguely at the light. “If the disturbance is bad enough,
they seal off access.”

“Access to
what?”

“Everything. They shut the
place down.”

I stared at him for a second. And then
I threw him at the other wall. “Fight me!”

“What?”

“Stop talking and fight
me!” I screamed, but he wouldn’t. He just stood there, staring,
until I ran back into Pritkin’s room and grabbed an armful of
weapons off the bench. And then came back out to find him in the
same place, as if he’d been frozen there, only I hadn’t.

“Fight me!” I yelled, and
threw a potion bomb.

I didn’t hit him; I wasn’t even aiming
at him. But as soon as the bomb exploded against the ground,
sending a tongue of green flame licking the ceiling, he screamed
bloody murder and took off like a scared rabbit. And was almost as
fast as one.

I ran after him, throwing things at
the walls and ceiling and floor. Sometimes they hit across the
corridor from him, sometimes just ahead, sending the panicked man
ping ponging between them, screeching all the while. And, just as
he’d said, the wards didn’t like that.

They didn’t like it at all.

The colors strobing the tunnel changed
from blue to yellow to orange, and finally, to red. And, as soon as
the red light hit, the little man stopped, having run straight into
something by the look of him. There was nothing to see there,
either, but when I caught up with him and put out a hand, a
powerful ward zapped the shit out of me.

“Is this what you meant by
shutting things down?” I demanded.

“Augghhh!” he said.
“Augghhh!”

Yeah, that was helpful.

Like that particular ward, which
hadn’t caught shit, as far as I could tell. But one of the others
might. I didn’t know where this damned training bay was, but if we
shut down enough segments of the corridor, it wouldn’t matter. The
invisible man would be trapped inside one of them.

I grabbed Lab Coat’s arm and shifted
us through the barrier. He looked at me in alarm and confusion.
“I—how did you do that? And why—”

He broke off, because I’d just picked
a little red vial out of my stash and shook it at him. “Run!” I
yelled.

He ran.

And, honestly, I couldn’t have asked
for a better partner. He kept looking over his shoulder, I guess to
see if I was still back there. Which resulted in him running into
things—walls, doorways, other secretarial types—because this seemed
to be an administrative area—and wards. Lots of wards.

And every time he hit one of the
latter, I grabbed him and shifted us through. It took three such
shifts before we started hitting serious opposition, in the form of
a party of war mages who ran at us out of what looked to be a solid
wall. And grabbed Lab Coat, who was shrieking too much to explain
anything.

I grabbed him right back. “Fight me!”
I told them, because I didn’t have time for anything
else.

“What?” One of them said,
looking more confused than angry.

“Fight me!” I screamed, and
threw a potion bomb, which exploded in a haze of purple
smoke.

It didn’t hurt them—Pritkin used that
sort of thing for cover in the field—but it didn’t make them happy.
I shifted me and Lab Coat to the end of a long corridor, and looked
back to see what appeared to be a whole squadron of war mages
thundering this way. They had leather covered arms over their faces
to act as makeshift gas masks, and a raft of spells streaming out
in front of them.

Which hit the ward we’d just shifted
through and bounced back, causing them to have to duck or
shield.

“It’s hard to get good help
these days,” I told my partner, and shook a grenade at
him.

He seemed to have gotten the idea,
because he took off again, obligingly screaming his head off.
Although it was starting to sound a little perfunctory now, and he
kept glancing back at me more in puzzlement than terror. Especially
at the sight of me throwing potions at basically everything but
him.

“I’m out of shape,” he
called back, after a moment, sounding winded. “I can’t keep this up
much longer.”

“Is that training bay one
up there?” I demanded, pointing at a big, oblong opening in the
wall at the very end of the corridor.

“Yeah,” he panted. “That’s
. . . it.”

“Is there a ward over the
door?”

He stopped suddenly, and looked at me.
“There can be.”

“Put it up and keep it up.
Let nothing in or out and you’re done,” I told him.

He stared at me, a pudgy hand coming
up to his throat. “There . . . there really is an assassin in here,
isn’t there?”

“Yeah,” I said, and
shifted.

The training bay was a large, open
area with a gym on the right, a row of lockers on the left, and a
bunch of cots stacked in the back. It also had a barrier across the
middle, like the ones in the corridor outside. But it wasn’t
invisible like them, although not because this one was any
different.

But because I was.

VampVision had flicked on
when I entered the room, despite the fact that I hadn’t told it to.
Even weirder, VampScent had kicked in, or whatever you wanted to
call a super sensitive nose. And the room freaking
reeked.

I was assaulted by a thousand dirty
feet and sweaty bodies, going back what felt like years; by pipe
smoke, a lingering hint of spice from perhaps this morning; by soap
and hair cream and cologne, because this was a dorm at night; and
by spent magic, gun oil and dirt.

And by something else.

It hit me suddenly and surprisingly
strong: not an ugly smell this time, but the exact opposite. For a
moment, I thought it was me, the perfumed scent so similar to that
of the glamourie I was wearing. But it wasn’t me.

It was made from the same stuff,
however, as my smelly new face mask: fey flora. For a fey disguise
so alien and so perfect that it had fooled the wards—and the eyes.
But nothing fooled a vampire’s nose—

Something slashed at me, out of
nowhere, but a wave of scent had warned me just in time and I
shifted away. Not far, just a few feet. And then whirled and threw
a time spell, and shifted again.

I rematerialized in time to see a row
of lockers collapse in on themselves, the metal eaten away by age,
the contents now dust. And nothing else. I couldn’t tell if I’d
destroyed the assassin, but I doubted it. If I’d hit him, the
illusion should have aged out of existence, too, and there should
be a body on the ground.

But there wasn’t.

I scanned the room, but despite my
best efforts, not even a vampire could see through this illusion.
Nothing rippled; nothing moved. Damn, he was good!

But so was Mircea.

And I discovered something that I’d
never truly understood before: vampires didn’t need eyes. In fact,
right now, they were just a distraction. I kept straining to see
when what I needed was to trust my other senses.

I closed my eyes, and dimly noticed
somebody beating on something nearby. Pritkin. I’d seen him and a
large group of what I guessed were his students, trapped behind the
ward when I came in. But I hadn’t noticed until now that he was
angry—no, he was furious—and shouting at somebody to get the damned
ward down. Get it down now! But somebody else was telling him that
it would be a minute, maybe two, and that was enough.

That was plenty.

This time, when the wave of
scent rushed at me, I was ready. And I didn’t bother disintegrating
any lockers. I waited until the fey was almost on top of me, until
my nerves were screaming for me to go, go, go, until I could almost feel the
edge of another blade biting into my skin—

And then I proved that my trainer’s
time and energy hadn’t been wasted.

“Astara,” I whispered, and
immediately heard a scream, high pitched and terrible, and a blade
clattering against the hard-packed earth.

I just stood there with my
eyes closed for another moment, knowing what had just happened. And
not wanting to see a pentagram of light opening up inside a body,
one that I doubted a glamourie, however potent, could hide. Not
when said body was getting ripped apart, with the arms, legs, and
torso each being sent, not to a different place, but to a
different time.

Very different.

The screaming abruptly stopped and the
spell closed down. I risked a peek, and saw nothing but a pool of
blood on the ground and a shocked looking bunch of war mages
peering in the door. And Pritkin, his arms still lifted from where
he’d been hammering on the shield, halfway across the room, his
eyes huge, but his face blank.
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Chapter Eleven

 


“Here it is,” Jonas said, hefting a large book off a shelf. “It
should be in here somewhere.”

He paused, probably from seeing my
face, which glamouried or not was likely green. The adrenaline of
the chase had kept me going long enough to reach his office, but it
was starting to wear off now. What the hell had I been
thinking?

“What the hell were
you thinking?”
Pritkin demanded. He’d been pacing around like a caged lion, but
now he whirled on me.

“Now, now,” Jonas said.
“Let’s give her a moment, shall we?”

“She’s Pythia! She has all
the moments she wants!” He glared at me. “Which is the bloody
point! You could have shifted back in time and warned us about what
was waiting in my room. You didn’t have to chase it through half
the facility and almost get yourself killed!”

That was exactly what I’d been telling
myself, but having it thrown at me like that pissed me
off.

“Then let’s go back right
now,” I challenged. “We can capture him—"

He rounded on me. “And if he had help?
Help that guts you as soon as we show up?”

“I didn’t see any
help—”

“You didn’t see
anything! And you aren’t going anywhere
near that room!”

I felt a retort jump to my lips, but
forced myself to swallow it. Having been trapped behind a ward
while I hunted a fey warrior right in front of him didn’t appear to
have done his blood pressure any good. And I didn’t want to
contribute to my boyfriend’s aneurysm.

“You could have shifted out
of the training salle,” Pritkin went on, his voice cold as ice.
“The wards had that creature trapped; he was effectively
immobilized as soon as he went in that room. He could have been
dealt with easily and swiftly by men trained to do so, but what do
you do instead? You shift in there with him!”

Okay, point, I thought.

“I didn’t intend to put
myself in jeopardy,” I said. “But it’s a little hard to think
straight when an invisible man is trying to gut you.”

But Pritkin wasn’t having it. Pritkin
wasn’t having anything. “Bollocks! I’ve trained you better than
that! You know how to think under pressure, how to make the right
call—”

“I thought I
did—”

“If you almost died,
it was not the right
call!”

“Well, maybe I’m not as
good of a student as you think,” I said, feeling myself tearing up.
Which only made me angrier, because this wasn’t the time, damn
it!

“Now, now,” Jonas said
again, and this time, he patted my hand.

He looked truly concerned, which meant
exactly nothing since Jonas Marsden was the best actor I knew. He
ought to be. He’d been perfecting the role of doddering old man for
decades, which was a hard sell considering that he also happened to
be the current leader of the Silver Circle.

The pantomime was helped by the fact
that he didn’t look remotely dangerous. Especially wearing an item
that I guessed was supposed to be a flight suit, but on his Santa
Claus body looked more like an olive-green onesie. All he was
missing was a bippy and blankie to be ready for bed.

But instead, he had a massive book in
one hand and a pair of half-moon spectacles in the other, the
latter of which he settled on his nose. They increased the Santa
vibe, especially when paired with his wild mane of white hair. It
was extra wavy today, wafting about his head as if he was standing
under an air conditioner vent. But I’d been around magic users long
enough to know that what it was wafting on wasn’t air.

The five mages crowding the doorway
were also having an extra bad hair day. Their power was surging,
but with no one to pummel, it was bleeding out into the air like
static electricity. But none of them could hold a candle to
Pritkin.

He looked like he’d stuck a finger in
a light socket, or maybe in a lightning bolt, because his hair
actually crackled when he moved. If I hadn’t been so freaked out,
I’d have found it fascinating: crackle, stomp, crackle, stomp, as
he paced around the room. But there wasn’t the space to move much,
because war mages had a fetish for austerity, so even Jonas didn’t
get a palatial office.

And that fact was seemingly feeding
Pritkin’s rage—or fear, or, more likely, a combination of both—so
instead of coming down off the adrenaline high, he kept ramping
up.

“You’re going to give
yourself a heart attack,” I told him, afraid that it was
true.

“You’re going to give me a heart attack!” he snarled, before suddenly
kneeling at my feet, only it was more like a lunge. He’d acquired a
war mage coat from somewhere; I didn’t know where because we hadn’t
been back to his room. But it was there, nonetheless, and even
stranger, it looked like his.

It also swirled out impressively when
he did the kneeling maneuver that wasn’t a kneel, because it was
designed to get in my face.

Like, right in it. Pritkin was
suddenly close enough that I could feel his breath on my lips,
which was normally a good thing, but . . . not right now. “Why do
you look like that?” he demanded.

“Like what?”

Green eyes searched my face, and they
didn’t miss much, making me have to work not to squirm. “Like
you’re perfectly calm and serene. You aren’t even
flushed!”

“Maybe I’m . . . pale . . .
with, uh—”

“You weren’t even flushed
in there!” he threw out an arm, I assume in the direction of
training bay one, although who could tell? We’d gone through so
many twists and turns on the way here that I was totally lost. All
I knew was that we were aboveground again, in a small office with a
pretty, old-fashioned window fitted with diamond panes of glass,
and some roses blooming outside.

Their heads were a little too heavy
for their stems, causing them to bob drunkenly in a breeze. It made
them disappear below the window whenever it blew too hard, and then
suddenly pop up again, as if they were floral peeping toms. The
wind was giving some fat bumblebees, who were trying to get a
drink, a hard time, too. They were dipping and rising along with
the flowers, and wiggling their little bee butts as they adjusted
course, as if doing some weird sort of dance . . .

“Lady Cassandra,” Pritkin
said, gritting his teeth but using my title, because we had
company. “You’re wearing a glamourie.”

“So?”

“Why?” It was stark. It was
also infuriating.

“Because I feel like
it?”

“Take it off!”

“Stop doing
that!”

“Doing what?”

“Treating me like a child.
Eat your vegetables, wait in my room, show me your
face—”

“Don’t rip fey assassins to
pieces before we can question them?” Jonas added mildly, without
looking up from his book.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I didn’t
have a lot of choice—”

Pritkin said a bad word. Then he
looked at his fellow mages. “Get out.”

“Go fuck yourself,” one
suggested, because they were all jonesing for a fight. An enemy had
invaded their base, attacked a woman they were bound to protect,
and—probably worst of all from their perspective—said woman had
managed to save herself while making them look . . . not very
competent. Which was unfair.

They’d dodged those spells in the
corridor like a boss.

“Here it is!” Jonas
adjusted his spectacles. “From an entry dated the
4th of
September, 1761: ‘The torso of a male fey
was discovered in training salle number seven
today’.” He looked at us from over his
glasses. “What we call number one was actually the seventh to be
dug out, you see, but the other six were taken over by the new
medical facility completed in 1883—”

“Jonas.” If Pritkin’s teeth
got any tighter, he was going to break one.

“Yes, of course. Where were
we? ‘The torso was naked, with no insignia
to specify clan affiliation, and the body was badly decayed.
However, it was determined to be of the light fey subrace, and the
proper authorities were notified—’”

“Why was it naked?” The
same mage who’d spoken before suddenly asked. He sounded
American.

“He, and time disintegrated
his clothing,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

“You hit it with a time
spell, and it kept on moving?”

I blinked at him. “He. And, no. He
died.”

“Then why was the torso
only decayed, but the clothes were gone?” he asked, like Sherlock
Holmes making some kind of major deduction. “Flesh rots faster than
cloth!”

“Jonas said ‘badly
decayed’,” I reminded him, wondering if they had IQ tests for war
mages, and thinking it might be a useful idea. “And maybe he had
shitty clothes. I don’t know—”

“No, you don’t. Which is
why you should have let us do our
jobs!”

“You couldn’t even see
him,” I said angrily.

“And you could?”

“That is a point,” Jonas
said, looking up from his book. “How did you detect him,
Cassandra?”

“Lady Cassandra,” Pritkin
snapped, from over his shoulder, having gone back to
pacing.

“Yes, of course.” Jonas
smiled genially at me.

“Pythia stuff,” I said,
grateful that Pritkin’s remark had given me a second.

“Really? Of what kind, may
I ask?”

“Later,” Pritkin said,
coming to my aid again without even realizing it. Or maybe he did.
He might be angry, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t have my
back.

“Of course,” Jonas said,
dropping it too easily, but right then, I didn’t care.

“The body has been turned
over to the fey representative,” he
continued. “Along with what appeared to be
a much older shin bone, also determined by our doctors to be fey in
origin. Dr. Campbell has speculated that this area might once have
been a cemetery for exiled fey who could not be buried on their own
soil—”

“Then where’s the rest of
him?” Mouthy Mage demanded.

I was getting really tired of this
guy.

And so, it seemed, was Pritkin. “What
the hell difference does it make? He’s dead—”

“Yeah, I got
that.”

“—our job is to find out
how he got in, what he wanted, and if there’s any more of the
damned things!”

“Well, you’re the fey
expert,” Mouthy said. “Or was that demon? I forget.”

“Simpson,” Jonas said,
still reading. “Do be a dear boy, won’t you, and close the door on
your way out?”

Simpson left, after shooting Pritkin
another “anywhere, anytime” look, and thankfully took the others
with him. I immediately missed him. Mouthy had been irritating, but
also a good distraction, and now I was suddenly the sole focus of
two very intelligent sets of eyes.

“You seem to be learning a
great deal more about your position,” Jonas said. “That was quite
an advanced technique you used.”

I started to answer, then
realized that I didn’t have one. Not one I could share, anyway. In
fact, there were so many topics to avoid
right now that this conversation was starting to feel like a
minefield: my current trainer, who I wasn’t even supposed to know,
as it broke a crap ton of Pythian rules; Jonathan and his murder of
Emma and useless destruction of that spell; and Mircea, whose
borrowed abilities had allowed me to take out a fey.

The first one might get me lectured on
the reasons for Pythian norms, if I accidentally spilled the beans.
That was especially true with Hilde on my court. She could have
trained me on the Pythian power with no risk, however minimal, to
the timeline.

But she’d never been Pythia, and that
involved so much more than just nifty new spells. And whether she
liked to admit it or not, she was old, like really old, and there
were plenty of techniques that would be dangerous for her to do.
Like Astara.

Which was probably why Jonas was
suspicious: he knew she hadn’t taught me that spell.

But it was frankly none of his
business who had taught me what, or how I got the training I’d
missed out on. That was court business. Unlike the last two items
on that list.

“Cassandra?”

I paused some more, despite probably
looking really suspicious at this point. But I didn’t know if I had
anything useful to offer about Jonathan or Lover’s Knot. While
talking about them at all risked spilling the beans that I was
currently tied to a master vamp who was able to bogart my power and
. . . yeah, no.

I needed to get that spell off before
anyone found out what Mircea was doing, or it would be a toss-up as
to who would kill him first: the Circle as guardians of the Pythia,
or jealous members of the vampire senate.

Maybe they’d finally be able to
cooperate on something, I thought grimly.

But what I said was: “The power trains
the Pythia.”

Jonas smiled at me. “So it
does.”

“You could have been
killed,” Pritkin said, going back to worrying that bone some more.
And this time, his voice was low and seemingly calm, which was bad.
Pritkin was fine as long as he was shouting; it was when he got
quiet that you had to worry.

But I wasn’t willing to sit and be
lectured—by either of them. I had a point to make, too, and it was
a good one. “I wasn’t the target.”

“He attacked
you—”

“In your chambers. Where I wasn’t
supposed to be. He probably didn’t want to face two opponents, so
when I showed up, he decided to take me out first, then continue to
wait for you.”

But Pritkin didn’t look impressed. “A
fey assassin has a chance to kill the Pythia, one of their chief
opponents in the war, yet you think he was after me?”

“He was in your chambers,”
I repeated.

“Could anyone have known
you would be there?” Jonas asked me. “Was this a regular
event?”

“Lunch, kind of. Dinner,
no. I texted Pritkin to set it up.”

“I was upstairs for a
meeting earlier, where the wards are minimal,” Pritkin added. “When
I received the text. But my phone is secure—”

“No phone is secure,” Jonas
said. “Spelled communication only, from this point on.”

Pritkin nodded.

Jonas turned his attention back to me.
“You took dinner to his room?”

He already knew the answer to that.
There were war mages crawling all over the tiny space right now.
One of the bastards probably had my cream puff in an evidence
bag.

“I picked it up at the
bakery near the crossroads,” I confirmed. “I suppose someone could
have seen me, and figured out that I wasn’t dining alone by how
much food I had. But there was no way for them to know where I was
going—”

“Wasn’t there?” Jonas
asked, but he wasn’t looking at me.

Pritkin had a hand on the back of his
neck, his head tucked and his forehead lined in thought. “We’ve
been careful.”

“How careful?”

And suddenly, there he was: the
shrewd, dangerous mage looking out from under the Santa Claus
disguise. Pritkin wasn’t even looking at him, but he must have
heard the switch in his voice. Because his shoulders
stiffened.

“Not enough,” he
admitted.

“Not enough for what?” I
asked, looking back and forth between the two of them.

“If you are known to
regularly be in someone else’s company, it makes you vulnerable,”
Jonas explained. “Your security at the Pythian Court becomes
irrelevant, when it is known that, sooner or later, you will visit
your lover. Someone doesn’t have to attack you at your home base,
where you are surrounded by wards and guards; they merely have to
wait.”

“In Pritkin’s rooms. In the
heart of HQ.” I wondered if he understood how crazy that
sounded.

“I admit, under normal
circumstances you should have been safe here—”

“I was safe
here.”

“You were attacked here!”
Pritkin snapped.

I crossed my arms. “And which of us is
dead?”

“If the fey had been
carrying a ranged weapon, he could have shot you as soon as you
materialized in the training salle! Or didn’t you think of
that?”

For a moment, we just glared at each
other.

Jonas sighed. “This is partly my
fault,” he admitted. “I should have put a stop to this
before—”

“A stop to what?” I
asked.

“—but it was useful. Many
people are concerned that you are too close to the vampires,
Cassie. Having you seen to be dating a war mage was . . .
reassuring . . . for them.”

“My love life is nobody’s
business—”

“It is when you are
Pythia.”

“—and even if it was, it
wouldn’t be up to you to lecture me. You and Agnes were an item for
years!”

“Not in wartime.” The steel
was back in his voice. “Anything that makes you vulnerable at this
juncture must be reconsidered.”

“Then reconsider it. And
once you have, keep your opinions to yourself.”

He blinked at me.

I was too angry to care.

I was also tired of this
conversation.

“Jonas, if we could have a
minute?” I said, looking at Pritkin.

I expected an argument, but
didn’t get one. He shut his book, and put
it back on the shelf. “Of course. Would you care for some tea,
Cassie?”

“Love some.”

He left.

I was about to ask for a silence
spell, because I didn’t trust that wily old wizard at all,
especially in his own lair. But one clicked shut around us before I
could. “I can’t believe I’m spelling the Lord Commander’s office,”
Pritkin said.

“There are worse things,” I
pointed out. “Like the Circle finding out that you’re
Merlin.”

The scowl he’d been wearing for the
last half hour reached epic proportions. “I never used that
name—”

“Myrddin, then. Does it
matter?” He started to say something, but I interrupted him. “You
know damned well that the fey have every reason to want you
dead!”

The emerald eyes narrowed. It did
strange things to my stomach, because, as usual, he’d forgotten to
shave and was also in uniform, which included khakis that strained
over muscular thighs and shirt sleeves rolled up to show strong,
tanned forearms. He looked ungodly hot, even with the disastrous
hair.

But that wasn’t the point.

“Aeslinn was there,” I
reminded him, talking about the Svarestri king and an adventure
we’d had while I chased Pritkin’s soul through time. “He saw you in
Camelot—”

Pritkin scowled. “It wasn’t called
that. It was never called—”

“What difference does it
make what it was called! Or what you were called, or what anything
was called! Aeslinn could have easily realized the part you had to
play in ruining his plans to bring back the gods the last time. Why
wouldn’t he fear that you might do it again?”

“Or that you might,” said
the stubbornest man on Earth. “You were there, too, as I
recall.”

“This isn’t about
me—”

“We don’t know
that.”

“We do know that! It was
your goddamned room!”

“Where anyone with a brain
could have known you would be. Cassie, this will be investigated,
and all possibilities considered. But in the meantime, you
have to stay at court. I
need you to promise me—”

“I have a job to
do!”

“Not with the invasion
about to take place! You have excellent wards there; they’ll keep
you safe—”

“Yeah, they helped so much
here.”

“The ones at court are not
the same kind. I’ve layered them with fey magic—three different
varieties. You also have the coven girls now,” he added, talking
about the newest additions to my staff. “Their magic is based on
that of the fey. If Aeslinn sends another assassin after
you—”

“He didn’t send this
one!”

“—you will be far better
protected there than anywhere else I can think of.”

“And what about
you?”

He frowned. “What about
me?”

I couldn’t help it; I
grabbed the front of his shirt and dragged him to me. A hard hand
settled on my hip and another on my nape, making it a question of
who was grabbing who, exactly, but I was too pissed to care.
“You—goddamnit, Pritkin! What if I’m right? If that thing was after
you—”

“Unlikely. There is no
reason for the Svarestri to connect me with a court long since
faded into legend, and a name I no longer use.”

“We don’t know what they
might have figured out, and until we do, you should be back to
court, too. As you said, the protection there—”

“I can protect
myself.”

“And I can’t? I think I
just proved—”

“That you recklessly put my
safety before your own?” he asked, the scowl deepening. “A fact
you’ve done more than once!”

“Because you were the one
in danger—”

“Or you were!”

“Damn it, Pritkin! You
drive me crazy!”

“What is it you Americans
say? Right back at you,” he snarled, and hard lips came down on
mine.

It was a good kiss. Okay, it was very
good. Enough that I found myself letting go of his shirt front and
curling my arms around his neck instead, while his hand got a
little grab ass-y with my pretty new skirt. And what was underneath
it.

We finally broke apart, and his face
had softened. From terrifying mage to wistful lover. For a moment,
I actually thought I’d won an argument for once.

“You’re too valuable to
risk,” he said, and opened the door for Jonas, who was standing
there with his ear pressed to the wood, looking
frustrated.

But not as much as I was!

“Go home, Cassie,” Pritkin
said striding out of the room. “And stay there!”
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Chapter Twelve

 


I shifted into the corner of my bedroom that I’d designated as
the “landing zone.” It was kept free of anything that I could
materialize in the middle of, like toys that the younger initiates
sometimes dragged in, or furniture, or people. Of course, there
weren’t supposed to be any people in here right now, although
privacy for a Pythia was relative. But for once, it seemed like I’d
gotten—

And then I smelled the
cigar.

Crap.

The room was dark, with the curtains
over the balcony closed tight. They were of the blackout variety,
since a Pythia’s sleep cycle isn’t always normal, so I didn’t know
exactly when I’d gotten back. But I knew immediately that I’d
screwed up.

I’d become so used to my little time
thefts that I’d stopped worrying about things like letting my
bodyguards know when I’d be gone. Because they usually gave me hell
over it—they would prefer me to never go anywhere at all, ever—and
because, before they figured it out, I’d be back. But I hadn’t done
any fiddles this time, keeping my promise to Tami, and now I was
busted.

And by my chief bodyguard no less, who
was hella hard to lie to.

“Have a nice trip?” Marco
asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

I sighed.

“I know you must have,” he
continued. “I can smell . . . let’s see . . . potion residue, dirt,
spent magic, coffee, burnt wood—”

“You can smell all that?” I
sniffed myself. But my borrowed senses were taking a break, I
guessed.

“—and oh . . . what’s that
other one? Wait, wait, don’t tell me. I’ll figure it out, any
minute now.”

“The blood isn’t mine,” I
said testily, because of course that’s what he meant. Even
microscopic amounts were a flashing neon sign to a vamp.

“Or from this world,” Marco
added viciously. “You smell like Faerie!”

Since he’d said “Faerie” and not
“fey”, I decided to deliberately misunderstand. A trip to old
Romania wasn’t going to go down well, much less with Mircea’s super
fun side quest. But a fey assassin would be far worse.

Plus, there was a better than average
chance that Marco was going to hear about yesterday’s activities
anyway, through the mental grapevine from his old family. Why not
get out in front for once? And maybe get some help with a problem
in the process.

“You can blame your boss
for the detour,” I said, fumbling into the room. VampVision hadn’t
bothered to click on, either, and I didn’t know how to trigger it.
I couldn’t see a damned thing.

“I don’t have a boss
anymore, unless you count you,” Marco said. “And I can’t count you,
can I? I can’t be a body guard with no body to guard!”

The cigar flared again, lighting up
handsome Italian features—heavy dark brows, a strong nose, and a
stubborn chin—as he pulled nicotine into a system that couldn’t use
it. I didn’t know how a body, much less one of Marco’s hulking
size, became addicted to a substance that didn’t do anything for
him. But then, I wasn’t sure that he was. I’d formed a theory that
his cigars served the same purpose as a baby’s pacifier, giving him
something to mangle in times of stress instead of whoever was out
of reach.

Too bad that I was back
now.

But at least he switched on a light. A
lamp blazed, high beam bright in the darkness, showing a
six-foot-five-inch body draped over my sturdiest arm chair, because
anything else would have buckled under the weight of all that
muscle. Marco used to be a gladiator back in the day, and the
pastel Izods he preferred to wear now—a pale, shell pink in this
case—did absolutely nothing to disguise the fact.

Maybe he liked them because they were
stretchy, I thought, watching biceps the size of baby heads test
the sleeve strength. At least they didn’t need buttoning up. He’d
have never gotten a dress shirt to stay closed, which might explain
why he didn’t wear suits like most of the guys.

Marco saw me ‘mirin and, in spite of
everything, flexed a pec at me. It made me want to laugh. And to
regain some hope that maybe I wouldn’t get yet another
lecture.

“If I’m the boss, then I
don’t get yelled at, right?” I asked hopefully.

He gave me the look that
deserved.

I sighed again.

“The trip into Faerie
wasn’t my idea,” I repeated. “You know I hate it there.”

“For a place that everyone
hates, they’re trying damned hard to get in,” Marco said sourly,
because he wasn’t a fan of the invasion. “And what was that about
Mircea?”

I didn’t answer because it was too
complex of a story for the hike to my bathroom, long though it was.
My bedroom/sitting room/balcony/bath combo was as big as some
apartments, and bigger than the one I’d had in Atlanta, before I
got tapped for this job. I could have put my old digs and most of
the apartment next door in here, and it had been advertised as a
“spacious two-bedroom property.”

Of course, “spacious” had been
relative, meaning that my dining table had folded down from the
wall, and you couldn’t enter the kitchen if it was set for dinner.
But sometimes I missed it. Like now, I thought, as Marco followed
me into the cool embrace of my bath. It was blue and white and
Greek isle themed, and had a tub the size of a small
pool.

God, I loved my bathroom!

Normally.

“I need to shower,” I told
my stalker, but trying to move a vampire, especially one the size
of Gibraltar who doesn’t want to be moved, is a waste of
time.

“You slip out of the
apartment,” he said heavily, “without telling anybody—”

“I said I was taking a nap.
You should have assumed—”

“—are gone for
hours—”

“—that I didn’t want to be
disturbed—”

“—come back reeking
of alien blood—”

“—so if you were worried,
it was your own fault. You shouldn’t have been in here!”

“—and what the hell is
wrong with your eyes?”

Crap.

I checked them out in the mirror over
the sink. And, sure enough, they were back at it again. Dimmer than
before, but brighter than they were supposed to be. Like way
brighter. I looked like I was wearing some of those colored
contacts that made your eyes really vivid.

No wonder Pritkin had known something
was up!

“Cassie.” It was Marco’s
serious voice, which meant that I wasn’t going to be able to dodge
an explanation for much longer.

“I have to get a bath,” I
reiterated. “And while I’m doing that, I need—”

I almost said Hilde, who was an
all-around badass with magic. But she was also old school Pythian
Court, meaning that she’d probably be after Mircea with a stake and
a hammer before I could finish explaining. And, knowing her, she
might just catch him.

“—the coven girls,” I
finished.

Marco cocked an eyebrow at me, but I
can be stubborn, too. I guessed he decided it would be easier to
wait me out. He left.

I started to get undressed, but before
I’d gotten very far, I heard something from the attached dressing
room. It wasn’t a big noise, hardly anything at all. But I was so
keyed up these days that it sounded like an airplane taking
off.

Or like someone moving around in
there.

I thought about getting Marco back,
but the days when I needed a big, strong vamp to protect me were
over, even if he didn’t know it. He did a great job of guarding the
initiates, but I could take care of myself. And if anyone had
managed to breech my court’s defenses and threaten my girls, they
were going to answer to me.

And I’d be worse than ten
Marcos!

I didn’t bother with a weapon, despite
there being a gun in my makeup bag. Because yes, I had the kind of
life where I needed a gun in my makeup bag. But I did lace my hand
with a bit of the Pythian power, to make rapid-fire spell casting
even more so, and crept closer.

My bathroom was huge, to the point
that it freaking echoed, but my dressing area was smaller and more
intimate. It had room for a dressing table and chair, a tufted
poof, a mural of quasi Greekness, and a large, walk-in closet. The
sounds, I determined, were coming from the closet.

I scanned the rest of the room anyway,
in case who or whatever was in here had back up. I didn’t trust my
eyes after today, but my nose didn’t pick up much, either. And
considering how fey glamouries reeked, I doubted I’d be able to
miss one even with only human senses.

But all I smelled was face powder,
nail polish remover, and—

The hell?

Every bottle of perfume I owned was
scattered over my dressing table, half of them with the tops off
and some of them leaking onto the wood. The drawer in front was
also open and appeared to have been plundered. Since that was where
I kept the makeup I rarely used, the super glittery stuff for
evening, I felt my spine relax.

I doubted the fey had braved a brood
of vampires, a bunch of witches, and some Pythian acolytes in order
to raid my makeup drawer!

And then I knew they hadn’t, when I
heard giggles.

The louvered door of my closet told
the tale, of four little miscreants ready for Samhain, complete
with a feathered boa, a flapper headdress, an old fashioned, cloche
style hat, and more makeup than a bunch of drag queens.

I had to bite my lip—hard. Two of them
had been in here a few days ago, following Augustine, my court
designer, who had been carrying an armload of outfits and had left
the door open. The dresses had spanned a number of eras, being part
of a project to allow me to shift to other times without constantly
bothering him for something to wear.

It hadn’t occurred to me at the time,
but the spangles, laces, and unfamiliar fripperies must have looked
like the costume box of the gods to a couple of awed little girls.
Who had rounded up two more tiny burglars and somehow broken in
here, when I had been assured that that was impossible. Wait until
I told Pritkin that his so-powerful wards had been hacked—by four
six-year-olds!

Or, more likely, the delinquents had
simply followed Marco in here without him noticing, because they
followed him everywhere. The younger initiates trailed him around
like a bunch of goslings after a mother goose, finding the massive
vamp—and the candy he kept in a pocket that he thought I didn’t
know about—to be fascinating. He’d probably learned to tune them
out by now.

A fact, it seemed, that they’d taken
full advantage of.

I opened the door and just stood there
for a moment, dissipating the Pythian power that I no longer
needed, and crossing my arms. And waiting. It took a
while.

They were very absorbed in
their business, particularly with a pair of false eyelashes that
they’d found with the makeup, but couldn’t seem to make work. One
had glued her left eye shut with one of them, while another had a
top lash affixed considerably below her right, like Alex
from A Clockwork Orange. But she was kinder than her doppelganger; she was trying to
help the other girl with her issue when she glanced up and saw
me.

And froze.

The other two were experimenting with
sparkly eyeshadow, and took a while longer to catch on, and the
poor one-eyed one was the last to notice me, because she was
getting increasingly frustrated with her new, pirate status. But
she finally looked up, and suddenly it was all too much. She
couldn’t see, her pretty new look had devolved into Captain Jack
Sparrow, and now she was busted.

She burst into tears.

I went over, scooped her up, and
looked down at the others, who hadn’t moved. I’d seen time spells
that didn’t freeze people that thoroughly. But when I said “out”,
they scrambled for the door like greyhounds after a rabbit, leaving
the poor pirate behind.

No honor among thieves, it
seemed.

“Come on,” I told her.
“Let’s get you fixed up.”

Some warm water managed to pry the
eyelash loose without taking too many of her own along with it. And
some chewing gum from my dressing table stopped the crying. It was
nasty old spearmint, so I didn’t get a smile, but you can’t have
everything.

“There,” I told her.
“That’s better, now isn’t . . . it . . .”

My thoughts trailed off at the sight
of her chubby palm, which I’d initially assumed had just gotten
into the blush. But I didn’t have any blush that shade. And then I
noticed a smear across my pretty new outfit, which showed up a lot
better under the bathroom fluorescents than it had in the dim
splash from the bedroom lamp.

Enough that I could see a fine spray
of reddish brown all over me, like a thousand tiny
freckles—courtesy of the fey, I assumed.

It looked like Marco’s nose hadn’t
needed to work that hard, after all.

I licked my lips, then ran some warm
water into the basin, and took a washcloth to the little girl’s
hand. I’d just finished cleaning her up, and dragging my now
blood-stained couture off her, when one of the acolytes rapped on
the door. And then came bustling in, breathing
apologies.

“Not a problem,” I heard
myself say. “I just, uh, I have to take a bath. I have to take a
bath right now.”

The woman said something I didn’t
hear, and took the little girl off to join her friends. I shut the
door behind her and leaned my back against it, and then sprang
away—too late. The blood had smeared the white paint where my back
had rested, forcing me to do yet another clean-up.

I stripped off the horror movie
clothes and stood there in my bra and panties, looking at the
ruined outfits on the sink. And recalling what Pritkin had said.
“You could have simply shifted back in time and warned
us.”

And I could have. It was what I’d been
doing all month, to buy myself more time. It was almost automatic
anymore.

So why hadn’t I done it?

I’d never given he and Jonas an
explanation, except that I’d been too shocked to think straight.
But that wasn’t really true, was it? I’d thought clearly enough to
run back into Pritkin’s room and get the weapons. And to chase Lab
Coat half a freaking mile to trigger the wards. And to realize that
I could locate my attacker by smell, when I couldn’t see
him.

There’d been no problem thinking about
all of that, so what the hell?

I reached out and ran a finger over
the pretty crinkled top. The blood had dried, turning from a liquid
to a powder that smeared as I moved the finger downward, leaving an
ugly slash over the delicate yellow fabric. Each droplet was so
small that it was hard to see on its own, but combined together,
there was a lot of it.

No wonder Pritkin had freaked
out.

I should be doing the same,
considering that I’d been walking around covered in gore. But what
I mostly felt was awe. How much blood had the fey had in him to
leave such a puddle, and yet also to spray it
everywhere?

I watched my finger move around as if
on its own, and wondered what was wrong with me. I’d felt surprise,
even shock, when I saw the blood on the little girl’s hand. That
made sense; I could understand that. Like I could understand
feeling revulsion now.

But I didn’t.

Like I hadn’t felt fear after that
first jolt in Pritkin’s room.

There had been a surge of adrenaline,
followed by the thrill of the chase and growing excitement when I
knew I was close. My heart had been hammering, my blood had been
singing, and I had been completely caught up in pursuing my prey.
Because that’s what he’d felt like: prey. Not someone to be feared,
except that he might reach Pritkin before I did. Just . . . prey. A
stupid, small thing that had dared to defy me, and must pay for his
insolence.

I glanced at the mirror, and for a
moment, I didn’t know the face looking back at me. It was leaner,
with the cheekbones more prominent and the eyes seeming bigger
because of my recent weight loss. Tami had been right: I’d been
running around so much lately, shifting back and forth in time,
that meals had ended up getting skipped. Not on purpose; it was
just hard to keep track.

But for a minute, I didn’t know
me.

And not just because I was thinner.
There was something else there, too, visible now with less childish
padding to hide it. Something sharper, almost predatory, what
Shakespeare would have called a lean and hungry look. Something
that I’d previously only seen . . .

On vamps.

My hands clenched in the ruined
fabric, and the next thing I knew, I was crumpling my blood smeared
clothes into a ball and stuffing them into the trashcan. I threw
some used tissues and makeup sponges on top of it because there was
no reason to freak out the staff. And then fished it out and
blasted it to powder anyway, aging it to nothing along with the
rest of the contents of the can, along with the can itself. Because
I lived with vampires, damn it, and blood told them
stories!

I just stood there after I was done,
my heart hammering once more, my pulse pounding, and my face
flushing under whatever was left of the crappy
glamourie.

Damn it, Mircea! I thought. There are
some things I don’t want you to pass over!

I finally got into the shower and
lathered up, scrubbing my body so hard that I defied even a vamp’s
nose to smell a thing when I was done.
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Chapter
Thirteen

 


I took my time brushing, flossing, moisturizing, and doing the
rest of my usual nighttime routine, until my hands no longer shook
and I felt more or less back to normal. Except for a serious desire
to get this damned spell off, once and for all! I slid into my
favorite silky blue bathrobe and reentered the bedroom with a
purpose.

And found Marco back in place, of
course. He’d once told me that it was part of his job to be
terminally nosy, and he was very good at his job. But now there
were also two women sitting in front of him, at the conference
table opposite my bed.

They didn’t get up when I entered,
also of course. The liaison from the Silver Circle to my court, a
young guy named Reggie, always scrambled to his feet every time I
entered a room. I kind of got the impression that he had to hold
himself back from saluting. But the covens . . .

Were a different breed.

They didn’t salute. And if they had, I
always got the impression that it would be of the one finger
variety. They prided themselves on their autonomy, telling the
Silver Circle and its rules to get bent, and mostly kept themselves
to themselves.

Except where the Pythian Court was
concerned.

It seemed that the war had even the
mighty covens spooked. Not enough to play nice with the Circle, who
they viewed as ancient enemies, but enough to get them thinking
that maybe they needed allies, too. So, they’d chosen me, and sent
three more-than-competent witches to join my court.

At least, I hoped they were competent,
or I was screwed.

The women rotated out on a regular
basis, needing a break from the crazy, and one of them was on her
weekend. That left Vi, a female version of Marco only with more
tats, and Saffy, a pink-haired, punk type, to hold down the fort.
Along with the pretty, long haired brunette who had just come into
the room.

“Oh!” Rhea said, and put a
hand to her mouth as soon as she saw me.

As usual, she looked like a refugee
from another age. One where they still used porcelain teacups and
calling cards, and thought that high-necked, lace blouses were a
nifty idea. And had pretty manners, which was why she didn’t ask me
why my eyes were glowing.

The coven girls had no such problem,
however. I walked forward and Saffy did a double take. “Son of a
bitch! What happened to you?”

Vi didn’t say anything, but she
abruptly stood up. It wasn’t out of respect, however. Judging by
her expression, it was out of fascination.

She had on a typical costume for her,
consisting of a sleeveless tee that showed off guns a well-built
man would have envied, black cargo pants that served the same basic
function as a war mage’s coat—as a way to store all kinds of lethal
items—and a brand-new septum ring. It looked good against her olive
skin and short dark hair, although I didn’t mention it, because she
was currently prowling around me with a look of intense
concentration on her face.

It didn’t seem to be the time for
small talk.

“I have a problem,” I
said.

“You have something,” she
agreed.

I caught her arm as she came around
again. It was solid as a rock, and displeased about being grabbed,
judging from how she tensed up. But she didn’t grab me back or
throw me across the room, and not only because Marco was glaring a
warning. But because Vi was, if not a friend exactly, at least
someone who no longer looked at me with suspicion and anger, as she
had when she’d first come here.

The covens had learned the hard way
not to trust anybody who wasn’t one of them, but they were making a
little progress with me. Enough that, while she scowled down at my
hand on her arm, when she looked up, her expression softened. “How
do you get into these things?” she asked.

“No idea,” I told her. “But
I need to make sure that nobody knows about this one, all
right?”

I glanced at the table, where the
others were still just staring, and then at Marco, who was propping
up the wall with his arms crossed—a favorite pose for when the shit
had hit the fan.

“I know you’re not looking
at me,” he said.

“I’m looking at everybody.
What I have to tell you cannot
leave this room.”

There was a court full of vamps
outside with super hearing, but my room was soundproofed, both
magically and otherwise. Nothing we said would get out unless
somebody carried it out. And that couldn’t happen, offended
feelings or no.

“Why don’t you just tell us
what’s going on?” Marco said.

“Why don’t you just swear
to me first?”

“I already swore when I
took this job, or don’t you recall how vampire courts
work?”

And yes, I did. But this wasn’t a
vampire court and Marco wasn’t bound to me by blood. But, in
fairness, he’d been more loyal than if he was.

“I’m sorry,” I told him.
“It’s just . . . this is kind of important.”

“I swear,” Vi said. “I
wanna hear this.”

“We all swear,” Saffy said
impatiently. “What the hell happened?”

I told them what happened. Well, the
stuff between Mircea and me, anyway. If I told Marco I’d had to
kill a fey assassin, I’d never be able to leave this room
again.

“Mother . . . lover!” Vi
said, her face shocked and faintly appalled when I finished, but
her vocabulary clean. Tami had instituted a swear jar, and
everybody was tired of contributing.

Except for Marco, apparently, who said
something less genteel. “What the hell was Mircea
thinking?”

“He wasn’t,” I said. “He
was reacting.”

We’d moved to the sitting area in
front of my fireplace, which was an absurd thing to have in Vegas,
but which the little girls loved for the marshmallow roasting
opportunities. I liked that it boasted a sofa, several chairs and a
convenient coffee table for drinks, all in soothing shades of sand
and blue, although nobody was drinking right now. Everybody was
looking shell-shocked, and I couldn’t blame them.

It was a lot to take in.

“I’m open to suggestions,”
I said, but Marco wasn’t yet ready to move on.

“Let me get this straight.
He hijacks your power, shifts you into a tree, and then runs off to Faerie?
The fuck?”

“It is kind of a
what-the-fuck situation,” Saffy agreed, finally getting up to go to
the bar cart. It had been left out on the balcony, and she had to
open the curtains to access it, letting in a flood of
orange-tinted, sunset light. I scrunched up my eyes, and when I
opened them again, Rhea was sitting forward, staring at
me.

“They’re still glowing,”
she said, wonderingly.

“That’s not a problem,” Vi
said. “We can cast a simple glamourie that’ll cover that up. The
problem is the spell.”

“Nodo d’Amore,”
I agreed. “I need it off, preferably yesterday.
Can you do it?”

She laughed.

I guessed that was a no.

“I don’t understand any of
this!” Marco said, waving off Saffy, who was acting as
bartender.

“What’s there to
understand?” I asked. “Mircea was playing nice until he thought he
was going to lose Elena, then he panicked. I don’t think he would
have hijacked my abilities if there had been another way to get her
back. But now that he has—”

“You’re afraid he’ll do it
again.” That was Saffy, surprisingly. Rhea hadn’t said anything,
although she looked frankly gob smacked.

But Marco was shaking his head in
disbelief. “Mircea doesn’t panic!”

“The old Mircea doesn’t,” I
said, and left it at that.

Or, at least, I tried.

“What do you mean, the old
Mircea?”

I shot Marco a look. “You know what I
mean.”

“No.” He appeared genuinely
bewildered. “I don’t.”

Nobody else did, either, but I didn’t
want to discuss this in front of the girls. Or at all. But Marco
clearly wasn’t willing to let it go.

“He’s started to show some
signs lately.”

“Of what?”

I met his eyes over Vi’s head.
“Obsession.”

Marco didn’t say anything
else.

“Can we get back to the
point?” Saffy said, trying to hand me a glass which I declined. No
lunch meant no alcohol, unless I wanted to be sick. “Lover’s Knot
isn’t a spell I’m familiar with, but just from the aura . .
.”

“Yes?” I said, because she
didn’t look happy.

“It’s really strong,” Rhea
told me softly.

Unlike the others, she had accepted a
drink, what looked like straight whiskey. It was another sign of
the inherent contrast in her nature: seemingly soft, sweet and
gentle—all of which were true, especially when she was dealing with
the younger initiates. But she could also be a fierce defender of
the same—and of me.

But it was still odd to see an
old-fashioned girl in a lacy top and below the knee skirt, belt
back a shot without so much as flinching.

But then, she
was British.

“Can you remove it?” I
asked, because Rhea was a gifted witch.

She shook her head. “Spells that
intertwine two people are difficult. You normally have to have both
parties agree, unless you have a key.”

“A key?”

“Something built into the
spell that serves as an off switch,” Saffy said, flopping back down
onto the sofa.

Yeah, heard that before, I
thought. Mircea and I had been bound by another spell once,
a geis which had
needed a . . . somewhat creative solution to remove. I really hoped
this was going to be easier.

“Does Lover’s Knot have
one?”

Saffy blinked at me. “I have no idea.
You can’t tell just from the feel of it.”

“How would you
tell?”

“You’d ask the one who cast
it—”

“Or the one who designed
it,” Vi added. “Do you know who that was?”

I shook my head. “It’s a really old
spell, which is probably why you don’t know it. It was lost for
centuries, until a dress designer in Paris rediscovered it in an
old grimoire. But he was only using a piece of it, in some magical
couture he was designing. As far as I know, he never cast the whole
thing.”

“But somebody did,” Vi
pointed out.

I looked at Marco. “Any
ideas?”

He’d been part of Mircea’s family for
years, before he’d thrown in his lot with me. He probably still
didn’t know everybody, because the family was huge and spread
across the globe. But he knew more than I did.

Yet he was shaking his head. “Could be
a lot of people. The master keeps a sizeable group of magic workers
on staff—”

Vi snorted. “Yeah, crap magic workers.
Only the dregs work for vamps.”

“Maybe at some courts,” he
corrected. “But when it comes to senate members? They can take
their pick.”

“Of who?” she challenged.
“The covens might sell them some magic, from time to time, but they
don’t work for them, and the Silver Circle sure as hell—” She
stopped suddenly, at the increasingly sardonic look on Marco’s
face. “You aren’t serious.”

“The Black Circle?” Saffy
said, sitting forward, her drink forgotten.

Marco rolled his eyes. He seemed to
like the newest additions to my court, but was frequently appalled
at how ignorant they were about vamps. Sort of like the way they
were surprised by how little anyone understood the covens—their
sayings, their customs, their taboo topics, etc. I was running a
regular United Nations around here, where everybody was having to
learn to understand each other.

But it was a slow process.

“You act like they’re the
only competent off-the-grid mages,” Marco said. “But there are
plenty of decent ones—and some better than decent—who get into
trouble with the Circle, or with some other magical organization,
and need a place to roost. But they don’t want to join the
dark—”

“So they join the
vampires?” Vi looked like this was news to her.

“My father was one,” I
confirmed. “He was a necromancer, which meant that the Circle
didn’t trust him and wouldn’t employ him. He ended up working for
Tony Gallina, one of Mircea’s masters, and then Mircea met him and
tried to lure him away for his own court.”

“Did it work?” Saffy
asked.

“No.” I sipped the drink
she’d left by my elbow despite it not being smart, because it had
been that kind of day. “He died before then.”

There was a small silence, and then Vi
spoke again. “Well, if you don’t know who cast it, then you have
two choices. There are people who specialize in spell removal, who
can do some forensics and try to figure out the key. But they are
probably also going to figure out who you’re linked with in the
process, and if you don’t want that to get out—”

“It can’t get
out.”

“Then your only choice is
to get him—or whoever cast it for him—to agree to remove it,” Vi
said.

I scowled.

Great.

“Which you need to do
anyway,” she pointed out. “Or he could just have it recast whenever
he wants.”

But Saffy was shaking her head
thoughtfully. “Not if one of the components is missing.”

“Meaning?”

“Lover’s Knot—it’s in the
name. Cassie said the spell works on incubus magic, using the
emotional bond between two people as a conduit to link their power.
So, we cast an anti-love spell. No conduit means no
link.”

“There are anti-love
spells?” I asked, surprised.

Saffy nodded. “If there’s a spell,
there’s usually a reverse as well. Levitation charms to defy
gravity, for example, can also be used to greatly increase it,
making things too heavy to lift.”

“Why would anyone want to
do that?”

Saffy looked at Vi, who grinned. “Tell
her.”

“I had a little run in with
a war mage once,” Saffy shrugged. “He levitated a bunch of weapons
at me, and I didn’t have back up at the time, and couldn’t watch
them all at once . . .”

“She cast an
anti-levitation charm on them,” Vi said, looking proud of her
lover. “Making them drop to the ground and stick there like glue.
The last she saw of the guy, he was cursing and trying to pry a gun
from the pavement, only to have it fire and shoot off his big
toe!”

“I don’t know that it shot
it off,” Saffy
said. But she was grinning, too.

I reminded myself for something like
the hundredth time not to piss off a witch.

“Give it a try,” I
said.

Saffy obliged. Unlike Vi, she didn’t
use magical cargo pants. Her clothing of choice varied, but today
was skin tight jeans and an oversized tee that kept slipping off
one shoulder. She kept her magic on her wrists, on dozens of thin
black cords strung with tiny charms, amulets and jujus.

She took one off, strung with a cute
little daisy charm in what looked like bronze, not that it
mattered. She picked them up from flea markets and thrift stores,
or wherever she found anything interesting. It was the enchantments
that she put on them afterward that counted.

She put this one on my inner wrist and
activated it with an incantation, her dozen or so other bracelets
glinting in the sunlight as her hand moved in graceful, ancient
motions.

The daisy heated up after a moment,
and then sank into the skin, leaving me with what looked like a
tiny tattoo. I waited, not feeling any different, but not being
sure if I was supposed to. She looked at me expectantly, her kohl
rimmed eyes bright.

And then she frowned.

“Did it work?” I
asked.

“Not if the laser beams in
your head are anything to go on,” Marco said heavily.

“I thought this would
happen,” Vi said, as I got up to check things out in the mirror
over the fireplace. “Emotions are tough, and spells that try to
control them are hit and miss. This one is usually used to overcome
an inconvenient crush—”

“Which is not what I have,”
I finished for her. It might have been once, but Mircea and I had
been through too much for that. We might not be together anymore,
but Horatiu was right. I would probably always love him.

Wasn’t that a bitch?

Saffy tried again, layering the poor
daisy with God knew what, but nothing worked. She finally gave up
and did a quick glamourie for my eyes, which apparently didn’t need
a charm. I peered into the mirror expectantly, because spells, as
opposed to the topical variety of glamouries, took a
moment.

“I hope this works,” I said
worriedly. “The last one didn’t last a day.”

“That’s what you get when
you pick up a glamourie in the same aisle as the hair dye,” Vi said
cynically.

“I didn’t. It cost me a
fortune and was supposed to be guaranteed for two weeks. I’m
thinking of asking for my money back.”

“Which was one did you
use?” Saffy asked.

“Something called Wild
Orchid, from this spa in Chelsea.”

“It’s a good spa,” Rhea
said.

“I guess, if they’re
carrying the Orchid line.” Saffy looked impressed. “That’s coven
made, from fey imports. What’d you pay? Like eight hundred a
pop?”

“Twelve.”

Vi whistled. “You got taken. Although
I’m not surprised; places like that always mark everything
up.”

“You pay for the privacy,”
Saffy said. “Anybody asks, they don’t know you. Still, it should
have worked.” She frowned. “Maybe you got a bad batch or
something.”

“Or maybe you’re just a
better witch,” I said, as I watched my eyes fade back to normal. I
gave a sigh of relief, and I wasn’t the only one.

“Damned right,” Saffy said.
“I was starting to think I’d lost my touch.”

Vi draped an arm around her neck. “You
can practice your love charms on me, cutie pie. Hey, maybe that was
how you got me in the first place.”

“Ha! You pursued me for
weeks.”

“I don’t remember it like
that,” Vi said, walking her toward the door. “I think I need to be
checked for illicit charms. All
over.”

Saffy laughed and they left, their
arms around each other, and the meeting finally broke
up.

Well, most of it.
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Chapter
Fourteen

 


Marco, of course, didn’t go anywhere. I hadn’t really expected
him to. He did, however, send Rhea off to get me some dinner, which
I appreciated.

The room was starting to get
swimmy.

“How long have you known?”
he demanded, as soon as the door shut behind her.

I didn’t even try to pretend that I
didn’t know what he meant. “Six weeks.”

“Six weeks?” Black eyes flashed. “When
were you planning to tell me?”

I wasn’t, I didn’t say, because I
doubted it would help. I got up to get a refill, mainly to buy me a
minute, but Marco took the glass from my hand. And when he
returned, it was full of water.

I drank it anyway.

“There was a chance it
wouldn’t be an issue,” I explained. “Mircea’s obsession is with
Elena. Which is frankly a lot easier to deal with than the
obsessions that some vamps get. He doesn’t want to rule the world
or corner the stock market. He wants one woman. So, okay, we go
into the past and bring her here—”

“Bring her
here?”

“—then he doesn’t have an
obsession anymore. And since she died, her absence wouldn’t affect
the time line. It seemed . . . doable.” Marco just looked at me. “I
thought that maybe, for once, we could head off a problem,” I said
defensively.

He abruptly got up and
paced across the room until he hit the conference table, before
abruptly whirling back around. “You do realize that he’s about to
lead a damned army into Faerie.”

“Of course, I
do—”

“Then what the hell are you
doing? Damn it, Cassie! He’s going to get killed and possibly take
a lot of people with him! He can’t be off his head and do a job
like that!”

“I get it—”

“I don’t think you
do!”

Marco was agitated, something I could
hardly blame him for, although I hadn’t expected it to be quite
this bad. Although maybe I should have. Marco might be my chief
bodyguard, but he’d had a number of other jobs over the centuries,
one of which was soldier.

“What was the alternative?”
I asked. “Tell the consul? Hey, your highness, just thought you
ought to know that your general could go squirrelly and run off
chasing his wife in the middle of battle—”

“As opposed to him
actually doing it?”

“I don’t think he’s that
far gone—”

“And if you’re
wrong?”

He sat back down on the sofa, taking
up a couple of Saffy’s worth of space, but the hugeness was part of
his charm. I felt safer when Marco was around, despite knowing that
he couldn’t fight some of things we were facing in this war any
better than I could. But the more primitive part of my brain
equated size with security, and I felt the usual calm, like a warm
fuzzy blanket, wrapping around me.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like I
was having the same effect on him.

“I was barely twenty, and
off on my first big adventure,” he told me seriously. “I was with a
cohort going to relieve another one stationed in Judea—a simple
enough assignment and a good first posting. Or it would have been,
had our commanding officer not been more interested in opium laced
wine than doing his job!”

“Marco—”

“He failed to order the
usual precautions on the road one night, I guess thinking we were
in safe territory. Or maybe smuggling in pretty boys from a nearby
town was easier without a giant ditch filled with sharpened spikes
in the way. In any case, while he was carousing, we got set upon by
a bunch of brigands. That’s right, a Roman cohort was decimated by
a bunch of local thieves, and do you know why?”

“Marco—”

“I survived because I was
knocked out by an asshole on horseback wielding a mace, before I
could find my shield. I woke up to a field of the dead, many of the
rest fled, and our commander’s head on a pike! The army covered it
up, of course, not wanting their rep to take the hit. And later
showed up with a legion and wiped out the brigands. But that didn’t
bring back all those dead boys, none of whom had to die if our
leader wasn’t distracted!”

I drew my legs up. It allowed me to
notice that my toenails were ten different shades of red, some with
glitter and some not, because a couple of the younger initiates had
gotten to me the other night, when I’d been too tired to care what
they did. I picked at the rainbow while I laid it out for
Marco.

“Okay, but again, the
alternative is what? I tell the consul that Mircea is close to
losing it and she’ll kill him. He’s powerful enough as it is. But
with the Pythian power at his beck and call, not just through
whatever influence he can exert on me but in his own right? He
could challenge her. He could win.”

“He won’t. He doesn’t want
the job. Never did—”

“And she’s going to believe
that?”

Marco pursed his lips. “Hard to say.
She plays her cards close to the chest, that one.”

“The rumor I heard is that
she’s been planning to off him anyway, once the war is over and
he’s no more use to her—”

“That rumor has been going
around for at least a century.”

“Maybe because she’s been
planning it for that long!”

“Or because she’s using
it,” Marco said cynically. “If everybody assumes that she and
Mircea are thick as thieves, it hampers his diplomatic work.
Sometimes, you need somebody to believe that you might be willing
to turn on the boss, given the right incentive. Helps them think
they have a chance with you, so they spill their guts. Or give you
concessions, in case they’re talking to the next
consul.”

“Is that what you’ve
heard?” I felt the knot in my chest loosen a little.

He shrugged. “Among about fifty other
rumors. You know how it is.”

I sighed and went back to picking at
my toes. “I hate politics.”

“Bad trait in a
Pythia.”

“Like my hundred other bad
traits?”

He grinned slightly at that. “You grow
on a person.”

He did, too, but right now, that
didn’t help. “Whether she kills him or not,” I pointed out, “she’ll
almost certainly remove him and put someone else in his
place—”

“Good!”

“No, not good. Nobody else
can lead this thing.”

“You don’t know that—”
Marco began, but I steamrollered on. Because I did know that. I’d
been getting a thorough education in vamp politics lately, more
than I wanted, frankly. And none of it was good.

“The other senates—God, you
know what they’re like! They’ve spent centuries hating each other’s
guts and the war didn’t change that. Even with all Mircea’s charm,
and all the friends and alliances he’s built up over the years, its
still like herding cats. Everybody is suspicious of everybody else,
everybody is using the war as an opportunity to jockey for favor or
grab for power, everybody has their eye on what comes after without
worrying about the fact that there isn’t going to
be an after if we don’t
pull together!”

“That’s the senates for
you,” Marco said, eyeing me.

“Exactly! Mircea is the
only one who has been able to sort of, kind of, keep them in line.
Without him, we don’t have an army, we don’t have an invasion, we
don’t have anything—except a colossal mess!”

“There’s got to be somebody
else—”

I shook my head. “Nobody that enough
people trust. This whole alliance was Mircea’s baby. Nobody thought
he could do it, could form six squabbling senates into one, even to
avoid a possibly world ending war. But he did, and now he leads
it—or at least the army part of it—and he’s the only one who can.
You talk about people dying? Remove Mircea from the equation and
people start freaking dying, Marco.”

“So you’ve been trying to
salvage this thing by giving him what he wants,” he
summarized.

“What he needs,” I
corrected. “You know how it goes otherwise.”

Marco frowned, but he didn’t debate
it. He’d had his own struggles with the vampire affliction. In his
case, it had been over his wife and daughter, who had been
butchered while he was away at war. He’d come back to find their
decomposing bodies in a ditch, something that he’d blamed himself
for throughout his long life.

But unlike Mircea, Marco had never
been powerful enough to lead a vampire family. He’d always worked
for someone else, so whenever his mental issues started to cause
trouble, he was just traded away to another master, making him
somebody else’s problem. It had been a hard life, and a precarious
one, since some masters preferred to stake their problems rather
than trade them. Not to mention that nothing was done about the
underlying factor.

Until, that is, he landed
at the Pythian Court, with a whole gaggle of little girls who
needed him desperately, and who he could save.

It had seemed finally to calm the
turmoil in his mind, which is what had given me the idea about
Mircea. After all, while really old vamps weren’t common, they
weren’t entirely unknown, either. Marco himself was something like
two thousand years old. The consul, the leader of the North
American Vampire Senate, was even older. If vamps got past the bump
in the road that their obsession caused them, they were virtually
immortal.

If.

“What’s the plan now?”
Marco asked, huge arms crossed over an equally massive chest. “You
can’t bring Elena here if she didn’t die.”

“No. But Mircea seems to
have fixated on her being okay. On her having had a decent life. I
think he’d accept that—if I could prove it.”

“Yeah, but whatever kind of
life she had, it was probably in Faerie. So how do we find out
about it?”

I looked up from peeling a clump of
cherry red polish off my big toe. “We?”

He looked slightly offended. “I used
to be an investigator for some of my past masters. For Mircea, too.
I could ask around.”

“Ask Caedmon,” I said,
naming the leader of one of the three great houses of the light
fey. “The soldiers who took her were wearing Svarestri armor, so he
may not know anything—”

“But he’s got spies and
informants. You know he does.”

I nodded, thinking of the stunning
blond with the easy smile and the ancient eyes that didn’t match
it. Caedmon did inscrutable almost as well as the vamps, but he
always seemed to know everything. It was worth a shot.

“I don’t see what else we
can do.”

There was a knock on the
door.

“That’ll be your dinner,”
Marco said, because he could probably smell it. He got up. “I’ll
keep it quiet, and see what he can find out.”

“Thank you.”

A huge hand smoothed over my hair.
“Don’t thank me. Just try to understand.”

“Understand
what?”

“That being Pythia isn’t
about being alone. It’s the opposite. You have people you can rely
on. Stop trying to be the lone wolf and use your pack.”

“Or get eaten without
them?”

A thick black eyebrow cocked. “You
said it, not me.”

He left.

Rhea came in, barely having to duck
under his arm, because there was something like a foot difference
in their height. She sat a huge tray down on the table before I
could move to help her, and whipped off the lid. And revealed what
looked like a family-sized meal.

“Tami said to eat all of
it, or she’ll want to know the reason why,” Rhea said breathlessly,
sounding like she was quoting. Before biting her lip and looking
embarrassed, because people didn’t talk to Pythias that
way.

“Well, I can’t eat all
this.” A linebacker couldn’t have put that tray away. “Help me
out?”

She nodded, because Tami’s wrath was
legendary. Fortunately, so were her cooking skills. We divvied up a
wonderful saffron-y paella, a bunch of garlic toast, a hearty salad
with more toppings than lettuce, and some peach sangria. It was
still too much, even for two, but at least my head wasn’t swimming
anymore. I finally sat back, feeling stuffed and happy and with a
ridiculous fondness for all mankind.

Maybe we could end the war with Tami’s
cooking.

Rhea, who had done less shoveling and
more pushing shrimps around her plate, still looked troubled. I
didn’t ask why; she usually took a while to come to the point, with
her innate feistiness having to war with years of being seen and
not heard. Feistiness usually won, but you had to give it a
minute.

I didn’t mind, having half a glass of
sangria left to polish off.

“How can you be so calm?”
she finally blurted out.

I was sucking on a peach slice, so
took a moment to answer. “About what?”

She stared at me. “About
Lord Mircea! He’s basically the same as a rogue acolyte—worse,
since he doesn’t have an acolyte’s ability or even an heir’s, he
has yours. He’s a
rogue Pythia—”

“And you think he needs to
be dealt with.”

She leaned over the table.
“He must be.
Surely, you have to see that!”

“He’s needed for the war,
Rhea.” She opened her mouth, but I held up a hand. “I know. I get
exactly how bad this is. But losing the war would be bad, too,
wouldn’t it?”

“We have an
army—”

“One that’s little good
without a leader. Not to mention that Mircea can’t go anywhere in
time without me—”

“But he could,” she
insisted. “With your power—"

“He could shift back in
time on his own, yes, but how would he return? I wouldn’t be there
to borrow power from—”

“Steal power from!” she
said indignantly.

“—so how would he get back?
Mircea is a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them. He knows
he needs me.”

But Rhea didn’t look convinced. “Are
you sure? We don’t know anything about this Lover’s Knot spell, how
it works.”

“And neither does he. I’m
pretty sure you have to have the person you’re borrowing from there
to, you know, borrow
from. But either way, he can’t be certain,
so he couldn’t risk it. He could get stuck, otherwise.”

But Rhea still wasn’t happy. “He knows
you’d have to go after him. A Pythia can’t allow someone to remain
displaced in time. Every day he was there—every hour—he would be a
threat to the timeline. And as soon as you do—”

“If I do. I could send Hilde,” I pointed out. “Or some of the
other girls.”

“You should be able to send
me,” Rhea said fretfully. “I should be able to shift by now. I
should be able to help you—”

“You help me in other
ways,” I said, because it was true. Of course, it was also true
that it would be really nice if she could shift, which was kind of
a prerequisite to doing most of the other Pythian duties. But I
didn’t say anything. Rhea looked miserable enough as it
was.

“Would it help to see what
the cards say?” I asked, and saw her eyes brighten.

I went over to my dresser and pulled
out an old tarot deck. It had been bought at a five and dime by
Eugenie, my former governess, which explained why it was your
standard Ryder-Waite laminated cheapy. It had frayed corners, dirt
in the creases, and a recent dunking had left some of the cards a
little fuzzy to the touch. There was nothing special about it,
except that Eugenie had had a witch enchant it for my birthday one
year.

I still hadn’t decided if that was a
good thing or not.

The deck almost jumped into
my hand, and a card popped out, already happily burbling.
“The Hanged Man shows a man suspended upside down
in a tree. This is the card of seeing things from a different
perspective. It tends to come up in a reading when old thought
patterns and enmeshed ideas are holding the querent back, and a
fresh way of looking at the world is needed. It is best embodied by
the old saying: “What got you here won’t get you there.” If you
want to make real progress now, you will need to stand old concepts
on their head, and see new possibilities in longstanding
situations.”

The card continued on, because they
were all as long winded as hell, but I was no longer listening. The
cards were merely a novelty item, but they’d proven eerily accurate
in predicting the overall climate of a situation. Except for today,
apparently.

Try as I might, I couldn’t see
anything helpful in that advice. I already had a new situation—that
was the problem! And the cheeky little bugger on the card, grinning
at me from his ridiculous pose, wasn’t helping.

I shoved him back in the deck, and
looked up to find Rhea watching me. “Is something wrong,
Lady?”

I didn’t tell her to use my first name
again. I’d given up. “No. Just wasn’t very useful.”

Of course, I didn’t know what would
be. Any decision I could make regarding Mircea looked like a bad
one, which brought up the other meaning of the card, the one that
the deck might have told me had I given it time. Because the Hanged
Man also appeared when a person felt stymied, with no clear
direction, needing information or guidance they didn’t
have.

Guidance, I thought. And
then I was the
one biting my lip. And thinking of my current mentor, if you wanted
to call her that.

Crap, I thought. She was going to tear
me a new one for this. But maybe, just maybe, she might have some
advice, too. She’d forgotten more about the Pythian job than I was
ever likely to know.

Damn it.

A soft hand covered mine. “Lady, are
you sure—”

I forced a smile. “Yes, everything is
fine. In fact, I just had an excellent idea.”

Rhea smiled back, the doubt clearing
from her eyes. “That’s wonderful! I knew you would think of
something.”

I kept my smile from wavering—just.
“Pack a bag for a few days,” I told her. “We’re taking a
trip.”
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Chapter
Fifteen

 


Of course, we didn’t go that night. I was whipped and still
had a job left to do. Two of them, in fact. Not to mention that I
had court in the morning, because some people had been
really unhappy about the
sudden cancellation, and a few of them were powerful enough to make
a stink.

My new appointment secretary,
Françoise, had talked me into a final session, the last before the
invasion, to get them off our backs, and it was going to be a
madhouse. I had a backlog of petitioners longer than my arm thanks
to the war, and to a summer spent running for my life instead of
sitting on my ugly throne, pontificating. Sometimes, I missed the
running.

Other times not so much, I thought,
concentrating.

“What are you
doing?”

“Auggghhhh!”

A ghost had just appeared in my face,
causing me to grab it by the throat and shake it, because my nerves
were just that bad. So much so that I didn’t recognize my long-time
companion, Billy Joe, until he screamed back at me. “Are you crazy?
Let me go, woman!”

I let him go, prizing my hand out of
his insubstantial flesh, and staggered back against the wall. “You
scared the hell out of me,” I told him.

“I scared you?
And what the hell is this?”

I realized that Billy had gotten
tangled in my current project, which wasn’t something that would
have bothered a normal person so much, but ghosts are not normal.
They are also not used to being detained—by anything. For someone
who could float through walls, suddenly finding himself enmeshed in
a glimmering golden net was freaking him out.

“Get it off! Get it
off!”

“Stop thrashing!” I said,
calmer now that I’d had my second heart attack of the day. Or was
it third? “Stay still and I’ll help you.”

But Billy was panicking, and either
didn’t hear me or didn’t care.

“What the fuck?” he
screeched, holding up a ghostly arm, which looked like he’d dipped
it in especially rich taffy, the kind that stretched but didn’t
break. He looked like a bug caught in a web, which wasn’t far from
the truth, and wasn’t going to get better if he kept fighting
it!

I finally gave up and just
collapsed the whole thing, releasing him and ruining twenty minutes
of hard work. But at least he stopped screaming. And stared at the
golden mess now sagging limply from my doorframe in confusion.
“What is that thing?”

“Time ward. Or it
was.”

“What?”

“It’s something I’ve been
practicing, but I’m not very good at yet.”

“Don’t they have a
certificate or something, that you’re required to get before they
let you do this stuff?” he demanded.

“Yeah, it’s called being
appointed Pythia,” I said, and started over.

Billy levitated a little way off in a
lotus position, like a cowboy Buddha, and watched me. After a
while, he lit up a ghostly cigarette, obviously bored. It went well
with the red ruffled shirt, the gunslinger hat, and the western
jeans he wore, which were all part of the persona that a scared
Irish boy had put together once upon a time to try to fit in with
his new homeland.

That hadn’t worked out so well, and
neither had his chosen profession of card shark, which had resulted
in a deep dive into the Mississippi. In a sack. Tied up.

Fortunately, things had gotten better
after death, and he’d finally found his place in the world at the
Pythian Court. Coming from a big, catholic family. Billy felt right
at home with a bunch of kids running around, especially when many
of those kids could see him. It had been a revelation for a guy who
had spent many decades virtually alone at the bottom of a river. Or
with no one to talk to but me, after I stumbled across the necklace
he haunted in a pawn shop, years ago.

We’d been the not-so-dynamic duo ever
since, because Billy was not what I would call the most energetic
ghost in the world. He spent more time perving around showgirl
locker rooms or playing cards with me than he did terrorizing
anyone. It was why we got along. Most ghosts were crazy; Billy was
just . . . kinda lazy.

But I hoped he was feeling perky
today, since I had a job for him.

I finally stood back to admire my
handiwork, which once again looked like a glittery, golden
spiderweb stretched over my door. My trainer could make a web that
she could throw, like a fisherman’s net, but I didn’t have that
kind of finesse yet. Which was too bad, because it would have
really come in handy today.

Pythia stuff was hard.

“Now that you’re done,”
Billy said, in his I’ve-been-patient-look-how-patient-I’ve-been
voice, “I reiterate: what the fuck?”

“Language,” I said
automatically, because some of the girls around here could hear
him.

“Nobody’s in here but you
and me, and why do you need another ward?” he demanded. “And how
did that thing catch me?”

“Ghosts are ruled by time,
too,” I reminded him. “At least on this plane.”

“So?”

“So a time ward fixes a
person in time rather than space, but since they’re two facets of
the same thing, it also fixes them in space. Or something.” I was
still getting the theory down. “Anyway, it’s the only ward that
works on everyone.”

“And you need a universal
ward because?”

I told him.

“You really think a fey
assassin is coming here?” he demanded, when I was finished. “He’d have to be
crazy!”

“Anyone would have said the
same about HQ. Who breaks into an underground warren full of crazy
war mages?”

“Somebody who can’t get in
here?”

I shot him a look. “Now you sound like
Pritkin.”

“Maybe he’s right. It’s not
like everybody and their dog haven’t been trying to assassinate you
since day one. And with the war heating up—”

“Why waste time on me?” I
finished for him, deciding that my ward, although a little
lopsided, would have to do. I went over to the bed and started
turning it down.

“Because you’re
Pythia?”

“Exactly. I can’t go into
Faerie. My power doesn’t work there, meaning that I’m not very
important for the next phase of the war. You’d think our enemies
would be more worried about people helping with the
invasion.”

“People like
Pritkin.”

I nodded. “And it was his room. Which
is why I need a favor.”

“Oh, boy.” Billy put out
his cigarette on his boot. “Here it comes.”

“You’ll get a draw,” I told
him, talking about the energy boosts I gave him, to increase his
range. “A big one.”

“Now I know I’m not gonna
like it.”

I got in bed and sat back against the
pillows. “I don’t like it, either, but I don’t know what else to
do. Pritkin won’t listen to me—”

“Well, your name
is Cassandra. Wasn’t she
that chick who went around prophesying, only nobody paid her any
attention and they all ended up dead?”

I scowled. “Not the time to bring that
up!”

“So, I’m guessing you’d
like a different name.”

“I’d like a different
outcome. One that doesn’t involve Pritkin’s insides being on the
outside!”

“Why worry about it?” Billy
asked, looking at me slyly from under his hat. “You could just go
back in time and save him. I mean you do that now,
right?”

Of course, Billy knew what I’d been up
to. His scheduled draws had been thrown off by my crazy schedule,
and nothing matters more to a ghost than the energy that keeps him
going. He’d figured it out almost immediately.

Lazy didn’t mean dumb.

Annoying, on the other hand . .
.

“I don’t do that,” I said
crabbily. “I never did that.”

“Then what were you
doing?”

“Nothing! Except letting
myself sleep and work at the same time, if you get me.”

“Not really.”

Maybe I was going to have to revisit
that dumb comment, I thought.

“I wasn’t rewriting
history,” I explained. “I’d go to a senate meeting overnight,
because that’s when they hold them, just after I’d already had a
long day. Then I’d pop back to shortly after I left and sleep
through that same night. But all I was doing was sleeping, not
changing anything.”

“So, you’re telling me if
Pritkin got gutted by some fey, you wouldn’t save him?”

I glared at Billy. “Why are you
harping on this?”

“Why are you evading the
question?”

Damn it, sometimes . . .

“I’m not evading! I’m
trying to avoid it becoming an issue!”

“Just wondering where the
line is here,” he said. “You told Pritkin that you’d have been
willing to go back and warn the Circle about that assassin. But
that’s changing time, ain’t it? And then there’s
Mircea—”

“I don’t want to talk about
Mircea.”

“I don’t blame you. I
always said that vampire was trouble, but did you listen? Maybe I
should be called Cassandra.”

“You’d need a frillier
shirt.”

Billy looked down. “This is plenty
frilly. This was the frilliest they had.”

“Are you trying to tell me
something?”

“After all this time?” he
grinned. “Naw, I like girls. I was just a metrosexual before it was
cool.”

“A Wild West Beau
Brummel.”

“The Mississippi wasn’t
exactly the Wild West, and you’re changing the subject.” He sat
down on the bed, which meant that he floated slightly over top of
it. “Where’s the line, Cass?”

“Where it always was,” I
said, and Billy shot me a look. “It is! It’s just . . . things
aren’t so simple, these days.”

“Were they
ever?”

“Kinda, yeah. I used to
just have to worry about keeping me alive. Now . . . I’m
responsible for so many other people.”

“Bullshit. Unless you mean
those little girls you got out there, that’s bullshit,
Cass.”

I frowned at him. “It’s not bullshit.
I’m Pythia—”

“And that don’t make you
god, okay? You aren’t responsible for the universe, you’re
responsible for the timeline. And, damn, isn’t that
enough?”

I flopped back against the pillows.
“More than.”

“Then you of all people
can’t go around changing things. You told me yourself that it can
cause a cascade effect and screw everything up.”

“Which is why I don’t do
it.”

“But you offered. In that
Jonas guy’s office.”

“I was upset—and I wasn’t
serious. I knew Pritkin wouldn’t take me up on it—”

“And if he had? Or if Jonas
had? He doesn’t seem to mind bending rules as long as he
wins.”

I stared at Billy.

I’d never heard Jonas Marsden
described so well.

“You see a lot of the same
kind of people when you’re dead,” Billy said. “I’m not saying they
all fit into a little cubbyhole, but after a while . . . yeah. You
start to see patterns. Jonas reminds me of this old gambler I used
to know. He’d take new arrivals on the riverboats under his wing,
teach ‘em the trade. Then use ‘em to help him cheat, only it was
somehow always them who got caught, and always him who ended up
with the cash.”

“You’re saying Jonas is
trying to use me.”

“He’s already used you. You
helped him get back into power, right?”

“He was better than the
alternative.”

Billy couldn’t argue with that, since
the alternative had been a traitor corrupted by our enemies. “Just
be careful, Cass.”

“Why are you suddenly down
on Jonas?” I asked.

Billy narrowed his eyes. “Seriously?
You trying to tell me that that,” he hiked a thumb over his
shoulder at my crappy ward, “ain’t a trap?”

Sometimes, I decided, my
life would be easier if Billy was
a little dumber.

I pulled up the covers. “Jonas was
right about one thing: it would be nice to have someone we could
question.”

“And if you get dead
instead? You said the fey are resistant to the Pythian power. What
if that thing don’t stop him—”

“It’s not supposed to stop
him. It’s supposed to snare him.”

“—and why is it always your
head in the noose?”

Billy lit another ghostly cigarette; I
was pretty sure just so he could glare at me through the
smoke.

“It’s not a noose,” I said.
“Think of it as an extra layer of protection, assuming anybody
shows up here, which I doubt. I think he’s going after
Pritkin.”

Billy suddenly caught a clue.
“No—”

I sat up again. “Just for a little
while—”

“I am not babysitting that
damned mage!”

“I thought you liked
Pritkin.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “I like him
better than the vampire, because he isn’t always trying to use you.
But that don’t mean—”

“Billy—”

“—that I wanna hold his
hand. Anyway, I thought he was supposed to be guarding you, not the
other way around!”

“I don’t need a bodyguard.
But right now, he does. He can take down a fey warrior, but not if
he doesn’t see him coming—”

“And just how am
I supposed to see him?
No, no, don’t tell me. Just hang on.”

Billy fished around in the back pocket
of his jeans and brought out a small notebook, of the kind that
they definitely did not have in the Old West. Meaning that he’d
materialized it out of part of his energy, just to be bitchy. You
had to admire that kind of dedication.

“Let’s see. Rattling
chains, howling and moaning, jumps scares—always a favorite—opening
cabinet doors, flicking the lights on and off—”

“Billy.”

“—and spying on the
living.” He flipped over a few pages. “Yep, that’s what I thought.
Seeing through fey glamouries isn’t in my skill set! Guess I
shoulda sprung for the deluxe version.”

“Billy.”

“But I didn’t. Meaning that
I’d be no more use than the butt load of mages he’s already
surrounded with. They’re packed in there like sardines, you said it
yourself.”

“But they can’t see the
fey.”

“Neither can I!”

“You don’t have to see him.
You can smell him.” I reached over and picked up one of my new
perfume bottles, which thankfully had survived the raid on my
dressing room. “Like this.”

He scrunched up his face, but took a
whiff. “Nasty,” was the verdict.

It was unfair. The concoction mostly
smelled like roses crossed with lemons. A little unusual, but
definitely not nasty.

“The glamourie an assassin
will be under has to be fey, or HQ’s wards would detect it<’ I
said. “You’ll smell him coming a mile off.”

“Then why can’t the
mage?”

“He won’t be looking for
it; you will.”

Billy gave me his stubborn face, which
was a problem, because I couldn’t make him do anything. He wasn’t
my slave; he was my friend. He could do me a favor or not, as he
chose.

And right now, it wasn’t looking too
promising.

I lay back against the pillow again
and stared at the ceiling. “I have a boyfriend who’s being stalked
by a fey, and an ex who’s decided that he’s Pythia, an imminent
invasion and everybody yells at me—”

“Everybody doesn’t yell at
you,” Billy said.

“Just in the last two days,
I’ve been told off by Mircea, Hilde, Tami, Pritkin and Marco. And
sort of by Rhea.”

“Rhea?”

“It was subtle. You know
how she is.”

“Tops from the bottom,”
Billy agreed, and I smacked him.

“Are you going to do this
for me? Please? I need at least one thing marked off the list so I
can sleep.”

“Hypothetically, say I was
stupid enough to get talked into this. How am I supposed to warn
him?”

“You know how. The same way
you did last time.”

Billy had saved my butt a month ago,
when he’d carried a message from me to Pritkin in the heat of
battle. I’d been tied down by a rogue acolyte named Jo, who was
determined to destroy the timeline for all the wrongs she felt
humanity had done to her. Which was a lot, since she was a raging
narcissist who basically thought she should be
worshipped.

Anyway, I’d been battling
for my life, which should have been easy enough. Except that she
and Jonathan had become good buddies, and he’d toked her up on mass
quantities of stolen power courtesy of the Black Circles reserves.
She’d also fed some of it to a few thousand hungry ghosts, who most
definitely will work for food, and stuffed them into rotting corpses to make
herself an unkillable army. And
she’d put me through an elaborate obstacle course
to drain my strength before even showing up.

And did I mention that she’d been
trained in the Pythian power, and I had not?

Yeah.

The result was me getting
my ass handed to me, while the timeline slowly shattered around us.
The only reason I was alive and Jo was finally dead—because that was the
second freaking time I had to kill her—was Billy Joe. He’d taken a
message to Pritkin for me, who had linked his power with mine
through Lover’s Knot, lending me his incubus abilities long enough
for me to drain Jo’s power, destroy her body, and open a
smorgasbord for her ghosts to feed on what was left.

Don’t ever tell me that having a
ghostly companion isn’t worth the aggravation.

The end result was that I’d decided I
needed some training, damn the risks, and Billy had looked smug for
a month. He was still kind of doing it, with a little smile of
reminiscence playing about his lips. Until it abruptly changed into
a scowl.

“The mage couldn’t hear
me,” he said. “He’s half incubus, but couldn’t hear a ghost yelling
in his ear I had to float through his damned head, to whisper
straight into his brain.”

“So, do it again,” I said.
“If you notice anything, give him a head’s up.
Literally.”

“Ha, ha.” Billy didn’t look
amused. “Do you know what he threatened me with, if I ever
‘breeched his bodily autonomy’ again? Not that that’s anatomically
possible for a ghost, but still—”

“If you save his life, I
think he’ll understand.”

“I’d rather stay here and
save yours.” The usually sarcastic, jokey face was suddenly
serious.

“I don’t need—”

“—protection, yeah, yeah, I
know. You get a month’s worth of training and all of a sudden
you’re super Pythia, defender of the weak and all around badass.
But you’re still in the same vulnerable body, Cass. Jo had all the
power in the world but it didn’t save her. You ought to remember
that.”

But I was remembering other things
instead. Like all the years that it had just been the Cassie and
Billy show, as he liked to call it. All the times we’d picked each
other up, talked each other down, argued, fussed and fought like
the siblings he’d left behind and the ones I’d never had. And then
I reached over, pulled him to me, and hugged him.

“What was that for?” Billy
asked, looking startled. Because I’d never been the hug-y type. But
that had been before getting multiple ones a day from the little
initiates, to the point that they’d started to feel . . . almost
normal.

Guess we’d both gotten used to this
place, I thought.

“No reason,” I said. “Just
long overdue.”
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Chapter
Sixteen

 


I tossed and turned for what felt like an hour, then got up and
sat on the side of my bed, feeling tired, achy, out of sorts, and
annoyed. I had a packed-out day tomorrow! But did my body
care?

Clearly not.

I yawned, feeling both sleepy and not
at the same time, which should have been impossible. Or no, I
corrected, that wasn’t it. I was drained because I’d just given
Billy a hell of a draw, using up most of the reserves that a good
dinner and an evening lounging around in my underwear had given me.
But I wasn’t sleepy.

I wasn’t sleepy at all.

Damn it!

I got up, padded over to the door, and
almost got caught in my own ward before I remembered and shifted
through. I went to the kitchen, hoping for a midnight snack, or
whatever time it was. But when I pushed on the door to the butler’s
pantry, it didn’t budge, as if the hinges had stuck or someone had
accidentally latched it.

So, I shifted through that,
too.

“Oh, crap. Busted,” someone
said, as I rematerialized on the other side.

I didn’t see who. I was too mesmerized
at the spread laid out on the center island, which was groaning
under a feast of epic proportions. A Spanish feast, because Tami’s
paella must have given someone ideas.

Well, olé, I thought, grinning.

Then the voice came again. “Oh, never
mind. It’s just Cassie.”

“Hey!” I said, looking up.
And saw Fred, my shortest, chubbiest bodyguard, standing at the
island with a shaker in his hand, wearing a pair of boxers and his
necktie, which as usual was under one ear. He also had on his
socks, I noticed.

And nothing else.

“Am I, uh, interrupting?” I
asked, glancing at the assembly of ne’er-do-wells gathered on
stools around the island.

“Have some tapas,” Vi said,
pushing a platter my way. She was wearing a sports bra and a pair
of cutoff jeans, which showed thighs hard enough to crack a walnut.
But since that was a normal get up for Vi, it wouldn’t have worried
me too much, except that she was barefoot.

Vi had a thing about shoes,
specifically steel-toed boots, which she wore with everything
whether they matched or not. Something about being chased across
cut glass by a war mage, once upon a time. Which made it even
stranger that a mostly naked war mage was sitting beside her, at
the end of the island, looking mortified.

It wasn’t Pritkin.

For once, Reggie didn’t get up to
salute. Just blushed all the way down his skinny chest, to where
the freckles stopped in favor of ghost white skin. He had freckles
on his face, too, scads of them, to the point that a few more would
give him the tan that his complexion never could. But they were
hard to see at the moment past fiery red cheeks.

They matched the hair, I thought, and
ate some tapenade on a cracker.

I didn’t feel bad about snacking,
because there was food for a small army, which probably meant that
Fred was treating. Fred did not understand potion size. Fred did
not want to understand portion size. Mainly because the only thing
Fred liked better than fresh take out was leftover take out,
preferably a spread of five or ten different types, like a
retrospective of his weekly intake.

But this stuff would have to molder a
while to be ready for the end of week extravaganza, because it was
fresh.

“I told you we should have
done this in my room,” Fred said, as I tried to decide between a
second course of anchovy stuffed olives, scallops in a tomato
sauce, and an intriguing breaded item the size of a golf
ball.

“Done what?” I asked,
munching on a fried oyster while I figured it out.

“And I told you that you’re
gonna get crumbs on your sheets,” Saffy told Fred. She was wearing
a thong and a t-shirt, the latter long enough to count as a
minidress if it hadn’t gotten caught up by the stool.

“La
Bomba,” Fred said, following my gaze. And
answering the question I hadn’t asked. “It means the bomb, and it
is, it so is.”

“But what is it?” I asked,
intrigued.

He put one of the golf balls on a
little plate for me, and grabbed a knife. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

He cut. “A spicy beef meatball,
slathered with creamy mashed potatoes, then the whole thing is
covered in breadcrumbs and—wait for it . . .”

I held my breath.

“Deep fried.”

“Deep fried?”

“Deep. Fried.”

He picked up the half he’d just sliced
off with a fork and fed it to me. My eyes opened wide. “Oh. Oh,
God.”

“Right?” Fred grinned. He
loved food, and appreciated other people who loved food.

And then he ate the other half of my
meatball.

“Hey!”

“Chef’s
privilege.”

“You cooked it?” I asked
skeptically.

“Bought it, cooked it,
what’s the difference? Look, you can have another.”

I had another. And followed it with
smoky chorizo cooked in red wine, baby octopus rubbed with paprika
and seared in olive oil, and crab cakes with roasted red pepper
sauce. It was all delicious.

“Read ‘em and weep,” Vi
said, spreading a poker hand on the table, in between
dishes.

A chorus of groans followed the sight
of a straight flush.

“Okay,” Fred said. “You got
me.” And his hand went to the waistband of his boxers.

A louder bunch of groans
were heard, along with a squeal from Saffy. “No, no. Here, I
got you,” she
said, and tossed him a bracelet.

“What? I don’t need that. I
got this covered.”

“Covered is what we want,”
Vi said. “Covered is good.”

But Fred only turned around and looked
coyly at us over his shoulder. And waggled a very well-padded
behind in blue and shite striped boxers, which he sloooowly began
to pull down. And then laughed at our horrified expressions and
threw in his tie.

“You guys don’t know what
you’re missing.”

“And we are totally okay
with that,” Vi said, looking relieved.

A bunch of other assorted pieces of
clothing were tossed onto the counter, and light dawned. “You’re
playing strip poker?” I said. “In here?”

“The door was locked,” Vi
pointed out.

“You know Hilde can shift,
right?”

“Oh, God,” Reggie
said.

He’d appeared totally miserable this
entire time, I assumed from embarrassment. He hadn’t looked me in
the eye once, and appeared to be trying to slide under the table.
But Vi caught him.

“Come on. Pay up,” she
ordered.

“I—I can’t.” If possible,
he flushed an even brighter shade.

“Whaddya mean, you can’t?”
she asked, leaning over the table. And then she laughed. “You
bastard! I thought you still had your tighty-whities left. You went
commando?”

“I didn’t know we’d be
playing,” he whispered. “And I thought I’d win. With Rico
gone—”

“Rico was here?” I
asked.

“Where do you think all our
clothes went?” Vi said.

“Rhea came into the
kitchen, and he disappeared,” Fred told me, rolling his
eyes.

“They’re out on the
balcony, in the moooonlight,” Saffy added, and giggled. She’d
obviously been hitting the sangria pretty hard.

“Good riddance,” Vi said.
“I swear he was cheating. Like this poor bastard here.”

“I—I’m sorry, Lady,” Reggie
whispered.

“Forfeit! Forfeit!
Forfeit!” Saffy said, hitting the table with a fist. “We demand the
naked chicken dance!”

“Ssshhh!” Fred said
suddenly. “I think I hear something.”

Everyone paused.

“Oh, shit! It’s
Hilde!”

Pandemonium broke out, and Fred
grabbed his trousers.

“Give me mine!” Saffy said,
but Fred just spread his hands. “I don’t see ‘em. Rico must have
taken them.”

“Rico took my
jeans?”

“Quick!” Fred told me.
“Send them somewhere!”

“Where?”

“Anywhere!” Saffy said,
staring around.

Reggie just sat there, frozen in
horror.

Vi was trying to cast a conceal spell,
but she’d also had a few. She held her liquor so well that I hadn’t
noticed, but her magic did. It made the kitchen blink in and out
like it was on strobes, but didn’t really conceal
anything.

“Oh, God!” Fred said, in a
panic. “She’s here!”

I shifted everybody except for him,
because he’d grabbed my arm at the last second and the spell would
have taken me along, too. And as soon as they were gone, the vibe
totally changed. Fred tossed his trousers back onto the counter and
picked up an oyster.

“Where’d you send them?” he
asked casually.

“To Rico. He has their
clothes, right?”

Fred burst out laughing. “Naw.” He
opened a cabinet, and there they were, including Saffy’s
jeans.

Some yelling filtered through from the
balcony, but it was distant. I doubted it would reach the bedrooms.
Sorry, Rhea, I thought, wincing.

“That’ll teach ‘em to do
this kinda thing out here,” Fred said, looking satisfied. “There
are kids in this house!”

“I take it Hilde isn’t
coming?”

“Hell, no. I can hear her
snoring from here.”

My breath let out in a sigh I hadn’t
known I’d been holding. “You’re a bastard,” I told him.

Fred grinned and ate
bomba at me.

There was some leftover sangria, so I
poured myself a glass and took it to the bath. If a combo of
alcohol and warm water didn’t put me to sleep, I didn’t know what
would. I added a lavender bath bomb, because I’d heard it was
supposed to be soothing, and climbed in. It was nice.

I wallowed around for a while. It
remained nice. And not remotely sleep inducing.

Damn it, I didn’t know what was wrong
with me!

Okay, that was a lie. I knew exactly
what it was, and until I spoke to Pritkin and verified that he was
okay, I wouldn’t sleep. Only how was I supposed to contact
him?

I was too pooped to shift all the way
to Stratford, and anyway, I’d been specifically warned to stay
away. Plus, that would require knowing where in the Circle’s
labyrinth he currently was, and I didn’t. I did some mental math:
Stratford was eight hours ahead of us, so it was morning there. He
could be anywhere.

Damn it, I needed to talk to him! But
I couldn’t use a phone thanks to Jonas, and Pritkin was probably
underground anyway. This was just so—

“Cassie?”

I jerked and looked around, because
that had been Pritkin’s voice. Unless I was starting to hallucinate
from too little sleep. But after a moment, I spied a familiar pair
of green eyes looking out of one of the mirrors over the
sink.

Mages could spell mirrors, or any
reflexive surface, to act like a magical version of Skype, although
these days, just as many carried phones. But magic was harder to
hack, so I guessed this was the work around to Jonas’s prohibition.
Not to mention that it was completely unaffected by wards and being
underground.

“Cassie?” Pritkin said
again, because he couldn’t see me from where he was, the mirrors
being too high.

“In the bath.”

The eyes crinkled slightly at the
edges. “What are you wearing?”

I sucked on a strawberry. “Absolutely
nothing. Don’t you wish you were here?”

“Yes.” It was
emphatic.

“Bad day?”

“Before or after my lover
decided to try to kill herself?”

“We’re not going to start
that again, are we? Did I mention that I’m naked?”

“Prove it.”

I grinned. “Is this a secure
channel?”

“As secure as they
come.”

“Because I don’t need
naughty pictures of the Pythia showing up in the press
tomorrow.”

“At least it would finally
knock the war off the front page.”

I laughed. With my skinny legs?
Hardly.

But Pritkin had never complained,
especially not when they were up around his ears. God, I wished he
was here! But it looked like he was still at HQ, judging by the
rock dirt-and-rock background behind him.

I pulled the little makeup mirror,
which had been fixed to the wall on an accordion mount, away from
the tiles. I never used it, because who does their makeup in the
tub? But I guessed somebody did, because it had come standard,
although it was all fogged up now.

I swiped a hand across it, and there
he was. And this time, I got the full face. It looked tired and
stressed, but also half cynical and half expectant, because he
didn’t think I’d do it, but wasn’t sure.

“Okay,” I told him. “Get
ready.”

And then I tilted the
mirror—

Toward my knee.

“Look,” I teased. “It’s all
sudsy and sexy.”

I waggled the mirror a little. And
then turned it back to my face, to see Pritkin’s lips quirk. “I’m
half incubus,” he told me. “I can work with it.”

“I wish you were here to
work with it. How much longer?” I was whining; I knew it, but I
didn’t care. Jonas had bogarted my boyfriend, and I was salty about
it.

“After today? Quite a
while.”

“Why? What happened
now?”

“Nothing happened now.
Unless you count the fact that we can’t discover how the fey
infiltrated our base.”

I frowned. “What do you
mean?”

“I mean that none of the
wards were disturbed. We checked them three times, as some
sustained damage in the recent attack. It was thought that one or
more of them might be giving false readings. There was even
discussion that perhaps the Black Circle had left themselves a back
door in the attack—a compromised ward that they could use as a
conduit back in at another time. Such a thing should have been
detected during repairs, but with the Corps stretched as thin as it
is, something subtle could have been missed.”

“Was it?”

“No. They’re on the fourth
check right now, but I think it highly unlikely that we missed
anything. As far as we can tell, no one unauthorized came
through.”

“Then . . . you think you
have a traitor?” I asked, struggling to understand how anyone could
fool the wards at HQ’s check points. I usually avoided them by just
shifting in, and for good reason. The one time I’d gone through
with Pritkin, after lunch at a local eatery, it had felt like
walking through a rain of burning needles.

“If he wasn’t fey, that
might have been a consideration,” Pritkin said dryly. “As it is,
it’s a mystery.”

“Which means it could
happen again.” I was suddenly, fervently, glad that I’d sent Billy,
and wondered if he was there yet. Probably not; he traveled along
different pathways than humans, but Stratford was still pretty far
away.

“That’s the worry,” Pritkin
agreed.

“Pay attention to scent,” I
told him earnestly. “Fey glamouries have a really strong smell, at
least for the first few days.”

“And you know this how?” he
asked.

“I . . . hear stuff. From
the coven girls.”

He wasn’t buying it.

“We’re going to have a
talk. Soon,” he promised.

“If it means you come
back.” And in one piece.

“Mage Pritkin?” Someone
called his name from somewhere off to the side, and he glanced
their way.

“I have to go,
Cassie.”

“Remember what I said about
scent!” I said—to myself. Because the only thing in the mirror was
my heat flushed face.

Damn it!

I got out of the tub. Instead of
relaxed, I felt even worse than before, anxious and keyed up and
worried and frustrated. And then it got worse.

I’d just finished drying off and was
pulling my shorty nightgown over my head when what sounded like
every hound in hell started howling. In a hurricane. Composed of
fire trucks.

It was the worst noise I thought I’d
ever heard, and came out of nowhere, almost making me jump out of
my skin. I almost strangled myself fighting with the nightgown,
finally pulled it down, and ran into my bedroom. Only to
see—

“What the hell?”

I dodged back behind the bathroom
door, and a moment later, something hit it like a fist, with an
audible thump. Something that caused the new, freshly painted wood
to crack and splinter and age. And a hole to eat its way right on
through—presumably where the fist had landed.

“Cassie!” I heard Fred’s
voice from outside, and my gut tightened.

“Stay out! It’s okay, just
. . . don’t come in here,” I called, and laced my hand with the
Pythian power. A lot of it, like a wad the size of a catcher’s
mitt.

“What’s wrong?” Fred
demanded.

“Nothing. Just a slight . .
. ward malfunction,” I said, as what remained of my supposed
protection ping ponged its way around my pretty new suite.Which was
quickly becoming my pretty old suite, or at least pieces of it
were, wherever that thing hit.

Damn it, what was wrong with
it?

“I’ll keep ‘em out,” Fred
said, and I sidled through the door, the mitt in front of me. And
watched a golden ball slam into the carpet, where it dusted a hole
in the custom blue and white swirl; into the ceiling, where a
spreading brown stain ate its way over the plaster; into a chair
that sagged and then crumbled into a pile of old wood; and
finally—

“No!” I said, furious, as
the ball of Pythian energy hit and then ran along my built ins,
causing the books to explode in a storm of flying pages that
disintegrated into nothing, like birds made out of dust. Right
before finally slamming into my makeshift catcher’s mitt, where I
squeezed and squeezed and squeezed, and choked it the hell
out!

Maybe, I decided a few moments later,
panting and winded and sweaty, I shouldn’t try doing any more wards
for a while.

And then I looked up to see Fred with
his arms stretched over the doorway, and behind him, a bevy of
vampires, acolytes, and witches, with Hilde in the
forefront.

She eyed me up—dripping hair,
crumpled, backwards nightie, and boiling catcher’s mitt of
power—and sighed. “Can’t you just play strip poker like everyone
else?”

I threw them all out and went to
bed.
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Chapter
Seventeen

 


I finally tore myself away from court the next afternoon,
following hours of chair sitting and advice giving, the latter of
which was useless because nobody cared. It amazed me how much the
visitors to the Pythian Court were like the people I’d once read
tarot for in a bar. They didn’t want advice, especially not the
kind that required any work on their part. They wanted reassurance,
or validation, or commiseration, or just to vent about things that
they had no intention of changing.

It was infuriating.

It was also an example of
the fact that Tami had been right, as usual. I didn’t need to spend
so much time doing that. Not when I could be doing
this.

I looked up at the giant, well-lit
mansion in front of me, and smiled.

The Pythian Court in Vegas, where I’d
ended up living because Mircea owned the hotel, was an aberration.
For several centuries before me, the court had occupied a grand
Georgian mansion in London, filled with marble and statuary and
fine oil paintings and rugs, any one of which probably cost more
than most houses. It was a gorgeous, if slightly intimidating pile,
where Rhea had spent much of her childhood.

But it didn’t look all that familiar
at the moment.

A horse drawn carriage clip-clopped
by, threatening to squash us, and I pulled Rhea off the sidewalk
and onto the front steps. It was night in London, with a typical
Edwardian fog obscuring the landscape and making the streetlights
halos of brightness that illuminated pretty much nothing. So, I
doubted that the cabbie could see very far.

But I pulled up the hood on my cloak
anyway, because I wasn’t supposed to be here.

“You aren’t supposed to be
here!” a crabby voice informed me, after the front door was
abruptly jerked open.

The woman who was silhouetted in a
flood of newfangled electric light was a bit of a surprise, because
she wasn’t supposed to be here, either. At least not answering
doors. And because she was unusually disheveled, with her long
brown hair everywhere, her cheeks flushed, and her usually
perfectly pressed white lace gown dirty and torn down one
side.

It flashed a glimpse of thigh that
would have outraged her delicate sensibilities if she’d noticed—and
if she’d had any. But Agnes had always been as tough as nails. As
she demonstrated by trying to close the door on me.

But I had her number and had already
put a foot in it.

I heard a small sound from my
companion, and thought it was sympathy for my mangled foot before I
glanced over my shoulder.

Crap, I thought, seeing Rhea’s
expression.

Because I’d forgotten; there was one
familiar item at the old Pythian Court, wasn’t there?

Agnes Weatherby, the girl in the
doorway, was a tiny thing with a big attitude. Which was fair,
since she was the current heir to the throne and future Pythia, and
thus a fairly important person. Or self-important, I thought, as
she glared at me.

“I know I’m early for my
appointment—” I began, trying diplomacy while still looking
worriedly back at Rhea.

“Three days early!” Agnes
snapped.

“—and I know I’m not
supposed to be outside. But I didn’t want to risk materializing
inside of someone.” I turned back to Agnes. “You really need to
establish a landing area.”

“We don’t need a landing
area!” she told me furiously. “We know how to project the future
out in front of us to avoid running into people!”

“Bully for you,” I said,
and pushed past her.

Rhea followed me inside, looking more
than a little gob smacked. Yeah. I probably should have mentioned
that we might be meeting her mother. Her very dead mother who was,
in this period, quite alive and fuming.

You could really see the resemblance,
I thought, looking at them side by side. One had blue eyes and one
brown, and Rhea was slightly taller, but they both had long brown
hair that rippled down their backs, English rose complexions, and
sweet faces. At least, Agnes’s would have been sweet if she hadn’t
been looking at me.

I didn’t know what her problem was,
but she clearly had one.

I also didn’t care right now, because
I’d just made a mistake, the kind that happens when you have too
much to do and way too much to think about. Things fall through the
cracks, even important things.

Like Rhea’s feelings, which I had
accidentally just crapped all over.

“I need a second,” I told
Agnes, and pulled my acolyte into a small, side parlor.

It was the same one where I’d almost
choked to death once, because my experiences at the old Pythian
Court hadn’t always been stellar. But it had the advantage of a
door that shut in Agnes’ face, and a green velvet settee that I
pulled Rhea onto. And green velvet drapes that shut out the world
except for a small amount of street light leaking in through the
window.

Enough to show me that, yep, I was a
dick.

“Are you all right?” I
asked, since that’s what you ask in these cases, but the answer was
clearly no. Rhea looked like, well, like she’d just seen a ghost.
One who was currently pounding on the door, goddamnit!

I opened it again and stuck my head
out. “What part of ‘I need a second’ did you not
understand?”

“What part of ‘get the hell
out’ did you not?”

“You didn’t tell me that,”
I said.

“Consider yourself told!”
And the bitch shifted me into the street.

She didn’t shift Rhea—fortunately.
Because the Pythian Court seemed to be on some kind of nightly
delivery route, judging by all the traffic passing outside. And
which resulted in me almost getting run down—again!

I shifted back inside after narrowly
avoiding a wagon full of barrels, and found Agnes with my tearful,
shell-shocked acolyte. Who she was currently dragging toward the
front door. It wasn’t by the hair, but she looked like she would
have preferred it to be.

“Hold up,” I said, grabbing
her shoulder, only to have my hand slapped off. Hard.

“It’s bad enough that you
come here at all,” Agnes said, clearly livid. “That you can’t
handle the basics of the position you occupy without someone to
hold your hand. But now you’re also bringing your—what is
she?”

“What?” I asked, because my
nerves were still screaming “wagon!”

“What is she?” Agnes
yelled, and thrust Rhea at me.

Your daughter, I didn’t say, because
part of my agreement with the Pythia of the day was that I kept my
mouth shut while I was here. Any little tidbit I accidentally let
out could change history. And that especially included letting
Agnes know that she would one day break the rules far more
spectacularly than me, having not only a long-running affair, but a
daughter to boot.

But my pause to think did not go down
well.

“Get. Out!” Agnes yelled,
and shifted me again, but I hijacked the spell and redirected
it—right back into the little parlor. And since she’d thoughtfully
thrown my acolyte at me, Rhea came, too.

The door was ajar—I guessed Agnes
hadn’t bothered to shut it when she dragged Rhea out—but not by
much. Just enough for me to see her look around in confusion and
then fury, before stomping off. She’d probably gone to get back up,
which was fine, because I wasn’t trying to avoid a fight. I was
trying to buy a little time with my acolyte.

Who had dropped onto the settee,
pale-faced and big-eyed, trying to cope.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I
didn’t think. I’ll send you right back—”

“No.” Rhea looked up. “No,
I’ll—I’ll be all right. I just need . . . a moment.”

I nodded, checking out the sliver of
front hall that I could see at present. “That’s probably about what
you have,” I told her. “Agnes is nothing if not competent.
Gertie—Lady Herophile,” I amended, using my trainer’s proper reign
title, because Rhea was sensitive to such things, “has had me train
with her before. She usually kicks my ass.”

“She was . . . always
talented,” Rhea whispered.

I looked back from the door to see her
hunched over with her arms wrapped around herself. I wasn’t a
student of body language, but that didn’t look like a good sign to
me. I’d brought Rhea along to use the Pythian library, because the
banker-looking guy at HQ had seemed to think that it was the font
of all knowledge, and I hoped it might have info on Lover’s Knot.
The library had been destroyed in the war, along with the house we
were currently occupying, but it still existed in this time period,
and Rhea had said that she’d used it as a girl.

It had seemed like an easy way out of
a problem, for once. But, of course, not. You’d think I’d stop
expecting that sort of thing by now.

And, right on cue, Agnes was back. And
this time, she had company. Specifically, a young, chubby girl with
a flat, unattractive face and a boxy body that the traditional lace
gown did nothing to improve. But what she lacked in looks, she made
up for in talent.

A very specific talent.

“Crap,” I told Rhea. “It’s
Ermengard.”

“Who?”

“She’s kind of the Pythian
equivalent of a bloodhound. She can follow a tiny thread of the
Pythian power virtually anywhere. They usually use her to help
track dark mages violating the Time Rules, but she’s likely to be
equally good at—”

Finding us, I thought, as she silently
pointed.

Agnes stormed our way and I shifted—to
my usual bedroom upstairs. And then shifted right back down again,
and watched Agnes do a one-eighty as Ermengard called out a new
destination. Half a dozen acolytes and a couple of war mages went
thundering up the stairs, and I turned back to Rhea.

“That won’t fool them for
long.”

“It doesn’t need to fool
them at all,” she said, her head coming up and her shoulders going
back. “I’m fine, Lady. And I don’t want to go home.”

“Are you sure?” Because,
yeah, libraries weren’t really my thing, and it would probably take
me a lot longer to find what I needed without Rhea, assuming it was
even here. But she’d been through a lot lately. I did
not want to put her
through any more.

I thought, a little wistfully, of her
joy at riding that ridiculous broom around with Rico. Maybe I
should have left her behind. Maybe I should have left her all
together.

Hilde’s voice suddenly came
back to me: Do you want her in this
position for her benefit, or for yours?

Good question, I thought
grimly.

But then a gentle hand touched my
arm.

“It is your choice, of
course,” Rhea said, and this time, her eyes were dry. “But for my
part, I would like to stay.”

And yeah, I thought. That’s what
everyone always forgot about her. She looked soft and sweet, but
while the sweetness was definitely there, she wasn’t soft. She
wasn’t soft at all. There was all of her mother’s steel in that
spine, and some of her father’s, too.

Hell, she was probably stronger than
me, and she had a right to stay if she wanted to.

“Okay,” I told her. “Just
don’t expect it to be pretty.”

Rhea nodded, and we re-emerged from
our hidey hole into a still deserted foyer. It was a large, marble
space designed to be impressive, and it succeeded. There was old
world paneling on the walls, a breathtaking staircase with gorgeous
old wrought ironwork leading up, and chandeliers that were both
massive and yet tasteful at the same time.

It also smelled—a lot.

I wrinkled up my nose. I’d been too
busy being yelled at by Agnes to notice earlier, but the Pythian
Court smelled like wet dog. Or possibly a lot of wet dogs, because
that was some stench. Maybe that’s what had Agnes’s panties in a
bunch: we’d shown up on housecleaning day.

“Is something wrong?” Rhea
asked.

“You don’t smell
that?”

“Smell what?”

“I don’t know. But it’s
nasty.”

And then Agnes was back,
shifting in with a vengeance, because she didn’t like being fooled.
For my part, I didn’t like being gassed. What the hell
was that?

I leaned forward and sniffed her.
Nope.

She reared back, and then flushed
angrily and got in my face. “Get out!”

“Why?”

“We’re busy!”

“Doing what?” I asked,
because I didn’t see anything important going on.

And then I found out what.

“Auuuggghhh!” somebody
screamed. It might have been me. Make that probably was me, because
something huge and fanged had just knocked me over and was bearing
me to the ground.

I heard Rhea yell, heard Agnes curse,
heard the blood roar in my ears. And then I threw the creature off
me, all eight or nine hundred pounds of it, but not by using the
Pythian power. That takes concentration and right then, I didn’t
have any.

I did, however, have something
else.

Son of a bitch!
I thought, and my attacker—huge, fur covered, and
snarling—went flying.

And since it looked like
Lover’s Knot did work, even when the component parts were in different
centuries, that was a literal statement. A body the size of a
compact car hit the wall and hit hard, but didn’t crash through.
The Pythian Court had seen its fair share of shit through the
years, and they built sturdy.

Instead, the creature bounced off,
taking a large amount of wood and plaster along with it, and stood
there for a second, shaking its great, shaggy head and giving me my
first good look at it. I guessed it was a Were, with possibly the
last part of that word being wolf, although it was hard to tell. It
was massive, plus I only got a split-second glimpse, because even
stunned it moved like lightning.

All I saw was a huge mass of brown
fur, evil yellow eyes, and what looked like foot long fangs coming
at me.

And then I was crouching, ready to
take it, stick thin arms and all, because physical strength doesn’t
matter if you’re a vamp. Or borrowing the power of one, and a
first-level master at that. Challenge was suddenly singing in my
veins and blood lust was flooding my senses, rich and meaty in my
throat and on my tongue, delicious.

No wonder Mircea liked
combat!

He wasn’t the only one. The creature
came for me in a blur of speed that I shouldn’t have been able to
see at all, because human eyes don’t work like that. But vampire
ones do.

I grabbed it halfway through its leap,
in a liquid motion that I barely had to think about, and sent it
rocketing in the other direction. Across the hall and into the
grand staircase, where it crashed, turned on a dime and sprang back
at me. Which brought a quick smile to my lips.

I didn’t know how I knew what to do,
whether I was borrowing that from Mircea, too, or whether super
strength and speed just opened up all kinds of new possibilities. I
only knew that there was no hesitation, no doubt in my mind that
this would work, even before I did it. And slid underneath the
great beast as it lunged, jumped up behind it, grabbed one of its
hind quarters and slammed it to the ground.

It didn’t like that, the great head
whipping back and forth, the jaws snapping and snarling, and the
massive claws trying to shred. But I’d jumped on its back once it
was down, and gotten a grip behind the head. My arm was halfway
around its neck, which was as far as I could reach, but that was
enough.

To pull it back, to bare the huge
throat, to—

“Lady!”

I snapped back to myself at Rhea’s
voice, my heart racing, my mouth full of flesh that my blunt human
teeth couldn’t quite seem to tear through—

Only to see a ring of horrified faces
surrounding me.

The group from the chase seemed to
have made it back down here, and brought friends. Or maybe they’d
been drawn by the sound of the fight. Either way, the big hall had
a crowd with more running in every minute: acolytes, mages, people
dressed like old fashioned nannies in starched black and white, and
children—the current crop of initiates, I guessed—all staring at me
with big eyes.

I stared back for a moment, with two
sets of instincts—human and vampire—muddling up in confusion. And
then a flood of realization hit. I slowly pulled my teeth out of
the Were’s flesh, which was harder than it sounds.

A lot harder, because they were buried
deep.

Guess I had gotten through the skin,
after all, I thought, as blood cascaded down my chin.

Then I heard it: somebody coming down
the hall, her little Victorian heels click-clacking on the tiles. A
moment later I saw her, the purple curls awry, the round face even
redder than usual, and the gimlet-eyed gaze going straight to me.
Gertie didn’t look pleased to see me, either.

“I might have known! Lady
Cassandra! What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

I tried to answer and found that I
couldn’t, until I spat out a gob of Were flesh. It lay on the
matted brown fur of the heaving beast, yellow and red veined and
hairy topped and horrible. It quivered for a moment, the focus of
all eyes, before it fell off with a splat onto the
floor.

Okay, I thought sickly.

This . . . really wasn’t my
week.
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Chapter
Eighteen

 


I threw up again.

The basin I was bent over
was full of chicken pot pie, which is what Tami had made for lunch,
pieces of peach from the cobbler that had followed, and blood.
A lot of it. It
splattered the sides of the porcelain receptacle in little flecks,
and then dripped back down, making red ribbons that didn’t help my
already queasy stomach.

Apparently, I’d nicked an artery in my
attack on the Were and had swallowed a bellyful of its blood
without even realizing it.

I was realizing it now.

Rhea was holding my hair back from my
face and refraining from comment. Any comment. Especially “I told
you so,” which I really didn’t need to hear right now.

But I wouldn’t have blamed
her. She’d been right about Lover’s Knot, and fortunately so.
Mircea’s abilities had come in handy when I was attacked for
absolutely no reason, because that had not been my fault.

No matter what Agnes said.

But that meant that the reverse was
also true: if I could borrow Mircea’s skills in another time, then
he could do the same to me. And go joyriding around the timeline
whenever he chose. He didn’t need me to get there or to get back,
and probably the only reason he wasn’t doing it right now is
because he didn’t know that.

But the problem with an almost
six-hundred-year-old master, especially one who hadn’t started out
stupid to begin with, was that he figured things out. Fast. I
needed to figure some stuff out, too, or I was screwed. Only now
didn’t seem like a good time, and not just because I was busy
decorating a bowl in new and horrific ways.

But because of that, I thought,
wincing.

Next door, something crashed,
something else roared, and Gertie’s voice rang out, authoritative
and loud, because this was her court and she’d obviously had
enough. Of what, I didn’t know, but somebody was getting read the
riot act. Since I was probably next, I sympathized.

“Try to take some water,
Lady,” Rhea said softly, and attempted to press a glass into my
hand.

My stomach roiled, and I pushed it
away, even though my throat was on fire. Stomach acid might have
accounted for some of it, but it seemed that Were blood had a
slightly corrosive effect as well. Vampires probably didn’t care,
as they healed almost immediately anyway, but I was feeling
rough.

Very rough, I thought
sickly.

But the room I was in was dim, cool
and calm, yet another parlor because this place only had about a
hundred of them. This one featured a smallish round table, where I
was currently coughing up my guts, a big round rug, and some
portraits of past Pythias on the walls. It also had a lot of
delicate little chairs where people waiting to see Gertie could
kick their heels until she felt like getting around to
them.

People like me.

She could take her time as far as I
was concerned. Rhea’s touch was soothing and the room was mostly
quiet, with shouting coming from several rooms away. Gertie’s
private suite appeared to be even more extensive than my own. Even
better, it seemed that her heir was needed for the process,
otherwise Agnes would almost certainly have been here, telling me
off.

Or maybe not, I thought, as she
stepped out of nothing almost on top of me.

That was on purpose—she’d said she
could see in advance—and would have been startling enough, but she
was also holding a knife dripping with blood. So, I think I can be
forgiven for rearing back in alarm. And then spewing chunks all
over her when the sudden motion hit my fragile stomach.

Well, shit.

She staggered back, strongly
resembling a murder victim from all the blood. Or maybe a murderer,
because she was still clutching the knife. And looking like she was
planning on lunging at me with it, only Rhea got in the
way.

“I think we need to calm
down,” Rhea said.

“Who cares what you think?”
Agnes snarled, and shoved her daughter out of the way.

I shifted the knife out of her hand,
because I didn’t like the look in her eyes, causing it to clatter
against the wooden floorboards of the corridor outside and to scare
a couple of war mages. And, since they all seem to respond to that
sort of thing the same way, they rushed in surrounded by a cloud of
levitating weapons, all of which were pointed at me. And at Agnes,
I guessed, because she was standing beside me.

Which was why the weapons were
suddenly gone, even though I hadn’t shifted them
anywhere.

The mages were unhappy about this, and
started their second favorite thing: shouting. Agnes shouted back,
threatening to send them wherever their weapons had gone. I moved
the basin so that I could put my head down on the table, and tried
not to think at all.

Until someone new joined the
party.

“Just what is going on out
here?” Gertie demanded, appearing in the doorway.

There was a chorus of “Ladys,” but I
didn’t join in.

I felt like crap.

“I asked you a question!”
Gertie said, and now the voice was closer.

After a moment, I forced open a single
eye. Yes, she was looking at me. Or glaring, to be more
accurate.

“I’ve had a bad day,” I
told her.

“You’re about to have a
worse one.” It was grim.

Yay.

But I got a reprieve, as the purple
haired dynamo took a moment to strut around, doing what she did
best and ordering everybody about. The war mages were instructed to
find their weapons on the heavily slanted roof, because Agnes was a
bitch. The gory basin was whisked away by an acolyte with an
expression of disgust on her face and a bucket was brought instead.
Agnes informed the boss that the matter “has been taken care of”,
whatever that meant. And I found myself being hustled into Gertie’s
sitting room.

Which was looking a little different
than the last time I saw it.

“Redecorating?” I croaked,
clutching my bucket.

“If you are going to be
sick again, you are going to make sure that it lands in there,” I
was told by the lady herself, and she pointed at the
receptacle.

“Does it matter?” I asked,
glancing around.

The place looked like a gut job to me,
with huge slash marks on the walls, knocked over furniture, and a
broken mirror that had dusted the carpet with a thousand glittering
shards.

“Yes! I have enough to
clean up,” Gertie said irritably, as glass crunched under my
feet.

And then caused me to stumble and
almost fall when it suddenly disappeared.

I staggered over to the sofa, while
all the broken pieces jumped back together again, melted into a
huge, shining slab, and slammed back into place on the
wall.

“What happened?” Rhea
asked, flinching a little at the nails on a chalkboard sound of a
mirror reverse shattering, and causing Gertie to glance at
her.

“And who is
this?”

“My acolyte, remember?” I
said, because Gertie had seen her before. But it had been on a very
fraught night for all of us, when a different acolyte had tried to
tear apart time, so I supposed she could be forgiven for not
remembering.

Come to think of it, that probably
explained why Rhea was so freaked out at the concept of a vampire
flitting around the timeline. She was thinking of the last time
someone had tried it. It didn’t make me any happier, either, but
this did not seem like the time to discuss it—or anything else. Not
with a whole chorus of roars, yelps and howls shredding the air
from somewhere far too close for comfort.

The sound shook the crystals in the
sconces that Gertie had just repaired and reaffixed to the wall,
sending prisms of light scattering everywhere. I watched the little
diamond shapes dance and didn’t say anything, insulated by my
burning throat and churning stomach. But my acolyte clearly felt
differently. Recent events also seemed to have shaken her out of
her usual reticence, and she had something to say.

“What is
that?”

“Moderate your tone,”
Gertie snapped, also clearly out of sorts, maybe because the
wallpaper she’d just repaired had a bubble in it.

“Moderate yours!” Rhea
snapped back, winning her a sharp look from Gertie and a pleading
one from me.

“Rhea,” I began—

Which was as far as I got, but not
because of Gertie. Rhea found herself being grabbed from behind and
spun around, and then roundly slapped—by her own mother. Agnes had
come in behind us and obviously objected to unwanted guests being
rude to the boss. Of course, letting a guest almost be eaten
counted as rude, too, but I was suspending judgement because I
didn’t know all the facts yet.

And because I’d done most of the
eating.

I shoved my face into my bucket and
just breathed for a moment, while the girls shouted at each
other.

Their tempers seemed kind of
similar.

I felt someone sit beside me on the
sofa after a while, and looked up to see Gertie through bleary
eyes. “You don’t look well,” she observed.

“Been better,” I
croaked.

“I did not think your kind
became ill.”

I wrinkled my forehead. “My
kind?”

She pulled the collar of my
old-fashioned gown, which had been designed to fit in with the
times, away from my neck. And then sucked in a breath. “I thought
so,” she said. “But it is still hard to see. I assume this is why
you have brought your acolyte with you?”

“What?”

“For the ritual to replace
you.”

I had a feeling that, somewhere along
the line, I had lost the thread of this conversation. Assuming I’d
ever had it. “I brought her to use the library,” I said.

This appeared to confuse
Gertie.

“The library? What use is
that to an Undead?”

“Undead?” I glanced around
sharply, because that word could mean a lot of things, and few were
good. “Where?”

Gertie frowned at me some more. “Is
that not what you are?”

“What?” I looked at her in
confusion.

She reached over and jerked my collar
open again. “You’ve been bitten!”

It took me a moment. It had been that
kind of day. “Yeah, a while ago. Nothing happened,” I said,
flapping at her hand, which was threatening to strangle me. And
which did me no good, except to be jerked closer.

“You call this nothing?”
she demanded.

“I can’t call it anything
if I can’t breathe,” I croaked—uselessly, because Gertie wasn’t
listening.

“You call what happened out
there nothing?” she continued, flinging a hand toward the entrance
hall somewhere behind us. “You’ve crossed over!”

“I have not!”

“The first Pythia ever to
be careless enough to—”

She stopped.

“What do you mean, you have
not?”

I wrestled with her for a second,
before finally managing to jerk free. And then sat there, glaring,
my throat feeling bad enough without her trying to garrote me! “Cut
it out!” I said.

“Then explain
yourself!”

“I mean, I’m not a
vampire!” I said, rubbing my injured neck and spelling it out for
the crazy woman. “I haven’t crossed over, I haven’t died, I haven’t
done anything! Except almost get killed by whatever you turned
loose on me!”

“You’re not dead?” Gertie
seemed to be fixated on that point.

“Do dead people throw up
their dinner?” I asked thickly, wondering if I was about to do it
again.

“Then what the devil is
wrong with you?”

I sighed and gave up on the idea of
waiting for a better time.

I told her.

 


~~~

 


“Absolutely unacceptable!”
Rhea was slamming things around my bedroom, as furious as I’d ever
seen her. Possibly because nothing got under her skin worse than
her parents.

Or seeing her Pythia reamed out for
half an hour, it seemed, in the ass chewing of the ages.

I didn’t say anything, not being up to
it at the moment. I lay in the large, comfortable, squashy topped
bed, and watched the ceiling slowly revolve above me. And wondered
whether other Pythias got blessed out as much as I did. It seemed
unlikely. I couldn’t imagine anyone talking to Gertie the way they
regularly did to me.

Well, I couldn’t have before
tonight.

A small smile split my face, despite
everything, because Rhea had been magnificent. It occurred to me
that, if she ended up succeeding me someday, Gertie’s little parlor
had had four Pythias in it, all going at each other at the same
time. Well, three of them had been.

I’d mostly sat and barfed pot pie. But
at least I seemed to have finally gotten rid of all the Were blood.
And it wasn’t like Rhea had needed the help.

I just wished that she’d finishing
venting at Gertie, because I was really kind of sleepy right
now.

“—for them to dare, and to
a Pythia—” she
was saying, while throwing things out of a large
wardrobe.

“They’re Pythias, too,” I
rasped, because my throat was raw. And wondered if she was looking
for something or just enjoying tossing stuff around.

“That doesn’t excuse it!”
she said, rounding on me. “You’ve saved the world—repeatedly! What
have they ever done?”

I opened my mouth, but apparently that
question had been rhetorical, because she kept going.

“The last time we were
here, with Hilde and the others, what did they do? Jo was shredding
the time line, sending shards of other eras crashing into this one,
threatening to destroy everything! And what did they
do?”

“They helped
with—”

“Nothing! We stopped her,
particularly you. You fought her to a standstill, whilst we did everything that
we could to protect you! Jo threw an army against you, but you never
faltered, not once! Meanwhile, they stood on the sidelines, and did
a little mopping up once the real danger was past, yet they have
the gall, the utter, utter—”

“Rhea.”

“—gall to dare—they should be down on their knees, both of them, thanking
you—especially her. Jo was her damned acolyte!”

I didn’t say anything. Rhea’s facts
were a little skewed, because she’d arrived late and hadn’t seen
everything, but this wasn’t the moment to point that out. Agnes’s
slap mark was still visible on her face, a testament to how strong
it had been. It would probably bruise, although I doubted the
physical pain was the biggest problem here.

To say that Rhea had mommy issues was
to put it mildly.

And with cause. She’d spent her
younger years with the covens, learning enough of their magic to be
considered a coven trained witch. But that wasn’t why she’d been
sent there. Agnes had some coven-affiliated relatives and had
thought of them when she needed a place to stash the daughter that
nobody could know about—at least until Rhea was old enough to join
the court under a different name.

How she’d covered up the pregnancy I
didn’t know, but strongly suspected a trip back in time, followed
by a return with the baby, likely only seconds after she left. Of
course, that sort of thing was a no-no. Pythias weren’t supposed to
time travel except in emergencies, and to benefit others, not
themselves. But maybe she’d felt that keeping the Pythian
reputation intact qualified.

We all had our own definitions, didn’t
we?

I didn’t feel like I was in a position
to judge Agnes, especially now. At the very least, Mircea should
have been in a chrono cell, a literal “time out” where he’d sit
until we figured out how to solve this. But as I’d pointed out to
Gertie, while that might assure that he couldn’t go joyriding
around the time line, it wouldn’t help his psyche at
all.

And the more it deteriorated, the
worst the war was likely to go.

What she’d understood and Rhea didn’t,
despite having grown up at court, was that this job wasn’t so cut
and dried. Your power showed you things—sometimes—and if you were
lucky you might even understand what they meant. But even then, it
was you and only you who had to decide what to do about
them.

It was why I’d gotten a blessing out
instead of something worse, and then a cup of hot tea before being
bundled off to bed. Gertie might be furious with me right now, but
she knew that Pythias sometimes had to make truly gut-wrenching
decisions without any help or even any assurance that they were
right. It was what I would have told Marco, if I’d thought he would
understand.

To be Pythia was to be
alone.

Come to think of it, that was probably
how Agnes had ended up in a relationship with Jonas Marsden. That
was a no-no, too, considering that the Pythia was supposed to be
the impartial arbiter of disputes in the supernatural community,
something made a little hard when you were dating one of its chief
members. But sometimes, the deafening silence from your power,
which wasn’t human, after all, and couldn’t talk to or commiserate
with you, got to be too much, and you just wanted someone to
hold.

I could relate there, as well. In
fact, the longer I had this job, the less Agnes felt like either
the unknowable, perfect paragon I’d first thought her, or a vicious
bitch, and more like a very human woman just trying her best. Only,
unfortunately, her best hadn’t always been good enough.

I wondered if, someday soon, I’d be
able to relate to that, too.

“If you want to talk about
Agnes,” I began, thinking that maybe Rhea could use a sympathetic
ear.

Only it seemed not.

“Why would I want to do
that?” she snapped.

Rhea never snapped.

“This is my fault,” I told
her carefully. “I get that—”

“How is any of this your
fault?” she demanded, looking up from examining what appeared to be
a water bottle, before tossing it aside.

“You didn’t interact with
your mother, the last time you were here. Things were crazy and . .
. well, there wasn’t time—”

She laughed, and it was bitter. “When
was there ever?”

“—but I should have thought
that being here, doing research, possibly for days . . . you were
bound to run across each other. I’m sorry. I was so focused
on—”

“Stop saying
that!”

I blinked. “What?”

“You always apologize! When
nothing about this is your fault!”

“Okay,” I said, because
meek little Rhea was definitely gone, and in her place was the
spitfire from downstairs, who I was starting to suspect was a lot
closer to the real woman than the version I usually saw.
Considering who her parents were, that wasn’t too surprising. There
was no way she was going to turn out to be a fluffy
kitten.

Although, at the moment, she was
looking more like a pissed off tigress.

One that was suddenly in my
face.

“You want to know about my
mother?”

I blinked some more. “I—well, you
know. If you want to talk—”

“Then you’ll have to ask
someone else!” It was vehement. “I never knew her. She treated me
almost exactly the same as the other girls, unless you count not
allowing me to be trained as an acolyte. And once a week—if she
had time—we took
tea in her chambers, after she’d sent everyone away on some
training exercise. She’d ask me how my studies were going. She’d
tell me that she’d heard good things about my work in the nursery.
And that was all! Afterwards, she was free of me for another week,
free to forget I existed!”

She started to turn away, back to the
wardrobe, but then she spun around.

“That’s why she did it, did
you know?”

“Did what?” I was a little
confused.

“Never let me be trained! I
used to think I just wasn’t good enough—”

“Rhea—”

“—and maybe that was true.
But the older I became, the more I suspected a different reason. If
she made me an acolyte, she would have to see me, be around me, on
a daily basis. That’s what acolytes do: they attend on the Pythia.
She couldn’t avoid me then—”

“Rhea!” I sat up, decided
it was a bad idea when the room got swimmy, and just propped myself
on a pillow instead. “She was your mother. Why would she want to
avoid her own daughter?”

“Why would
yours?”
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Chapter
Nineteen

 


That was the last response I had expected. “What?”

Rhea paused with a blanket clutched to
her chest. And while her body might be that of a slender young
woman, her face was suddenly that of a child. One with huge,
miserable eyes that made me want to hug her.

“You told me that you went
back,” she said. “To see your parents before they died.”

I nodded carefully. “A couple of
times.”

Being Pythia meant that a little thing
like death was no barrier to a meeting. Not that there hadn’t been
other barriers—plenty of them. Getting to my parents had been hard,
and once I had . . . I’d kind of wondered why I’d
bothered.

To say that the welcome hadn’t been
warm was an understatement.

That was especially true where my
mother was concerned. She was kind of a sore point with me,
although for different reasons than Rhea had with Agnes. At least
she knew what she was mad about. I knew . . . next to nothing. My
mother had been closed down, cold and silent. Even now, I didn’t
know much more about her than what I read in the mythology
books.

And based on my limited experience,
I’d say they’d been kind.

“But you also said that she
didn’t want to see you,” Rhea said carefully. “Or even to talk to
you.”

“She wasn’t exactly . . .
friendly,” I agreed.

“So, you know what it was
like,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “When you told me
that, I thought, finally, here is someone who understands. Someone
who knows what it is to be unwanted.”

“I . . . don’t know that I
was unwanted exactly—”

“She left you with that
vampire! That Gallina—”

“Because she
died, Rhea.”

Technically, of course, goddesses
didn’t. They just faded away. Until they were so weak that they
could be taken out by a car bomb, planted by a jealous vamp who
wanted to adopt her orphan daughter, but needed her to actually be
an orphan first.

That was true even of the mighty
huntress, Artemis to the Greeks, Diana to the Romans, and Elizabeth
O’Donnell when she was hiding out as an acolyte at Agnes’
court.

It was a long story as to
how she got there, but basically, there was a war, thousands of
years ago, between different factions of gods over who would
control Earth, and mom won. Not mom’s group, mind you, but
mom, on her own. She’d
gotten her nickname by hunting demons, not deer, and had amassed a
ton of power in the process. Added to her own, it had allowed her
to throw her fellow gods off the planet and to slam a metaphysical
door shut behind them, and slam it hard.

So hard, in fact, that they’d been
barred from Earth—and Faerie, which had been encompassed by
mother’s spell as well, since it provided a conduit to Earth—ever
since. But despite the fact that she won, it hadn’t been a flawless
victory. In the brief time they’d had, the other gods had fought
back, and the battle had severely drained her. So much so that she
could no longer risk hunting demons, not when there was only one of
her and millions of them, and all of them seriously jonesing for
some payback.

She’d therefore gone into hiding, her
remaining power slowly draining away over the centuries until she
was on the brink of starvation. In desperation, she’d joined the
Pythian Court in disguise, since the power that Apollo had once
given to his oracle was the only source of godly energy left on
Earth. But that plan had its own pitfalls, including some demigod
sons that Ares had left behind they’d who were watching the court,
knowing that, sooner or later, she’d turn up.

I knew that much about her, because
I’d seen some of it myself on a trip back in time, and because
Pritkin had done some research to fill in the rest. But that was
all I knew. Well, other than that she’d somehow hooked up with dad,
who she met here at court after Agnes dragged him back from an
illegal jaunt through time. And then, for some reason, that they’d
decided to have me.

Or maybe she just got knocked up.
Maybe I wanted it to be more complex than that, when in reality, I
was just the product of a godly booty call. It would explain why
she had been so cold when I finally met her.

“You know what it was
like,” Rhea repeated, watching me. “You were left with that
vampire; I was left with the covens. But my mother didn’t die, and
eventually, she came back for me.”

“Doesn’t that show that she
cared?” I asked. “She could have just left you there—”

“Could she? When the covens
hate the Circle with a passion, and might have discovered who my
father was at any time? You know they’d have used that information
to hurt him—they did so, as soon as they found out!”

I nodded, because that had happened
only recently. Fortunately, the scandal had been minimal since
Agnes was dead by then and a new Pythia was on the throne. One who
had as many ties to the vamps as to the Circle.

But it was probably a big reason for
Jonas’s comment to Pritkin about being careful. Having me seen to
be hanging out with a war mage, even dating one, was one thing.
Having me seen to be getting too close to him, like
able-to-be-influenced close, was another. They had to avoid it
looking like Pritkin and I were Agnes and Jonas version 2.0. Which
we weren’t!

Pritkin wasn’t the head of the Circle,
and he didn’t try to tell me how to run my court.

But would people believe
that?

“What are you thinking
about?” Rhea asked, probably watching the different expressions
flit across my face.

I didn’t know whether to answer her or
not. It wasn’t in my best interest to tell her what it was like the
be Pythia on a personal level, which was definitely not a selling
point. But Hilde’s comment was still ringing in my ears, making me
ashamed of myself. And the fact was that I had a perspective on her
parents that no one else did.

“I don’t know much about my
mother,” I said. “Whether she really loved my father, or whether he
was just a means to an end, some useful idiot she picked up because
she needed protection, or help with some scheme she was running. I
may never know. But I know that your mother loved your father, and
I know that she loved you.”

Rhea stared at me. “How do you know
that?”

“Because I know what they
risked to be together, how hard it was. And while Jonas might have
gotten something else out of it, added influence or help for the
Circle with their problems, your mother . . .”

“Yes?”

“She didn’t get anything.
Except for companionship, of course. But it came at a price. It’s
difficult enough to balance a career and a personal life as a woman
anyway, but as a Pythia? With everyone watching you all the time
and everyone thinking that they have a right to say how you live
your life? Yeah, it’s fun.”

“I’m sorry,” Rhea said. “I
know that you and Mage Pritkin . . . it must be
difficult.”

“Not so much. Not so far.
But it will be. They’ll make sure that it is.”

“They?”

“Everyone. The vampires
aren’t going to like me being with a mage, especially a war mage.
The only reason they’re not bitching about it already is that
there’s a war on and they need me, plus they have other priorities
right now. And because most of them don’t know.

“The majority think I’m
still with Mircea, and that he’s got me right where the Vampire
Senate wants me—as their very own pet Pythia. They assume that any
rumors they hear about Pritkin were planted by the senate to lessen
concern in the Circle over my relationship with a master vamp.
Meanwhile the mages think the same thing about Mircea: that he was
trying to advance his status by claiming a closer relationship with
his vampire’s little protégé than he actually had.”

“Where did they get that
idea?” Rhea asked, looking surprised.

“Your father, for one.
Jonas has been spreading that rumor from the beginning, although I
didn’t know it for a while. And now that I’m dating a war mage . .
. well, that’s what he wanted all along, you know? He even sent me
one once—”

“Sent you what?”

“A war mage to
date.”

“He did not!” Rhea looked
shocked, and then pissed off on my behalf.

I nodded. “Handpicked and bearing
flowers and candy. And under orders to be charming.”

“That’s
horrible!”

“That’s
politics.”

She blinked at that, why I didn’t
know. She’d grown up at court. She must have known that everything
a Pythia did was political, whether she meant it to be or not.
People would make it that way, trying to spin it for their
advantage.

Or maybe that’s why Agnes had kept her
in the nursery, to shield her from all that.

Thanks, Agnes, I thought. Thanks a
lot.

“It didn’t go well,” I
said, after a moment. “But then I ended up dating Pritkin anyway,
although Jonas was less than completely happy there. The war mage
he sent me was a good little Corpsman who would have put the needs
of the Circle first. Pritkin . . . he’s not too sure about. But
it’s better him than a vampire, so . . .”

“It’s not any of his
business!” Rhea said. “It’s not any of their business!”

“No, but that’s how it is
when you’re Pythia. That’s how it was for your mother. Every group
is trying to tug you this way or that, to get influence, or a
favorable ruling, or whatever it is they want from you, and there’s
always something. God forbid you should have a life of your
own.

“But Agnes made one for
herself anyway, one that included Jonas—and you.”

Rhea got up because it had started to
rain outside, and the window had been left half open, tossing the
sheers around. And sending a light sprinkling of water over the bed
whenever the wind blew just right. She pulled the sash down and
closed the drapes, taking her time, pretending to be busy when what
she really wanted was to think.

I didn’t mind.

She finally came back over to the bed,
and started spreading out the blankets she’d taken from the
wardrobe, because the room was chilly. “That’s why Mage Pritkin
doesn’t live at court,” she said slowly, as if puzzling it out.
“And why you haven’t made any formal declaration about him or the
vampire.”

“Lord Mircea,” I said
gently, because if she got into the habit of speaking about him any
other way at court, it wasn’t going to go down well. The vamps who
were with me were all emancipated, and could do as they liked. But
once upon a time they’d been Mircea’s boys.

And once in a vamp family, always in a
vamp family.

Emancipation just meant that you
didn’t take direct orders anymore. It did not mean that you put up
with anybody disrespecting the boss. Especially a boss like Mircea,
who had always been very good to his family.

“Lord Mircea,” Rhea agreed.
She finished making the bed, and sat down on it again, her forehead
creased. “You are playing a game, too, aren’t you?” she
said.

“Am I?” I watched lamplight
flicker on the ceiling.

“You’re allowing everyone
to believe what they want about your private life, and tell
themselves whatever story they want to hear. The vampires believe
you’re with Lord Mircea. You bear his mark, and his people help to
guard your court. But you let the mages believe that you’re with
Mage Pritkin—”

“Because I am, in fact,
with Mage Pritkin.”

“But on your terms. He
isn’t influencing you; he’s helping you. He is loyal to you, and
not Jonas.”

“He’s loyal to the Corps,
too, just not blindly.”

Rhea was quiet for a moment, as if
thinking that over. “What happens when they figure it out?” she
finally asked. “When people realize what you’re doing? What happens
if . . . if you have a child?”

“Figure out what?” I said,
dodging the harder question. “I’m a flighty young woman who dates
around. Who knows who I’ll be with next?”

“That’s not
true.”

“It is as far as they know.
Caedmon, the fey king, haunts my court, although I don’t know if
he’s looking for a new wife, or whether he’s got some kind of other
plan. I can’t read him. And one of the big Were chieftains sent me
a freshly slaughtered deer that he took down himself. Apparently,
that counts as flirting.”

“I know.” Rhea wrinkled up
her nose. “I was there when it was delivered. It was awful. They
hadn’t cleaned it, or even skinned the carcass. Or taken the head
off! It was lolling with its tongue sticking out, and its eyes—”
she shuddered.

I decided not to tell her what was in
the sage sausage that Tami had served that morning.

“I know it won’t work as an
excuse forever,” I said instead. “But it works for right
now.”

“And the other?” she
persisted. “What would you do with a child?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t
gotten that far yet.”

“I know what you wouldn’t
do,” she said. “You wouldn’t send her away. You wouldn’t bring her
back only to save your lover’s reputation. You wouldn’t treat her
like a mistake you didn’t want, hide her from the world, give her a
different name and pretend she didn’t—”

She stopped abruptly, and I could tell
that she was fighting back tears.

“You really think that’s
the only reason she brought you back?” I asked, after a
moment.

“Why else?”

“Because you’re beautiful?
And brilliant? And powerful . . . and her daughter?”

Rhea had been staring at the
bedspread, but at that she looked up, and seemed startled, as if
she’d never heard herself described that way. But then her face
fell. “She never said those things to me. She didn’t feel that
way—”

“You don’t know
that.”

Her hand crept up to her face, where
the slap mark still burned. “I think I know that,” she
whispered.

I decided to hell with it, crawled
across the bed, and put an arm around her, like I’d been wanting to
do for the past half hour. “That slap wasn’t meant for you,” I told
her. “It was meant for me.”

“What?” She looked
up.

“Agnes doesn’t like me.
When I was here the first time, we had a training exercise together
and . . . I won.”

“Well, of course you did,”
Rhea said staunchly, which was absurd. Agnes’s knowledge of the
power was way better than mine, and her control—including split
second timing—was like none I’d ever seen.

Well, except for maybe
mom’s.

“If you consider ageing the
ballroom out of existence and killing my substitute body in the
process to be winning,” I agreed. “Which I guess Agnes does,
because she’s hated me ever since, and tonight she took it out on
you.”

“She’s jealous,” Rhea said.
“She was always the best by far out of Lady Herophile’s
acolytes.”

“I’m not an
acolyte.”

“No, you’re a Pythia. One
not much older than she is now.” Rhea shot me a look, and I was
relieved to see that she seemed a little better, even cracking a
smile. “She’s very competitive. It likely bothers her to have
someone better at anything than she is training here, even if it’s
only for a while.”

“Well, she won’t remember
any of it, after I’m done,” I said. Gertie was going to erase her
memory. She had to; Agnes would have been appalled to find out
that, someday, she was going to play a big part in my
life.

Very big.

And then I thought of something else.
I glanced at Rhea, who was so like her mother in so many ways. Same
looks, same magical ability, same natural stubbornness . .
.

I wondered if she was competitive,
too.

Something must have showed on my face,
because Rhea began to look alarmed. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” Just that no one
else had been able to get through to her, and . . . well, I thought
that Agnes owed her daughter some training. If nothing else, it
would allow Rhea to throw her mother around the room a
little.

Might be cathartic.

“I don’t like the way you
say nothing,” Rhea told me worriedly.

I grinned. “You need to learn to trust
your Pythia.”

“I do trust you, it’s just
. . .”

“Just what?”

She swallowed, and then came out with
it. “You have a very unorthodox way of looking at
things!”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure
Gertie will sort me out, sooner or later.”

“Gertie’s not much
better!”

I laughed. No, she wasn’t. In fact,
before I came along, Gertie had been the wild child of the long and
mostly sane line of Pythias. Which was why she was the only one to
offer to teach a demigoddess foundling raised by vampires anything
at all.

Of course, she was probably regretting
that decision now.

“I have to take a bath,” I
said, to change the subject, and because it was true. The effects
of my shower were long gone, and I had dried patches of Were blood
burning all over me.

“I’ll bring you a
nightcap,” Rhea promised, sliding off the bed.

“Non-alcoholic, please.”
The room was spinning enough as it was.

“I’ll see if they have any
hot chocolate. I used to make it for the little initiates all the
time, to help them sleep. They were very restless when they first
came here.”

“Or they just liked
chocolate,” I said dryly.

“Or they just liked
chocolate.” She smiled. “I’ll see if there are any marshmallows.
They still used the real thing in this era.”

She left and I fell back against the
bed, a happy smile on my face.

This was why you had acolytes.
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Chapter Twenty

 


Despite being filthy, I seriously contemplating just sleeping
where I lay. The bed had one of those down-filled mattresses that
grabs your ass like it’s trying to get handsy, and then draws you
down into enveloping softness. It was cold in the room, and there
was no duvet, but there were plenty of blankets thanks to Rhea,
which created a nice, soft nest when I wadded them up a
little.

But the Were blood was itchy and I
knew I’d sleep better if I bathed first. So, I levered my lazy ass
up and ran a bath. It did not require going very far since the tub
was parked between the bed and the wardrobe, the house dating to a
time when separate bathrooms weren’t a thing. The loo was down the
hall, but if you wanted to get clean, you did it here.

It didn’t matter; it was still
glorious. The heat seeped into my bones, and the light of the
old-fashioned lantern on the bedside table—because the newfangled
electric lights hadn’t made it up this far yet—glimmered on the
ceiling. It reminded me of the night Pritkin and I had spent here,
sharing this same room, this same tub.

For an instant, I had a flashback to
golden light on water-slick skin, a warm mouth on mine, and the
gleam of lamplight on wet blond hair. And, even better, the feeling
of closeness, of assurance that, as long as we were together,
everything was going to be all right. That we would figure it
out.

Damn, I wished he was with me
now!

But there were certain
things I couldn’t tell even my lover. He’d have been stalking
Mircea before I got half of the story out, and I did
not want to see those
two go at it. My life had enough drama already.

I slid a washcloth along an arm, and
it was a warm, dragging caress, like steamy lips moving along my
skin. The little waves lapping at my sides felt like fingers
playing along my ribs. I relaxed back against the end of the tub,
watching water bead on the mounds of my breasts, like golden
droplets of oil in the lamplight, and wished that he was here to
lick them away.

Stop it! I told myself. Pritkin wasn’t
here and I was just going to get frustrated imagining him. Not to
mention that he would have freaked out over what had just happened
downstairs.

It seemed that Rhea and I had
interrupted Gertie attempting diplomacy with a Were clan, who was
in a quarrel with some of the local vamps. It hadn’t been going
well, and our arrival didn’t help. With Lover’s Knot riding me, I
had registered on Were senses as a vamp. The Were in question,
already spooked by several vamp attacks on his family’s stronghold,
and in a place where no vamps were supposed to be, had naturally
assumed the worst. He’d thought an assassination attempt was
imminent and . . . overreacted.

Some of his family, waiting outside,
had also attacked when they felt him change, leading to what could
have been a big problem. But while Agnes could be a bitch, she was
never a coward. She’d gone to calm them down, and had ended up
shifting a knife away from one, after it had been used to shank a
court servant.

The war mages that guarded this place
had arrived shortly thereafter, and quieted things down. And from
what I’d heard, the servant wasn’t badly injured and should
recover. But it had been a close thing.

If I was Gertie, I wouldn’t have been
too pleased with me, either.

I shivered a little, although not
because of Gertie. The bath was hot, but the cold air of the room
sent goosebumps washing over any protruding skin. I ran more hot
water into the tub, and clouds of steam billowed everywhere, as
soon as it touched the air. It was like trying to bathe in a
sauna.

But it felt sooooo nice. I stretched,
wiggling my toes near the end of the tub, and felt a wonderful
sense of lethargy seep over me. Maybe I’d just sleep
here.

But parts of me, it seemed, weren’t
all that tired.

My breasts were almost completely
submerged now, with just the tips breaking the sudsy surface. They
looked like tiny islands emerging from the sea, although they’d
have to be volcanic islands, because they were getting higher and
perkier all the time in reaction to the cold. Until the spiraling
steam seemed to coalesce around them, banishing the chill, and
relaxing the tiny muscles.

Before peaking them all over again,
this time for a different reason.

What felt surprisingly like a warm
mouth closed over the delicate flesh, causing me to jerk slightly
in surprise, and to send a wave of suds splashing over the side of
the tub. But the shock didn’t last long. It melted into a golden
glow that suffused my entire body, as the phantom mouth tasted
first one aching little mound and then the other, making me squirm
and gasp and wiggle.

My imagination was on overdrive
tonight, I thought hazily. I could almost feel the lips sliding a
little on the wet flesh while the tongue caressed me. I could just
about discern the occasional scrape of teeth, smooth and hard but
being careful not to nick me. I stretched again, luxuriating in the
imagined sensations, and it almost felt like the mouth fell off my
breast for a second, only to recover and close back over
it.

I blinked a little at that, wondering
how steam could feel so real. Don’t drift off, I told myself
sternly. Erotic dreams are fine until you drown in the
tub!

But then the mouth started to suck,
and I forgot everything else. With every pull, strong but gentle,
with every small noise I made, and with every little shudder of
pleasure that shot straight to my core, the warm wetness seemed to
become more solid, more real. I gave a moan, and my hand sent my
washcloth sliding down my inner thigh, as if it had a life of its
own. It felt good smoothing over my skin; it felt better than good.
As if every sense I had had been heightened and dialed up to
eleven.

But not as good as it could have
been.

Because it wasn’t my touch I craved.
It wasn’t mist and steam that I wanted to have caressing me. I knew
exactly who I wanted, and when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t even
surprised to see a face emerging from the swirling
steam.

Pritkin, I thought dreamily, recognizing the image my brain was
conjuring up. I wish you were
here.

The steam thickened once more, and the
washcloth turned inward. I gasped because it felt almost like a
tongue, a little smooth, a little rough, probing, questing. Like a
lover beginning to learn your likes and preferences. Which was
silly, because Pritkin already knew mine. A half incubus is a fast
study, and he’d been an eager pupil!

Like the watery hands now sliding over
my skin. They were only waves, I knew that, but they didn’t feel
like it. Waves don’t have palms that cup you, or fingers that
explore you, or the strength to part your thighs.

My knees fell open, lying against the
tub on either side and the washcloth drifted away, no longer
needed.

Yet the warm, wet caress abruptly
intensified. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said that it really
was a tongue now, the clever little muscle beginning to take over
where the washcloth had left off. It might just be an underwater
ripple, but felt like it had weight and substance.

A lot of substance, I thought, arching
up, gasping.

I shivered again, hard, but not from
cold. But from the feeling of being tasted, explored, and nuzzled
by an overlarge nose. And then from—

Oh, God, yes! There! Right
there!

My body twisted in pleasure as warm,
flexible water wrapped around that elusive little nub, and began
torturing it in the most delightful way. One that had me groaning
and my body arching enough to threaten to come out of the bath. But
watery hands held me down, one on each of my inner thighs,
caressing, massaging, yet pinning me firmly in place, while I was
thoroughly ravaged by a ghostly presence.

But it wasn’t a ghost. I knew them,
thanks to my necromancer father, in all their forms and
permutations. Had done so for as long as I could remember, and this
wasn’t one. Wasn’t a man, either, although he looked like one, I
thought vaguely, as a ghostly torso slowly coalesced out of the
steam. I couldn’t see the head now; it was busy underwater. But a
strong back had formed and it was very familiar.

As was the much more distinct face
that finally emerged from the bath.

“Pritkin,” I said
breathlessly, finally realizing that I must have fallen asleep in
the tub. Or maybe this was some new incubus ability I didn’t know
about. Because my lover was half demon, and although he suppressed
the hell out of it, those abilities did come out at
times.

And they were glorious.

I lay there, watching water bead on a
broad chest, powerful arms, and a well-defined nose and chin. The
head was still somewhat hazy, as were the extremities, and there
was no color to the body except for the pale steam still swirling
around inside. But it was startlingly real nonetheless.

The lips moved, almost as if he was
trying to say something, but I couldn’t hear. He bent closer and
tried again, but the same thing was true. There were no sounds in
the room except for the softly lapping water, the distant rasp of
rain against the windowpanes, and the occasional creak of an old
house settling in for the night.

He put a slowly emerging hand on the
tub, just above one of my knees, and my head turned to watch it in
fascination. Some soap suds had become trapped and were sloshing
around under the transparent surface, making him look like he had
white gloves on. And nothing else, I realized, as he rose partly
out of the water, revealing the evidence of that fact in exquisite
detail.

Golden light shimmered off of hard
pecs, peaked nipples, and a six pack of ribs. Even the belly button
hadn’t been forgotten, denting the surface slightly above an
obvious Adonis belt. Water ran off the strange body and pelted down
into the bath like rain, disturbing the water, but not enough.
Because the real show was still hidden just below the surface, and
twist and squirm as I might, it wasn’t enough to reveal
it.

“Pritkin!” I
complained—

For a second, before a hard mouth came
down on mine.

It was the strangest sensation: the
kiss familiar, yet not. And not just because the lips felt odd
against my own. I’d have expected it to feel like kissing a water
balloon, a thin skin stretched over boiling steam. But it didn’t.
The lips were too firm for that, too warm. I wasn’t sure what they
were like, because I didn’t have time to think about it.

I was too busy wondering why Pritkin
didn’t know how to kiss me.

Not that it was a bad kiss, but
compared to his usual it was . . . not clumsy, exactly, just . . .
odd. As if he didn’t know what I liked. But he figured it out
quickly enough, nipping my bottom lip, sucking on my tongue, then
plundering my mouth so passionately that I forgot about everything
else.

Until he suddenly drew back, and the
impressive torso floated up out of the water. There was nothing
underneath, after all, I realized, except for unformed steam. It
was boiling away into the air, making him look like a genie coming
out of a lamp, and was frankly disappointing.

But not for long. The steam started to
thicken and come together as I watched, just as the chest had,
forming a taut backside, powerful thighs, and the tops of thick
calves. And, finally, the last piece of the puzzle emerged and . .
. made me blink.

Pritkin was a big boy, but not like
this. The glistening column of flesh, still water bright and
crystal clear, seemed too large, too broad, and brought up strange
thoughts in my sleep fuzzed brain. Would it even fit? Would it have
to? If it was water, shouldn’t it be able to become any shape I
liked? Fitting me exactly, filling me precisely, taking on the
exact dimensions that I wanted, and suddenly, desperately
needed?

I didn’t know where these thoughts
were coming from, but he seemed to be responding to them. He took
himself in hand, and even the sight of one of those sudsy gloves
caressing the watery column didn’t make me want to laugh. He coaxed
it to become even thicker, even longer, but all the while, those
strange eyes weren’t on himself.

They were on me.

And they were . . . odd.

I’d have expected them to be
transparent like the rest of him, or white with the steam still
boiling around inside that strange skin. They weren’t. I couldn’t
tell if it was him, or if there was something behind him that was
being distorted by the watery body, but they were black and
gleaming.

“Pritkin?” I said, and for
the first time, heard the unease in my voice.

There was no reply. Just a ripple in
the distortion as he moved closer. Close enough that I could feel
the steam pouring off that strange skin, hot against my own; close
enough that I could taste the suds dripping off his shoulder onto
my lips; close enough that I could see that no, it wasn’t something
behind him; those eyes really were black and glittering.

Beautiful, I thought. And framed by
long, crystalline lashes that reflected the lamplight like tiny
icicles. Like his spiky hair, half colorless, and half blond when
the light hit it just right. Or the stubble on his cheeks, because,
as usual, he’d forgotten to shave.

I lifted a hand,
unthinking, and cupped his face. And I could feel the whiskers against my skin.
They were tiny pinpricks, hard and fully realized, and flooding
with color now, too.

But it wasn’t from the lamp this time.
My hand moved along his jaw, but instead of leaving clear water
behind, it left something else. A print in brilliant peach remained
in place, as if I’d dipped my hand into paint and then caressed his
face with it.

It glowed warm and bright and alive
for an instant, before sinking through the watery surface and
dissolving into the whole. But it didn’t disappear. It lent a faint
tinge to the face, to the entire head. I could see it spiraling out
as the steam had done, filling the area before falling downwards
toward the shoulders, and being lost in the larger sea of water
below.

The same thing was happening to the
new fingermarks I had made, which spotted his jawline for a second,
before being absorbed like the rest. They didn’t make much of a
difference, either, at least to his coloring. But they did have an
effect—on the eyes.

Unlike the rest of him, they held
their own color, with no help from me. And they had noticeably
brightened. Black and glittering, like all the stars in the heavens
were staring down at me.

Watching him prepare to take
me.

Because that’s what he was about to
do, I realized, as a cool hand smoothed down my body, taking on
color and warmth as it did so. And then dipped in between my legs,
and there was no clumsiness this time, no hesitancy. Two fingers
entered me, making me gasp as they pushed deep, exploring my
contours as if he’d never felt them before.

And when they emerged, they were as
real and solid as if carved out of flesh.

Okay, I thought abruptly, time to wake
up now. I instinctively tried to move back, but the still mostly
translucent fingers on my thigh clenched, holding me in place, and
a watery knee kept me splayed open on the other side. I lay there
watching the room through the man-shaped distortion above me, and
felt a little like that, too: confused and disoriented, and utterly
immobilized.

Not that it mattered, I thought; all I
had to do was tell him to let me up. This was Pritkin, after all.
Even in a dream, he would never—

My thoughts cut off as something
pushed against my body, thick and huge and hotter than skin warm.
And big—still far too big, I thought in rising panic. I started
really fighting then, still not going anywhere but struggling hard
enough to send waves of water flowing over the sides of the
tub.

Until a strange languor flooded me,
slowing my struggles, fogging my mind, and sending my body slowly
spilling back against the porcelain, unable to struggle or even to
remember exactly why I had been. Unable to do anything except watch
in disturbed fascination as the color of my body surged upward,
spilling onto his torso, splashing his hipbones with color, pooling
in his naval, washing pale fingers up as far as his bottom
ribs.

And wherever it went, the swirling
steam receded, and the body took on a very different appearance.
Not just in color but in substance, from vague and undefined to
hard and solid, with thick musculature, velvety skin, and tiny
golden hairs that caught the light. No longer a phantom made of
mist but a real, tangible man.

And, suddenly, this was no longer some
dream induced fantasy, distant and hazy. It was about as immediate
as it got, frighteningly so. Yet my body went nowhere, ignoring my
mind’s increasingly strident commands.

Because he’d finally finished his
metamorphosis.

He was gasp-inducingly large from what
I could see, but not so much as before. Not enough to stop the
smooth head from pushing inside; not enough to halt the broad
shaft, still groan-inducingly big, from beginning to follow; not
enough to stop him from—

“Pritkin!” I screamed,
staring up into those glittering eyes as his hips abruptly thrust
forward.

And realized something that I should
have all along.

That wasn’t Pritkin.
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Chapter
Twenty-One

 


The door burst open, letting in a flood of cold air from the
hall. I barely noticed, because another flood—of hot rain—was
suddenly pelting down all around me, sending my body plunging under
the bathwater. And when I came up, spluttering and
gasping—

The fake Pritkin was gone.

I stared around at the now mostly
steam free bedroom, panting and wild-eyed, but there was nothing to
see. Just a few swirling wisps in the air, a lot of water on the
floor, and Rhea, silhouetted in the doorway clutching a tray. One
she almost threw onto a table before running to my side.

She appeared to be alone. And since no
one else came thundering up the stairs, I assumed that my shriek
hadn’t been as loud as I’d thought. Although maybe not.

Rhea looked freaked the hell
out.

“Are you all right?” She
asked, staring around now, too. “What is it? Is something
wrong?”

She had her hand on her sleeve, where
she kept the wand she’d learned to use while at the covens. But she
didn’t draw it. Probably because there was nothing to aim at except
for a half-drowned Pythia.

A very confused one.

“What did you see?” I
croaked, clutching her arm.

“See?”

“When you opened the door!
What did you see?”

“I—nothing, Lady.” She
stared at me, her eyes wide. “I heard you scream and thought you
were being attacked. I burst in—”

“And saw what?” I knew I
probably sounded like a broken record, but right then, I didn’t
care.

“I didn’t. See anything, I
mean. There was so much steam, and then it cleared and—and there
was just you.”

I swallowed and stared around some
more. Yeah, only there hadn’t been just me. Had there?

Suddenly, I wasn’t sure. The images of
the attack, so fresh and clear a moment ago, had already faded in
my mind, making me doubt myself. And try as I might, I could find
exactly zero signs of an intruder. No marks on my body where that
watery hand had held me down. No footprints on the wet boards
except for Rhea’s. No anything.

Yet I could still feel the
strange lips on mine, the alien tongue exploring my mouth, the
foreign hands charting my body, because my assailant didn’t know
it. While Pritkin—the real Pritkin—had sucked and licked and
studied every inch of me. But this man, this thing, hadn’t, and didn’t know what
made me wriggle, what made me sigh, what made me writhe. He’d had
to figure it out, the same way that he’d had to change his size in
order to—

I shivered suddenly, hard, and Rhea’s
hands gripped my shoulders. “I’m getting the Lady,” she told me,
and it was her firm voice. The loving but implacable one she used
for younger initiates who had ventured too close to the balcony
railing.

“No,” I said hoarsely.
Gertie already thought I was a hot mess; I didn’t need to confirm
it. Not when I wasn’t even sure what had happened
myself.

“Lady—”

“Check the wards. Quietly,”
I added, grasping her arm.

She looked like she was about to
protest, but something on my face stopped her. “What am I looking
for?”

“Anything. Everything.” I
didn’t even know what to call it.

“I don’t want to leave
you,” she said, her face conflicted.

“I’ll be all right.” If
anything else happened, anything at all, I was shifting the hell
out of here. Naked or not!

But Rhea had her mother’s
stubbornness, if masked behind a sweeter façade. And my response
clearly wasn’t good enough. “Can you come next door
first?”

It was an example of how out of it I
was that I didn’t even ask why. I just nodded and started to get
up, only to find out that I couldn’t. Halfway up, my legs gave way
and my body splashed back down, splattering Rhea with sudsy
water.

I tried again before accepting that it
wasn’t merely a soap-slick foot that was the problem. I clung to
the side of the bath, feeling dizzy and panting like I’d run a
marathon. The heat and languor of a moment ago was gone, and I was
chilled to the bone. My heart was pounding, my throat was tight,
and my body . . .

Was so exhausted that I couldn’t even
climb out of the tub.

Rhea had to help me, biting her lip
the whole time on what were probably a hundred questions, which was
maybe a tenth of what I had. She wrapped me in a huge towel,
because there was no overnight bag for me, since I was just
supposed to be the taxi service. And used another to furiously dry
my dripping hair after I collapsed onto a chair,
shivering.

“You’ll catch your death!”
she told me.

I’ll catch something, I thought, still
looking around for—

I almost said Pritkin, but stopped
myself. Damn it! That hadn’t been him!

After Rhea managed to get me from
soaking to just damp, I wrapped another towel around me and we
moved to what I guessed was her room since her overnight bag was on
the bed. She transferred it to the floor and got me under the
covers, helping me to sit up against the headboard because I was
too antsy to lay down. She left but came back almost at once, with
the tray she’d abandoned in her hands, the one holding the hot
chocolate I’d almost forgotten about.

“I’ll be right back,” she
promised, putting the cup in my hands and wrapping her own around
them, until she was sure I could hold it.

And even then, I almost sloshed it
onto the bedcovers after she left, because I was so freaking
weak.

What the hell was wrong with
me?

I flexed my shaky digits, and they
looked okay, but felt like an old woman’s. I drank the cocoa
anyway, using my raised knees as a table and cupping my hands on
either side of the mug. It was piled high with fat, squashy
marshmallows and little chocolate shavings and was the perfect
temperature between scalding and merely hot. Yet it could have been
water for all I cared. I didn’t even taste it.

But after a few moments, the chills
that had been wracking my body lessened, and I started to feel
slightly better. I drained the mug, more for the heat than anything
else, and got out of bed. I shucked the towel, wrapped a blanket
around me and sat at the old-fashioned dressing table. It was an
antique, even in this era, with little worm holes that somebody had
patched over and sanded down, giving the wood a faintly burl-like
quality.

I stared at the wooden swirls and saw
again the billowing steam churning in the air. Too much for any one
bath to account for, or a dozen for that matter. Why hadn’t I
noticed that? Was that when I’d fallen asleep—if I had? When I
first saw the creature start to coalesce?

I couldn’t remember.

But I remembered those eyes—black and
gleaming. And then glimmering down at me, brightened by stolen
power. My power.

I’d seen ones like them before, on a
windswept plain in Wales, while fire blew in the background and an
ancient god tore open the skies. And again in that very room, that
very tub, gleaming in the lamplight. And later in the softness of
the bed nearby, while Pritkin and I moved together as one . .
.

Incubus eyes.

But that didn’t make any sense.
Pritkin’s incubus had no reason to attack me, and even if it had,
we were over a century in the past! It had no way to reach me
here.

So, was it another incubus? One drawn
to me because of my borrowed powers, the same way the Were had
been? I’d never heard of an incubus assaulting a master vampire,
who could easily kick them out and possibly also kick their asses.
Incubi were not the strongest of demons, and generally preferred to
seduce rather than outright assault.

But then, I wasn’t a master vamp. I
just had a connection to one, a connection formed by a spell that
used incubus magic as the conduit. Had some enterprising demon
realized that I might be the pathway to a feast of epic
proportions, one that Mircea couldn’t avoid without closing the
link between us?

I guessed it was possible—although
he’d found me pretty damned fast. But maybe a conduit pulsing with
incubus magic was a big draw, and I wasn’t under the demon
council’s protection in this time period. I had an alliance with
them at home, but here . . . I was fair game.

But there was still one big problem.
Whoever had attacked me had worn Pritkin’s face. How had it known
to take that form?

Because I’d never heard of the incubi
having mental powers. The closest was a sort of empathic ability
that let them know what their partners were feeling. And even that
was hit or miss with many, including Pritkin, whose human half
watered down the gift.

But maybe it didn’t need to read my
mind. Maybe I’d done the work for it, my brain conjuring up the
image I wanted to see in its place. Perhaps that’s why incubi were
said to attack in dreams: you didn’t need a glamourie if your
victim’s brain automatically cloaked you in the skin of their
fantasy lover.

I shook my head despite the fact that
there was no one to see it. No. I just didn’t believe it. I knew
I’d been attacked by the Were almost as soon as I arrived, but it
had already been here. It had been talking to Gertie only a few
rooms away, and as soon as my scent hit it, it had
attacked.

That made sense; I could accept that.
But I didn’t think there were any random incubi haunting the
Pythian Court! Either one got really lucky, or . . .

Or what?

I didn’t know.

I shivered again, and drew the blanket
closer around me. And then wish I hadn’t. Because in the course of
adjusting it I glanced up at my reflection.

The dressing table’s mirror wasn’t the
best. It looked like the bedrooms had ended up with all the
furniture that no longer made the grade for downstairs: tables with
scuffed legs, faded carpets, a chaise lounge on the other side of
the bed that had a worn patch where the butt was supposed to go.
And a mirror that was not only mismatched, but also missing a lot
of the silver backing and pocked with spots.

But despite that and the low lighting,
I could still see myself pretty well. Damp blonde hair straggled
around a face that should have been flushed from the bath, but
instead was dead white with dark circles under the eyes. It wasn’t
a good look for me, and neither were the sunken cheeks and shadowed
blue eyes. They’d seen some shit in the last five months, and that
leaves a mark.

Of course, it does something else,
too.

I stared at my reflection, and felt my
anger rising.

Pink flooded back into the face,
burning hot along my cheekbones; the panicked eyes steadied and
started to burn, to the point that I almost thought I could see
past the glamourie; the trembling hands stilled and one of them
snatched up a comb and began attacking the snarl of tangles on my
head.

There was a time, not so long ago,
when an attack like that would have had me in hysterics, shrieking
and running away, looking for a place to hide. I still felt like
that a little, could feel that girl somewhere inside, silently
screaming. But there was someone else in there now, too.

Someone bigger. Someone badder.
Someone who had tasted power and knew how to wield it.

Someone who it was a very bad idea to
piss off.

And someone who had new
abilities to call on, I realized, the comb stilling in my hand. I
wasn’t sure why Nodo d’Amore
worked here when by all logic it shouldn’t have.
Maybe because human logic and magical logic were often very
different things. I just knew that it did, and that opened up some
new possibilities, didn’t it?

Maybe there was a way to find out what
was going on, or at least to try. And part of me wanted to try. I
wasn’t sure if it was me or my new vampire instincts, but part of
me wasn’t just angry, it was furious. We’d been attacked, by
something wearing our lover’s skin, and it wanted to rend, to tear,
to completely annihilate the one responsible.

But for that, we had to find it
first.

I sat quietly at the table, probably
looking much the same as a moment before, had there been anyone
watching. But instead of trembling in fear, I was extending my
senses, all of them, old and new. Searching for . . .

I wasn’t sure.

But I found something;
hell, I found everything.

I was sitting all alone in
a darkened room, yet the house suddenly glowed with life all around
me. I couldn’t see other beings, at least not in the usual way. But
I could feel them, as bright columns of heat and light against my mental
vision.

They were everywhere: a cat in the
kitchen, curled up near the stove, its little limbs twitching as it
chased some small creature in its dreams; a line of birds on the
roof, their feathers fluffed out, their bodies as close as possible
to the hot air that blew out of the chimneys; a dog snuffling
around the garbage cans behind a tasteful hedge out front, until it
rousted out a rat and took off after it down the street.

But the brightest lights were the
humans, glowing like beacons in the night. My senses widened and
the house unfolded like an origami structure all around me. I had
to keep my eyes closed, or the physical vision interfered with the
mental, but I could feel my face turning in different directions,
completely enthralled.

I could see the war mages that guarded
the court prowling around on their patrols, with boiling masses of
magical energy following them like clouds. They left trails of
magic behind them everywhere they went, creating glowing pathways
all over the house and gardens. And before one path completely
faded out, another mage came by, renewing it again.

Leaving a solid wall of protection
around the much smaller lights inside.

Most of them were sleeping, their
little bodies curled up under layers of blankets, their breathing
low and even. Young initiates in the creche on this floor, I
assumed. All of them grouped together in their dorm-like
beds.

Slightly larger columns of light were
bunked up in rooms of three or four, scattered all over the house.
Initiates still, but old enough to warrant a bit more privacy, a
bit more room to call their own. They were mostly asleep, too,
although some were awake and giggling with each other under the
covers. I didn’t know why—

Until, suddenly, I did. Because Mircea
was also a mentalist, something I’d long known, although it was
shocking how easily his abilities dipped into those girls’ minds,
retrieving the wanted information without any real effort at all.
Three of them were perusing a fashion magazine under the covers,
defying their curfew with a spelled candle, while a story below,
another was reading a book of pulp fiction and sighing over the
hunky hero.

The older girls presumably had their
own rooms, but they weren’t in them. They were clustered together
in Gertie’s suite for some reason, because she wasn’t asleep,
either. Although somebody probably wished she was.

“—my house, my
rules.”

The usually loud, almost
strident voice came weakly to my ears from this far away, even with
vamped up hearing. But I could
hear her. And focusing on one particular subject
seemed to enhance my abilities, because the Gertie-shaped column of
light suddenly came into much better focus.

She didn’t look happy, from what I
could tell. And neither was the voice that answered her. “Your
house, your responsibility!”

It was a guttural voice, almost too
much so to understand. But that wasn’t the problem. The problem was
where it was coming from.

I tensed up, thinking that I might
have just found my attacker, because Gertie appeared to be
addressing open air. But then I noticed that her chin was tilted
upward slightly, and my mental eye followed her line of sight. And
widened, because not one, but two Weres were suspended in mid-air,
their bodies almost touching the ceiling and backlit by the
chandelier, which is why I hadn’t immediately noticed
them.

That and the fact that I didn’t expect
to see them levitating around like two huge, furry
balloons!

They didn’t look like they’d expected
it, either, and were snarling and pawing at the air, almost running
in place. And going nowhere. But exactly why they weren’t, I
couldn’t tell.

And then I got a repeat of the
telephoto lens aspect of VampVision. I widened my focus, trying to
see what was holding them up, but instead of getting a better view
that way, I was sent rocketing ahead, through walls and stairs and
more walls. Until it felt like I was suddenly present in that room,
the ghostly sketches of the furnishings dimmed by the glowing
bodies all around me.

Two of which Gertie was holding up
through the Pythian power.

I didn’t know how—I guess we hadn’t
gotten to that lesson yet—but I could see it clearly: glimmering,
golden striations radiating out from her shoulders, almost like
wings. Or, to be more accurate, since they had the two Weres by the
throats, like extra hands threatening to choke them. But not enough
to prevent speech, unfortunately.

“We hold you responsible,
Pythia! Turn the bitch over or—”

“Or what?” Gertie asked,
sounding genuinely curious. “You’ve already set the entire local
population of vampires against you. Now you threaten a fellow
Pythia—”

“That was no Pythia!” the
larger of the Weres snarled. “I have a missing piece in my throat
to testify to that!”

The other Were snarled and snapped in
agreement, which appeared to be boring Gertie.

“You came to me for
advice,” she said flatly. “Here it is. Go make your peace with the
vampires. It was your people who violated the agreement, and your
people who will suffer for it if you don’t back down off some of
that stiff-necked pride—”

She was interrupted by twin roars of
outrage, which were both cut off at the same moment. Probably
because the Pythian power had just tightened, like a noose around
their necks. Gertie gave them a minute, allowing them to feel the
uselessness of their thrashing, and the sudden lack of blood flow
to the brain.

Not that they seemed to have much to
begin with, but they quieted down.

“You are also to leave my
visitor alone,” Gertie continued mildly. “As she has demonstrated,
she is perfectly capable of defending herself from sudden attacks,
but I would also be quite . . . annoyed . . . at any violation of
my hospitality—"

“Easy to say when the
Corpsmen crowd the hallway outside!” the larger Were
snarled.

“Them?” Gertie sounded
surprised. “They’re window dressing. I protect the court myself.
You should remember that.”

And then they were gone.

I didn’t try to see where she’d
shifted them; I didn’t need a wild flight over London courtesy of
strange new abilities that I didn’t even understand. I needed to
find my assailant.

But I wasn’t going to do it this
way.

“There was nothing,” Rhea
said, coming back into the bedroom. She sounded out of breath, like
she’d run all the way back up here. “The wards show no incursions,
Lady, of any kind.”

Yeah, I should have assumed that.
Otherwise, alarms would have been shrieking and war mages would
have been swarming and Gertie would have been yelling. Instead, now
that the Weres had gone, the mages who had clustered outside her
rooms were going back to their routes; the acolytes were streaming
up the stairs to their rooms; and Gertie was pouring herself a
much-deserved nightcap.

Soon, the house would be dark and
quiet, as everyone settled in for the night.

That was good.

I had an errand to run.
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Chapter
Twenty-Two

 


The great library of the Pythian Court sprawled across the
entire basement floor of the grand old mansion, although it gave
the impression that it dated a lot further back than a few hundred
years. The light was dim, with just a pale wash spilling down the
stairs from the house above, which was hardly any help at all since
Rhea and I had had to come down three flights to get here. Guess
electricity hadn’t made it to the basement, either, huh? I thought,
wondering why we hadn’t brought a lantern.

I was also kind of wondering why we
were here. It had sounded good upstairs: get some idea about what
had attacked me, assuming I wasn’t just imagining things, or get
info on Lover’s Knot and get the hell out of here! Either way
worked for me. But now . . .

I wasn’t really feeling it
now.

The light was just enough to
illuminate a section of golden sandstone spread out underfoot, with
what looked like ancient chisel marks still evident in places.
Matching columns supported the ceiling, giving the place a temple
sort of vibe, a feeling that grew as Rhea and I went further down
the steps. I couldn’t see much, but the room felt big, a huge,
echoing space with water trickling somewhere in the distance, like
a fountain.

And it smelled . . . odd.

It wasn’t the musty odor I’d have
expected from a basement, or the crumbly old book scent of an
antique library. In fact, it seemed to be constantly changing. One
second, I thought I detected some sort of exotic incense or spice;
the next, it was the dry, dusty air off a desert that tickled my
nose; followed by a cool, fresh greenness, like a garden full of
flowers just after dawn.

The merry-go-round of scents made me
pause at the end of the stairs and peer into the darkness. But all
I saw was a jumbled mass of strange shapes, rising out of the
gloom. They weren’t moving, so I didn’t, either, just held onto the
wall while my eyes finished adjusting.

“Lady?” Rhea’s voice
sounded confused, and I realized that I’d thrown an arm over the
space in front of her, like a mother protecting a child in a car.
Which was stupid, because she knew this place better than I did!
But there was something that had me pausing on a step
anyway.

After a summer full of terrors, I’d
learned to trust my gut, and my gut wasn’t happy.

“Lady, is there . . . a
problem?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said.
“Stay here.”

She stayed there. I moved down another
step, trying not to trip on the hem of the scratchy lace gown Rhea
had lent me. And to identify some weird, hulking shapes in the
gloom, which didn’t look like anything I’d ever encountered, human
or otherwise. And which finally resolved themselves—

Into a bunch of old Victorian display
cases.

Okay, I thought.

Hadn’t expected that.

They reminded me of the ones stuffed
into the spare bedrooms and storage areas upstairs, along with the
rest of the discarded furniture. Some were big, some were small,
some had flat glass tops like coffee tables, others had rounded
coverings like deli cases. A few even had strange, custom made
covers, with towers that looked like bird cages on either end, or
great glass teepees, because the Victorians collected some crazy
shit.

According to my old governess, who had
lived through the era, the cases could contain basically anything,
from elaborate African masks to Chinese lacquerware, from European
stamp collections to brightly colored butterflies, from ancient
potsherds to eighteenth century painted fans. The main thing had
been to one-up the neighbors, no matter the cost, which was why
some social climbers even bought Egyptian mummies to unwrap at
“mummy parties,” looking for jewelry that might have been buried
with the corpse. And if there wasn’t any, they could just sell the
remains on to artists, who made a fashionable “mummy brown” pigment
out of them.

The Victorians were weird.

Of course, this was the
Edwardian period, when people were getting rid of that tacky old
stuff. Except for the Pythian Court, it seemed. I didn’t see any
mummy cases stacked around, but who could tell? The place
was packed.

“Those are some of the
treasures given to the Pythias through the millennia,” Rhea
explained, still obediently on the step behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder. “All these
were gifts?”

She nodded. “Most were given in
gratitude for a helpful reading, or out of respect. Others . . .
well, the waiting list to see the Pythia was often so long that
some sought to queue-jump by giving gifts to the
temple.”

“And they were
accepted?”

“Of course.” She looked
slightly shocked. “A gift cannot be refused. It would be considered
. . .”

“Sacrilegious?”

“Discourteous. Usually the
offerings were gold or silver, or grain and wine for the temple
staff in ancient times. But many more precious things were given by
petitioners who wanted to make an impression. The outer room of the
library is a museum of sorts, of the most interesting of these
gifts.”

“Wait, did you say outer
room?” I asked, because this thing alone felt like it ought to be
larger than the house upstairs.

“Yes, the library is quite
extensive,” Rhea said proudly. “You can see some of the halls to
the reading rooms around the periphery.”

I assumed that was a joke, because I
could barely see my hand in front of my face. But then VampVision
helpfully clicked on, despite the fact that I hadn’t asked it to.
And it didn’t have a problem with the dark. I could suddenly see a
huge round room with a bunch of display cases clustered under a
high ceiling, with a circle of columns standing guard around the
outside.

I could see something else,
too.

I didn’t know what was in those cases,
but it sure as hell wasn’t stamps.

Many were as dark as the room, quiet
and still. But a few glowed with light in my mind’s eye, spilling
out of the glass and moving over the floor, columns and walls. It
lit up a bunch of wide, square doorways under the colonnade—the
halls that Rhea had talked about, I guessed. And large pieces of
statuary, some broken, some gleaming whole and perfect in the low
light, scattered here or there.

It looked like the museum was run by
King Midas, because half the statuary wasn’t made out of marble. It
gleamed a dull silver or, in a few cases, pure gold in the strange
light, and must have been worth a fortune. But that wasn’t what
caught my eye.

In fact, nothing the light showed me
was more interesting than the light itself.

Most of the lit-up cases cast abstract
shapes around the room, making it look like a seventies’ disco if
there had been one that preferred sepia tones. Only they were less
strobing the darkness than sluggishly moving around it, like the
2-D blobs that old lava lamps cast on a wall. That would have been
weird enough, but some were doing something else, too, something I
couldn’t see clearly until I went down another step.

And saw actual images, here or there,
among the moving blobs. Because some of the cases were doing more
than just putting on a light show. They were splashing the darkness
with what looked like pieces of old-fashioned newsreels.

Really old.

A couple of Greek hoplites clashed
swords on a pillar for an instant, the ring of metal on metal
coming faintly to my ears; a pair of lovers on the floor clasped
each other in a passionate embrace, while a torch-lit city
glimmered darkly behind them; and several half naked gladiators
wrestled on the ceiling, neither seemingly able to overcome the
other.

I went down another step,
confused but fascinated, and the images flooded with color, like
that scene in The Wizard of Oz
when Dorothy enters Munchkin land. They also sped
up, going from slow motion to regular speed, which along with the
color change, made them look much more real. Frighteningly
so.

One of the gladiators picked up a
knife off the ground and slashed the other’s throat, the arc of
crimson blood causing me to flinch back, because it looked 3-D; a
soldier with a spear jabbed at some kind of tentacled monster
before being picked up and literally ripped in two, his head still
screaming even as his torso was cast aside; a terribly old woman,
perhaps a Pythia, sat under a tree, her face as gnarled as the
rough old bark behind her, from what I could see of it under a deep
hood. Until she suddenly looked up, meeting my eyes with empty
bloody sockets, because hers had been gouged out.

“There must be three,” she
said, cackling, as I stumbled back a step.

My heel hit a stair, causing me to sit
down abruptly, and something about that seemed to alert the room
that it had a visitor. Many of the cases that had been dark
suddenly lit up, causing dozens of new scenes to bloom across every
available surface. It was like watching a few hundred TVs switch on
all at once, each tuned to different station.

And, this time, the visuals were
accompanied by surround sound.

“Lady?” Rhea’s concerned
voice was distant, almost inaudible, and was immediately swallowed
up by all the screaming.

Because the gladiators had given way
to a burning city, a volcano spewing death in the background, ash
flooding the air thick enough to make me gag. Women clutched their
children and fled across a section of pillars, although I couldn’t
tell if that was from the same scene or not. Meanwhile the floor
had become a vast ocean, the churning waves wild enough to make me
dizzy, and to cause me to clutch the stairs beneath me for
balance.

It didn’t help.

It was like being inside a
kaleidoscope of constantly changing colors and patterns, sounds and
smells. Until I made the mistake of lingering on a single image a
little too long. And, suddenly, I was somewhere else.

An ancient alleyway grew up around me,
all terracotta brick buildings, dirt and flies. A gang of raggedy
children with olive skin, masses of dark curls, and bright,
mischievous eyes were playing outside a tiny temple that had been
squashed in between an apartment block and a food stall. In front
of it, some toga clad men were trying to kill a sheep on a small
altar, only it wasn’t going well.

The sheep was struggling, wall-eyed
and panicked, and sprayed urine all over one of the finely dressed
ladies accompanying the men. The resulting commotion allowed the
street kids to steal some sausages from the food stall, and I swear
I could smell the sizzling fat. Along with the viscera from the now
slaughtered sheep, its blood running down the altar stones to stain
the street, and the sweat off the sausage vendor as he rushed past,
chasing the little thieves with a club.

The image faded, but there was no
respite, because there were plenty more to take its place. The ship
I found myself on lurched and overturned, throwing me into the
freezing waves. Lightening flashed, thunder boomed, and I heard the
roar of the ocean as it closed over my head. And felt something
huge and tentacle-like curl around my ankle, before jerking me
down.

But instead of plunging to
the depths, I landed in the middle of a dry as dust plain, with a
mass of horses charging toward me, their numbers so huge that they
shook the ground like an earthquake. The sight was terrifying, but
the sound—the sound was horrible, so loud that I couldn’t think, so
loud that I couldn’t breathe. I scrambled to my feet,
preparing to run—

“Lady!” Rhea said, as I hit
the side of the stairwell face first, and gripped the chilly stones
in confusion.

I couldn’t answer her. I
didn’t know where I was or who I was. Because the images weren’t
just images anymore, not even realistic ones. They were
me. I was living every
scene that tore through me, as if it was something out of my own
life.

One minute, I was a kid, running
through a vineyard, my toes delighting in the cool, loamy soil
beneath them, while the sunlight filtered through the vines to
dapple my face; the next I was staring in disbelief at my brother,
who had just shoved a knife into my belly over a woman, the pain of
betrayal even worse than the physical anguish; the next I was a
young man trying to impress a girl and ride an unruly horse, only
to land on my ass while they both sniggered at me.

I tried to break free of what was
starting to feel less like a trickle and more like a flood, using
the brief moment of calm to pull back into myself. For an instant,
I almost succeeded, coming around long enough to feel the rough
surface of the wall underneath my fingertips, and to dig into it
until they bled. It wasn’t enough.

The flood caught me, and I was swept
away, into an abyss of memory and emotion.

I was a medieval knight jousting in a
tiltyard, getting struck in the face and thrown from my horse with
a mortal wound; I was a sailor’s wife, waiting with a heavy heart
for a lover who was overdue, a hand on my pregnant belly; I was a
guard at court, watching a nobleman’s son dance and flirt with the
girl he was supposed to marry, while knowing I’d have him in my bed
again that night.

And they just kept coming, like a vast
ocean beating against me, ungovernable, implacable,
merciless.

I was a woman caught by a witch
catcher, a smile breaking over my face because he’d made a mistake
this time and gotten the real thing; I was a sailor being beaten
for some infraction, each heavy stroke of the lash making me more
certain that they intended to flay me alive; I was a slave standing
over the body of my master, a bloody cudgel in my hand, knowing
this meant my death but laughing nonetheless, laughing until I
couldn’t breathe; I was a father, my heart welling with pride at
seeing a son come home from war, wreathed in glory; I was a mother,
falling at the feet of a soldier who had informed me that mine
never would . . .

And on and on and on. I’d
never felt anything like it. I was sobbing, screaming, laughing,
all at the same time, sounding and probably looking like a
madwoman, but I couldn’t help it. For a moment, I
was mad, drowning under
more emotions than anyone could process, than anyone could
bear.

And then it got worse.

“Lady! Lady!” Rhea said,
and grabbed my arm.

I think she was trying to shift me
out, because a tendril of the Pythian power swirled around me for a
second, and the room briefly went fuzzy. But it broke a second
later, dumping me back against the wall, which was bad. But her
grip on my arm was worse—way worse.

It should have helped to ground me,
and not just because it was the touch of a friend. But because a
Pythia draws strength from her court, which acts the same as a
witch’s coven. And, right then, Rhea was the only member of mine
around.

But instead, it did the opposite,
sending a surge of power through me so strong that it made me gasp,
and it felt like the room breathed in along with me. The last,
stubborn display cases, dark until now, suddenly lit up, their
light eclipsing everything else. And if I’d thought the images were
a flood before, I’d been wrong, so very, very wrong.

That had been a river, rushing against
its banks, while this—

This was the ocean.

All of which poured into me at
once.

I was a goldsmith, huddled in my
basement, making fake jewels out of crystal and pigment, hoping to
save my business; I was a smuggler, lantern in hand, dragging a
boatload of wine onto a windswept beach; I was a thief, surprising
the mistress of the house in the arms of her lover, and taking her
jewel chest in return for my silence; I was a naked child, standing
in the street as they piled my family’s bodies on a wagon, while a
bird-faced man painted a red cross on our door—

The flood sped up, drowning me in
memory, sending my body thrashing against the stones. Rhea
screamed, yelling her head off for help that no one could give me.
Because I wasn’t one person anymore, a small figure huddled against
a wall. I was everyone, everywhere, to the point that I thought my
head would explode.

I was a highwayman, dying in a puddle
of blood, because milady had had a pistol in her purse; I was a
grandfather, walking out into the winter’s night, because there
were children in the house and there wasn’t food enough for all; I
was a gambler, tossing the dice one last time, for a pot that would
make or break me; I was an old woman, slipping a young girl a
sachet of powders, to rid herself of the pregnancy that no one
could know about; I was a slave, diving underwater for pearls, and
bursting through the surf clutching one the size of my thumb, the
reward for which would free me—

“Lady! Lady!” Rhea was
shaking me now, but it didn’t matter. The last few cases were
finally switching on, but it wasn’t just light that spilled out of
them, it was horrors.

I was a corpse, stirring at the sound
of a necromancer’s call, thrashing against the shroud that
imprisoned me; I was a demon, wailing and pounding on the prismatic
jewel that had somehow trapped me: I was a god, staring down at a
field of fleeing humans, and crushing them under my sole like ants.
And laughing, laughing all the while, because what did they matter?
What did any of them matter?

Whole worlds opened up
before me, in an endless line, like two mirrors facing each other,
reflecting infinity. And then I was that infinity, passing beyond
the human realm and into something else, something other. I was
anywhere and everywhere, seeing through a thousand eyes, a
million, all of
them.

I heard Rhea release me and run up the
stairs for help; I heard boots pounding down again, a moment later;
felt strong arms lifting me. But I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t
see anything.

My eyes were full of stars.
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Chapter
Twenty-Three

 


“Is your life always like this?”

I blinked my way back to consciousness
in confusion, since I didn’t remember losing it. But I guessed I
must have. Weak daylight was filtering through the sheers in what
looked like Rhea’s room rather than mine. It was spring in Britain,
if an early and unenthusiastic one, but the thin light was enough
to show me Gertie, sitting at my bedside on the chair from the
vanity, sipping tea and looking composed.

Which was more than I was.

I groaned and put a hand to my head,
where it felt like I had the mother of all hangovers. And the
grandmother and great-grandmother as well, I thought, trying to
take stock. Which was a little difficult with bleary eyes, stomach
cramps and nausea. God, so much nausea!

Which was probably why, when I tried
to move, it felt like the bed moved with me.I lay there for a
moment, trying to remember if they had waterbeds in this era, and
deciding that probably not. Considering everything, I supposed I
should have felt lucky that my head hadn’t detonated all over
Gertie’s basement, but I didn’t. No, lucky was not how I would
describe my mood.

“Would you like some
breakfast?” Gertie added cheerily, and I hurked and thought about
throwing up some more.

“I’ll take that as a no,”
she said, and drank tea.

After a while, the room stopped
spinning, my stomach settled down a bit, and the tea started to
sound good. I must have indicated that somehow, because Gertie
walked over to the vanity, which was now serving as a tea caddy,
and poured me a cup. I sat up, feeling terrifyingly weak and
helpless, like a newborn kitten. I even paused halfway through the
motion, to see if my body had any more surprises, but it seemed to
have settled down—for now.

I took the tea, leaned back against
the headboard, and drank it.

The Brits were right; it was oddly
soothing. Especially when I didn’t try to think about anything in
particular. I didn’t try to think at all. After a while, the warm,
milky tea and the silence had me feeling a bit better.

Gertie seemed to realize that, too,
because she finished her tea and sat her cup back in its saucer
with a snick. I didn’t know how she managed to convey so much with
so little, but it was perfectly clear that she was now ready to
hear my explanation. Which would have been great if I’d had
one.

“Your acolyte and I had an
interesting talk,” she informed me, when I just sat
there.

“Oh?”

“Yes, oh.” She looked at me
sternly. “Is there a reason that your heir cannot
shift?”

“What?” I said, caught off
guard, because that wasn’t the question I was expecting.

And, apparently, that wasn’t the
answer that Gertie was.

“You are at war,” she told
me flatly. “Not just your world, or your era, but
you, personally. Almost
every time I see you, you are in the middle of a
crisis—”

“That’s not true,” I
protested. The last month had been pretty calm, if you didn’t count
the last few days. But that comment had apparently not required an
answer, because she was still talking.

“—hauling demon lords
around the time line, trying to restore the soul of your
lover—”

“That was one
time.”

“—or fighting ancient
gods—”

“I provided more of an
assist there.”

“—or dueling rogue acolytes
who had acquired far more power than anyone should
wield!”

“You told me to deal with
that,” I pointed out. “I dealt with it.”

“I didn’t tell you to
almost die in the process!” she said severely. “What if you had,
hm? If you had lost that duel, who would have taken over
then?”

I leaned my pounding noggin’ back
against the headboard, which didn’t help. It wasn’t the nice,
padded, modern kind of accessory, but the hard,
suffering-is-good-for-the-soul Victorian type, so it offered
basically zero comfort. Kind of like Gertie, who was looking at me
expectantly.

“You know the problem,” I
said irritably. “I’ve told you before. Agnes’s acolytes were turned
by the gods, and I had to destroy them—”

“All of them?” she
demanded. “From her entire reign?”

“No, just the last group,
but that included her heir—”

“Then what about the
others? She must have had dozens of acolytes over the years. You
could contact them—”

“We did. Or, rather, Hilde
did—”

“Hilde?”

I stopped. Damn. I hadn’t told Gertie
that her sister had joined my court, although that wasn’t my idea.
Hildegarde had suggested it, after I caught her skulking around the
last time we were here, making sure that Gertie didn’t see her. I
wasn’t sure what the problem was, but had gotten the impression
that the girls had been rivals back in the day, and Hilde wasn’t
sure how she’d take the news.

Which didn’t make a lot of sense to
me, or apparently, to Gertie, who was looking vastly relieved.
“Well, at least you have some competent help,” she said. “Why not
make her your heir, at least until you can sort out a suitable
one?”

“I have a suitable one,” I
said, frowning. “And Hilde can’t do the job—”

“I assure you, she can. And
quite well, too.”

“I’m not talking about her
skills. I’m talking about her age.”

“Her age?” It was Gertie’s
turn to frown. “Just how old is she?”

“Old enough.”

I didn’t elaborate, because
technically, Gertie and I weren’t supposed to be talking about the
future, or really at all. Gertie was helping to train me, which I
really appreciated since my predecessor had died before she could
do anything except wish me luck. But I still had to be careful
about what I told her.

You never knew what could influence a
decision, even subconsciously.

But this was Gertie, so of course I
didn’t get away with it. “Well, you have to find
someone—”

“I have someone—”

“—competent, at the very
least. What about those other acolytes? The ones you said that my
sister found for you?”

“Also too old. They’re all
friends of hers. And channeling the Pythian power for any length of
time at their age, especially in the amounts that I’ve been using,
would kill them.”

“The middle-aged ones,
then!” Gertie was looking exasperated. “You are at
war. You must have an
heir!”

“An heir I can trust,” I
snapped, because my head felt like it was about to crack open, and
she wouldn’t drop it already. Why she was going on about this now,
when we had more pressing matters to discuss, I didn’t know. But
clearly, she thought this was paramount.

And maybe she was right. I didn’t like
to face up to my own mortality any better than the next person, but
facts were facts. No insurance company on Earth would cover
me.

But picking the wrong heir could be
worse than having none at all, as Agnes had found out to her—and
everybody else’s—peril. Not only had dear Myra poisoned the boss,
but she’d joined the other side in the war and almost handed them a
victory. And had come very close to killing me as a
chaser.

I couldn’t afford to make the same
mistake.

“And why wouldn’t you trust
them?” Gertie demanded, giving me no rest. “They haven’t turned
traitor—”

“They haven’t had a chance!
That doesn’t mean the gods haven’t been talking to them, too,
offering them who knows what to change sides. The acolytes gave up
the Pythian power when they left court, so right now, they’re
harmless. But if I give it back—”

“And if you don’t? What’s
the plan then?”

“You know the plan. You’ve
met the plan—”

“Yes,” Gertie said dryly.
“I have.”

She was clearly not impressed. And all
of a sudden, I felt a surge of protectiveness for Rhea so strong it
surprised me. Although maybe it shouldn’t have.

I was in her room, and in what looked
to be her nightgown, too. She must have taken care of me after I
passed out on the stairs and the war mages brought me back up here.
And considering that the other pillow was indented, she’d probably
slept by my side, too.

She took care of everybody she met,
despite nobody ever taking care of her.

Maybe it was time that
changed.

“Rhea is an excellent
heir,” I told Gertie, in a voice that said I was done discussing
it.

Unfortunately, Gertie tended to be
tone deaf when it wasn’t information she wanted.

“She’s not even an
excellent acolyte,” she retorted. “She couldn’t move you—in a
spatial shift, I might add, the easiest kind—from the basement up
to here!”

“She tried!”

“Yes, and she failed. Which
is my point. The court has always required shifting as a
prerequisite for training, as almost everything else we do is built
on it or utilizes it. She cannot shift to the past if she cannot
shift at all. She cannot track down rogue mages attempting time
travel—”

“I get it.”

“—or protect herself whilst
in battle. Even an acolyte can be overcome if she is trapped in one
place for too long. All an enemy has to do—”

“I said, I get
it!”

“—is to wait her out, until
her stamina wanes and she can no longer channel the Pythian power.
Not to mention that shifting is also a significant part of most of
our offensive strategies as well—”

“Damn it, Gertie! I
said—”

“That you ‘get it,’ which I
assume means that you understand. But you don’t.
Otherwise,

you would never have elevated her to a
position she cannot handle in the first place.”

I got up, because shaky or not, I
needed to move. And because my nice, hot cup of tea had
disappeared. Probably why I felt a little warmer at my core, and
why my limbs were shaking a bit less. I went over to the vanity and
poured myself a refill.

“Rhea has been a huge help
to me,” I said. “She was the first one to give me a brief about the
Pythian Court, how it’s supposed to run, its history—”

“Then make her your
historian.”

“—not to mention helping
with the initiates before Hilde and the other acolytes came on
board, when I had no idea what I was doing—”

“Then make her the manager
of your creche!”

I turned from the tea tray to meet
angry eyes, and doubted that mine were any milder. “She saved my
life in the conflict with Jo; she might have saved the whole damned
timeline! If that’s not a good enough reason to be the heir, I
don’t know what is!”

Jo, the last of the rogue acolytes,
had been going toe to toe with me in a duel, and I honestly don’t
know who would have prevailed. But Rhea, with exactly zero control
over the Pythian power and thereby vulnerable as all hell, had
nonetheless shown up to challenge her, a fully trained acolyte.
Thus, distracting her and giving me a chance to end
things.

Whatever Rhea lacked, it wasn’t
courage.

“None of which makes her
capable of doing the job,” Gertie said, undeterred. “I understand
that you are fond of the girl, although she seems a bit erratic to
me—”

“She’s been through a
lot.”

“Haven’t we all?” It was
dry. “But that does not make her any more capable. I cannot believe
my sister, of all people, would allow you to elevate someone to a
position they simply cannot do. What was she thinking?”

“She was thinking that Rhea
has the skill, she just has a mental block against using
it.”

“Then she’s
useless—”

I glared.

“—as a replacement for you.
You know she is.”

“I know her background—and
her heart! There’s no one better. She just needs some—”

I stopped, halfway through the
thought, which was the same one I’d had last night.

“Needs some what?” Gertie
demanded.

“Time,” I said slowly.
“Which isn’t something we have, in my era, but you—”

“Oh, no. No, no. We are
not—”

“But why not?” I forged on,
before she started talking over me again. “You’re training
me—”

“You’re a Pythia fighting a
war against an entire pantheon, all on your own! Whilst she
is—”

“Agnes’ daughter. With
Jonas Marsden.”

Gertie blinked. I saw her.

“She has the skill,” I
said, pressing my advantage. “And then some. And she’s true and
loyal and kind and fierce and everything, everything she needs to be, except
confident, because Agnes always treated her like a dirty little
secret—”

“I’m not listening to
this.” Gertie stood up.

“You started it,” I
reminded her, getting in front of the door.

“I can just shift out,” she
told me, with another eyebrow. “Unlike certain other
people.”

“But you won’t. We haven’t
finished talking yet, and you know I’m right—”

“I know nothing of the
kind!” Gertie looked at me in exasperation. “I have my own duties
to perform. Am I expected to train your whole court?”

“No. You’re not even
expected to train Rhea. Agnes is—”

“Agnes also has
duties!”

“Yes, one of which was not
fucking up her daughter!”

Gertie looked shocked, probably at my
language, so I kept on talking. “She didn’t mean to do it; she was
trying to protect her. But she just ended up making Rhea feel
unimportant and useless and untalented—none of which is true. But
now . . .” I spread my arms, and sloshed some tea around. Gertie
didn’t seem to notice.

“Now?” she
demanded.

“Now it’s destroying her.
She can do the job, but she doesn’t believe she can and she’s
terrified of letting me down. Hilde’s been working with her and so
have I, but I don’t think we’re what she needs. I don’t even think
you are. I think the only way she can work through
this—”

“If she does.”

“—is being trained by her
mother. Agnes made this mess; she needs to clean it up. And,” I
added, because Gertie looked like she was going to interrupt again,
“don’t you think she’d want to? If she knew the truth—”

“She can’t,” Gertie said
emphatically. “I have to memory charm all of this away, once you’re
done training. The stronger the emotion, the harder it is to
overwrite entirely. Things slip through, even subconsciously, as
Dr. Freud would say—”

“So, don’t tell her. Just
see to it that Agnes trains her.”

“And if it doesn’t
work?”

Then I’m screwed, I thought, but
didn’t say. I’d shocked her enough for one day. “Then I start
looking for another heir. But that’s a long process, and I don’t
have a lot of time—”

“No. It’s the irony of our
existence, that even we never seem to have enough.” We shared a
look of mutual understanding, and brief though it was, it warmed me
more than the tea. There were very few people who truly understood
what this job was like, and what it required of you. But Gertie
did.

Which I guessed was why, after a brief
pause, she nodded. “Very well. Leave her here with me when you
return, and we shall see what she’s made of.”

I felt a weight lift off my shoulders
that I hadn’t even realized was there.

And then slam straight back into place
with her next words. “And now that that’s settled, you may give me
your version of what happened last night.”

I groaned inwardly, and almost
outwardly. There were very few things I wanted to discuss less than
last night. But I’d come here for advice, which she couldn’t
provide if she didn’t know what was going on.

I womaned up and told her, with a few
exceptions—like the exact details of the attack in the tub. By the
time I finished, I was hoarse and feeling crappy again, sitting on
the bed and nursing a cup of by-now lukewarm tea. And Gertie was
looking as unhappy as I’d ever seen her.

Which was saying a lot.

“Let me see if I
understand,” she began heavily. “You’ve been in this house less
than twelve hours and you have been attacked three
times?”

“Maybe attacked. I’m not
completely sure about the second one.”

“You were sure enough to go
down to the basement in the middle of the night, without telling
anyone!”

“It’s a library, and I did tell—"

“Not that you were going
last night!” Gertie looked disgruntled. “I should have assigned a
you a keeper!”

“Wouldn’t have helped. Rhea
was with me, and she only made it worse.”

“Yes, which is
interesting.”

That was one word for it, I thought
grimly, and drank tea.

Gertie kept talking, and I tried to
listen, I really did. But my head hurt and my stomach wasn’t much
happier. The tea had settled the queasiness, but now it was busy
reminding me that I hadn’t had breakfast—or dinner, either, since
I’d skipped it, or lunch since I’d lost most of it.

To make matters worse, some
guy was down in the street, yelling at people about pies. I would
like a pie, I thought longingly. Especially how they made them
here, with pork and savory jelly, or a nice beef one, with tender
chunks of meat in a rich gravy. I didn’t see how it could be called
progress when, once upon a time, you had people who brought
pies to your
house, and society
somehow decided people didn’t need that anymore? I mean, what the
hell?

But, yeah, a pie would be perfect
right about—

“Cassandra!”

I blinked, and tore my eyes away from
the window. “Yes?”

“Are you listening to
me?”

I can’t help it when you yell, I
didn’t say, because things were bad enough. “Yes, of
course.”

“Good. Then we are
agreed.”

“Um. Yes?”

Gertie narrowed her eyes at me. “We
are agreed,” she said ponderously, “that there is a chance that at
least two—the first and the third—of your attacks are directly
attributable to the spell you are under, and possibly the second as
well, for all I know. That’s the problem with old enchantments. If
you don’t have a grimoire to tell you what they do, you can end up
in a world of trouble!”

“There’s no
grimoire.”

“I am aware. We shall
therefore have to sort this out for ourselves. In fact, I think it
shall serve admirably as your next lesson—”

Shit.

“—after you’ve eaten,” she
added, as someone knocked on the door.

I perked up.

Breakfast was good, and even better,
it was served to me in bed. So I didn’t have to get dressed before
falling onto a tray of buttered toast—cold, because that was how
they did things here—the widest bacon I’d ever seen—from super
hogs, apparently—fried eggs with nice runny yolks to dip the toast
in—what pieces I hadn’t already slathered with butter and jam—a
couple of fried mushrooms that were okay, and a gristly piece of
black pudding that wasn’t. I pushed it over to the side of my
plate, so that it didn’t touch any of the good stuff.

I also drank another gallon or so of
hot tea that warmed me all the way to my toes. And then lay back
against the pillows, full as a tick and pretty much unable to move.
Which may have been the plan, I realized, as Gertie shut the door
decisively behind the maid who’d just taken my empty tray
away.

And, damn, I was not ready for another
lesson right now, I thought. Especially not of the type she seemed
to prefer. The first one we’d ever had, she’d tossed me into an
arena with the other acolytes and older initiates, and had told
them to all attack me at once.

Fun times.

And they hadn’t gotten any better
since.

“Look,” I said. “Is there
any way we could—” And that was as far as I got. Because she turned
from the door and threw something at me, something I instinctively
put out a hand to protect myself from and accidentally
caught.

And the world fell away.
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Chapter
Twenty-Four

 


Damn it! I thought, staring around.

But at least it wasn’t horrible this
time. There were no blood-splattered gladiators sinking to their
knees, no terrified mothers running with their babies, no monsters
out of an ancient bestiary attacking anybody. No
anything.

I appeared to be entirely alone, in
some sort of little courtyard.

Damn it, Gertie! I thought again,
feeling a surge of genuine anger. She always did this. Her
straightforward conversation style was the exact opposite of her
training methods, which were oblique as hell and often provided
more riddles than answers.

She said it was because a Pythia had
to be able to figure things out for herself, and not just wait
around for someone to give her a solution to her problems, which I
totally agreed with—in theory. But in practice, it was absolutely
maddening. Especially when I didn’t even have any clues to
use!

And there weren’t any around
here.

There was nothing here except for a
floor of gray stones of all different shapes and sizes, which had
been fitted together with the cheerful disregard of a toddler
forcing a solution to a puzzle. And a round circle of the same
stacked stone with a little wooden house on top, like a wishing
well out of a fairy tale. There were some vines scrawling all over
it and up the side of a house made out of—you guessed it—the same
gray rocks.

The vines provided some much-needed
color, because the sky was gray, too, as was the ocean that I
discovered when I rounded the house and found a beach so close that
the incoming tide tickled my toes.

There was nobody on the beach, but
there was an indentation in the sand that looked like it had been
dug out. The tide had filled it in and then retreated, leaving a
bunch of tiny silver fish behind, trapped in a miniature sea. I
walked over and watched them for a moment, their small bodies
darting here and there, their skins flashing silver in the
sunlight. The vines weren’t visible from here, so everything was
completely gray: the silver fish, the pewter sky, the craggy,
whiteish-gray cliffs in the distance, the darker, rolling tide, and
the pearly foam on the ashen sand. It was beautiful, in a stark,
monochromatic kind of way.

I didn’t get it.

“My grandmother’s home,
when I was a girl,” someone said, and I looked behind me to find
Gertie standing there. I knew it was her—the voice was the same—but
the body definitely wasn’t.

The purplish curls with their gray
roots were gone, and in their place were bright red braids that
stretched almost to her waist. The more-than-slightly-padded,
grandmotherly figure I knew was also missing, replaced by a
slender, boyish body in an old-fashioned outfit—but not a girl’s.
Gertie had found some knee breeches somewhere, along with a white
linen shirt that was far too big for her.

She looked to be about eight, maybe
nine, and had a pail full of clams in her hand, which explained the
holes dug around the beach. Her feet were bare, her face was
freckled, and her shanks were sandy, making her completely
unrecognizable as the woman I knew, except for the voice. And the
eyes.

They were the same shrewd brown orbs,
which looked a little odd in a child’s face, but I didn’t see them
for long. She squatted down, the wet sand seeping up through her
toes, to dig another hole with a trowel she’d fished out of the
pail. I squatted down, too, not knowing what else to do.

“My grandmother took me
in,” she told me, as she worked. “After my father died. I had been
close to him, you see, and didn’t take his passing well. Hilde was
much better behaved. Not that she didn’t grieve, but she kept it to
herself for the most part, and put on a brave face for our mother.
I was . . . less inclined . . . to do likewise, and eventually
mother decided that she needed a respite and sent me
here.”

Another clam hit the bucket, and a dog
came loping up, with shaggy black fur covered with wet sand. He
proceeded to shake it all over us, causing Gertie to yelp and me to
end up on my ass, because the sand was slippery. And cold, I
thought, feeling it ooze under my nightgown-clad butt.

“A lot of help you are!”
Gertie told the dog, who licked her face, unrepentant.

She regarded him sternly. “You aren’t
getting around me that way. You want clams for dinner, go help me
find some.”

She pointed down the beach, and the
dog ran off enthusiastically, although how many clams it was going
to find was debatable. Especially since it stopped halfway to chase
a wave. Gertie sighed.

“Utterly useless,” she
informed me. But she said it fondly.

“Is there a reason we’re
here?” I asked.

“Yes,” Gertie said, and
squat walked over to another little indentation in the sand, the
tell-tale breathing hole of her next victim.

“And that would
be?”

“So impatient,” she tsked.
“Here, hold the bucket.”

I did as I was told, since she was my
only way out of whatever this was, and she dragged a long, tube
shaped thing out of the sand with her bare hand. It looked nothing
like a clam, and poked a white tongue—or something—out at us
defiantly. But into the bucket it went anyway.

“Razorfish,” she said.
“Best type of clam there is. Makes a damned fine stew.”

I didn’t answer. Gertie would get
around to telling me what she wanted when she felt like it, and not
before. I’d learned that much during our training sessions over the
last month, many of which could have gone faster if she’d just
explained what it was that she wanted to me to do. But that wasn’t
her style. Or maybe she just like watching me fumble
around.

She also liked digging clams, I
thought, after squatting after her for what felt like half an hour.
But, finally, we had enough, or maybe her thighs had started to
hurt, too. Because she stood up, and tried to take the by-now heavy
pail.

“I’ve got it,” I told
her.

“Very well. Come inside.
It’s getting darker.”

I didn’t know how she could tell with
skies as overcast as these, but I didn’t argue. I followed her into
the little stone house, and then stopped dead in the doorway. I
hadn’t been able to tell from outside, but it was now clear:
somebody was moving around in there.

I couldn’t see them, but there were
sounds of footfalls and metallic clinks and other indications that
someone was inside. Not that I needed them. Because the dog ran
through the open door behind me, almost knocking me down. And then
sped ahead into what I guessed was a kitchen, judging by the smell
of fresh baked bread filtering through the house.

“Gertie!” A woman’s annoyed
voice called. “Come get this animal. It’s filthy!”

Gertie went off to get the animal, I
presumed. I didn’t see, because I was too busy looking around at
white plastered walls decorated with sturdy wooden shutters, a
spinning wheel in a corner with a basket of wool at its side, and a
couple of hard-backed wooden chairs by a fire. I would have
expected rockers, it was that sort of place, but wasn’t sure
whether they’d been invented yet.

I also didn’t have time to dwell on
it, because Gertie was back.

“Come on, then! Why are you
standing there?”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me into
the next room, which was a long one with a small dining area in
front and a kitchen in back. And a tall, rawboned, elderly woman
who bore no resemblance to Gertie at all and who was waiting for
the clams. I handed them over, and she eyed me up and down without
a smile.

“Always dragging someone
back for dinner,” she said. “Well, if ye’re going to eat, gel,
you’re going to work for it, first.”

She handed me a knife.

I looked around the room, which was
even more stark than the outer one, with just a wooden table, some
shelves, and a fireplace with a deep vee of soot marking the path
from the logs to the chimney. I wasn’t clear what I was supposed to
do, having only woken up a little over an hour ago. Things usually
didn’t get this weird until at least lunch.

The woman’s pale blue eyes narrowed,
and her high forehead developed a crease down the center. Okay, I
could see a resemblance now, I thought. “Is she slow?” she asked
Gertie, who sighed.

“Only sometimes.” She
grabbed me again. “Come on!”

I came on. Out a side door, and back
into the little courtyard with the vines, where I’d come in. The
overly excitable dog was running around the well, almost but not
quite clipping an old bench as he passed, which had been shoved up
against the side of the house. I hadn’t noticed it before because
its weathered boards were almost the exact shade of the
rocks.

We sat on the bench and Gertie spent
long minutes showing me how to shuck clams, including the long,
weird looking ones.

“You know, when I said I
needed lessons, this wasn’t exactly what I meant,” I told
her.

“You should feel honored,”
she said, jimmying open a stubborn shell. “I don’t bring many
people here.”

“Where is here?”

“What did I say?” The clam
came open and she handed me a wooden tray, where she put the lower
shell with the pink and white flesh inside, and discarded the upper
back into the pail. “This is my grandmother’s house. That,” she
pointed at the figure just visible inside the window behind us. “Is
my grandmother.”

“I got that,” I said,
balancing the tray on my knees. “But what are we doing
here?”

Gertie shucked another clam. “I knew
my father’s death was a bad thing. I didn’t know it would change my
life—and Hilde’s, too. He’d been rather good, you see, at hiding
the fact of his daughters’ clairvoyance from the Pythian Court.
We’d been tested; there’d been no getting around that as there’d
been three acolytes in the family tree, making us prime candidates.
But one of those acolytes was still serving, and she arranged to be
at our testing.” Sharp brown eyes met mine for an instant. “We
failed, of course.”

“She let you
off.”

Gertie shrugged. “I assume so. I never
asked her or father about it. But mother . . . mother certainly
believed that, and was quite annoyed. She had several friends with
daughters at court, and had assumed that she would have at least
one to boast of herself, only to be told that we were both sight
blind. Something that the nightly terrors we experienced would seem
to contradict.”

Yeah, remembered those, I thought
grimly.

“After father died, she had
my sister retested, which was fairly easy as Hilde was younger than
me by two years, and her test had been marked inconclusive to begin
with, abilities often failing to show up in one so young. The
second time, my cousin was not involved, at mother’s request.
Hilde, of course, passed easily.”

“And then there was
you.”

Gertie nodded. Her hands stilled and
she looked up, watching the storm clouds roll over the sky, hiding
the watery sun. “This was the last day,” she told me. “The last one
before they came, two of them, senior acolytes with no relationship
to me at all, walking down the beach. I still remember seeing them
from the window upstairs, the way their robes billowed out in the
breeze. They still used those Grecian type things in those days,
made of finely woven silk. They flowed like banners in the
wind.”

“And they weren’t so easily
fooled,” I guessed. Not that it took much of one.

She had become Pythia, after
all.

“No,” Gertie said, watching
the possibly brain damaged dog now. It was chasing its stumpy tale,
very unsuccessfully, but it seemed happy. “They told grandmother
that they’d let the family know the results soon, but she acted
like it was a foregone conclusion as soon as they left. That’s why
she made me this,” Gertie gestured about with the knife, “that very
night, sitting at the table in the kitchen.”

“Made . . . what?” I asked,
because I still didn’t understand.

But in typical Gertie fashion, she
answered the question I hadn’t asked, not the one I had.

“It changes you, you see?
This position, this throne.” She snorted. “Throne. It’s a servant’s
job, Cassie, never let them tell you otherwise. And maybe those are
the best bits, when you’re getting your hands dirty, when you’re on
the chase, when you feel alive. Not when you’re sitting in
some monstrosity of a chair, lecturing fools who ought to know
better.”

It was my turn to sit back against the
house, the tray of seafood on my lap, a rough stone wall behind my
head, and stare up at the churning sky. I saw faces in the clouds,
so many of them, all the people I’d met and loved and, in some
cases, lost over the past summer. It felt like I’d lived a lifetime
in half a year, the sum total of the time that I’d been Pythia, and
maybe I had. I certainly didn’t feel like the old Cassie anymore,
and I was still changing. Yesterday proved that.

But into what?

The breeze off the ocean was cool, and
I felt a sudden shiver go down my spine. I got up, put the tray
down, and walked over to the other side of the courtyard. The dog
had stopped chasing its tail, and was now busy with a clam that it
had somehow filched from the pail without us seeing. I watched its
pink tongue work the white and black shell, and then squatted down
to scratch it behind the ears.

You’re smarter than I am, I thought.
Forget torturing yourself with metaphysical crap, and concentrate
on the real issues, like dinner. My stomach grumbled as if in
agreement, and I looked down at it in annoyance. You just ate! I
reminded it.

It grumbled again in reply.

“Miss one meal and it gets
jetlagged,” I told Fido. “Like it doesn’t know when mealtime is
anymore, and thinks it’s supposed to eat constantly.”

Fido looked like he thought that was a
good idea. He also looked, and felt, unbelievably real. I could see
the individual hairs on his back standing up, whenever my hand got
too close to his prize. Like I could feel the chill in the wind off
the water, smell the sea, hear the soft sounds of breaking waves on
the beach. Yet this place had an eerie quality to it as well,
nothing I could put my finger on, more of a feeling . .
.

As if, despite the softly moving
leaves and churning sky, time stood still.

I blinked, and looked around
again—with other senses this time. Not that it helped. The Pythian
power was quiescent here, and my new, weird vampire abilities
didn’t work at all. But something told me that I was
right.

It felt like someone had done a Jim
Croce, and trapped time in a bottle. Like this whole place was a
dandelion caught in one of those little see-through paperweights,
forever beautiful, forever unchanging. Or like the visions I
sometimes received, when touching something very old, only those
were usually—

I blinked again, light finally
dawning.

“You’re a touch
clairvoyant,” I said to Gertie, who had gone back to shucking
dinner.

“Well,
obviously.”

“And your
grandmother?”

“Was as well. It runs in
the family.”

I walked back over and sat down. The
bench felt strong and solid, and I could feel the silky wood
beneath my fingertips, any splinters having long since been worn
down by the weather and a generation or two of butts. But it wasn’t
just the realness here that was unusual; it was the
peacefulness.

The visions I usually received were
horror stories. Traumatic events that had etched themselves into
objects, like grooves on a record, which could be played back by
anyone with the right set of equipment. Like those last night,
which I assumed was why Gertie had brought me here.

Touch clairvoyance didn’t usually
trouble me much, because I wasn’t very sensitive; some people had
to wear gloves everywhere, just to keep from going mad. And because
most of the items I touched hadn’t had a chance to absorb anything.
A comb was a comb; a glass was a glass, nothing more.

But what if the comb had once belonged
to Helen of Troy? Or if the glass had been the chalice that
poisoned Alexander the Great? I might have received something from
those all right, and last night, I’d been standing in a storehouse
full of such items.

But that shouldn’t have mattered,
since I hadn’t touched anything.

“I thought it was just
painful events that imprinted,” I said, as the dog came sniffing
about, hoping for another clam.

Gertie picked up the pail and sat it
on the end of the bench.

“When it’s done by
accident, yes,” she agreed. “It requires extreme emotion, which is
often tragically induced, I’m sorry to say. But this,” she waved
the knife around some more. “Wasn’t an accident.”

“Your grandmother made
this?” I hadn’t known that was possible.

She nodded. “She was a powerful witch
who had just lost her son, and now she was losing me, too. She had
emotion to spare.”

We sat there in silence for a moment,
Gertie watching the clouds, and me watching her. The Pythian throne
exacted a price from everyone, and it was often high. Whether in
the form of a shortened life, because of the toll of using the
power of a god in a human body, or of broken family ties, or of the
constant risk of assassination—there was always something. And,
weirdly enough, the power often seemed to settle on the people who
wanted it the least, making the price that much steeper.

But, somehow, I didn’t think that was
the point that Gertie was trying to make.

Unfortunately, I didn’t know what was.
But there was something. She wasn’t the type to just sit quietly,
watching the sky, unless she was waiting for me to catch
up.

But to what?

What had she said, back in the
bedroom? That the first and the third attacks at least were linked?
But that didn’t seem likely. The first attack, by the Were, had
been because I smelled like a vamp, thanks to Mircea’s spell. But
downstairs . . .

Why would vampire abilities help me to
see something that was only visible to my clairvoyance? And which
shouldn’t have been visible even there, since I hadn’t touched
anything? Or had I?

Was a mental touch the same
as a physical one? I wondered. I didn’t know, because I didn’t have
mental gifts when I wasn’t borrowing them from Mircea. But with
them . . . it had sort of felt like my mind had brushed over items in the room,
like ghostly fingers. Had that been enough to make their stories
visible?

Because if so . . .

“I’m not just borrowing
Mircea’s abilities, am I?” I asked slowly. “I’m . . . merging them
. . . with my own, creating something new. A touch telepath without
the touch.”

Gertie nodded. “The Pythian power
always uses the abilities of its host, whatever they are, to
further its mission. By taking on this vampire’s powers, you have
given it a whole new skill set to play with, and it is busy
exploring it.”

I pondered that for a
minute.

And then I almost laughed, because
what a freaking joke! A master vampire plus a Pythia equals what? A
schizophrenic clairvoyant afraid of her own shadow?

Typical.

“The challenge for you,”
Gertie continued, “at least until you manage to get this spell
removed, is to find equilibrium again. You must control your new
abilities, or they will control you.”

“Yeah, but how do I—” I
began, only to be cut off by the sound of alarm bells ringing in my
head. Bells I’d heard before, damn it!

My power used to fling me around the
timeline, throwing me at anything threating it. But, lately, it had
switched to a new method: a clanging alarm in my head, shrieking a
warning. One that was so loud it threatened my sanity!

“It seems your vampire is
not done playing Pythia,” Gertie said, confirming my
suspicions.

I abruptly stood up, and she grabbed
my arm. “Remember, he may be a master vampire, but you are Pythia.
His power will bend to yours.”

It’ll be the first time, I thought
grimly, and shifted.
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Chapter
Twenty-Five

 


It was Romania again, of course. But not back at the torture
palace, as I’d half expected. Instead, I materialized in a thick
wood in what appeared to be the middle of the night, because I
couldn’t see a damned thing!

Which was why I immediately tripped
over a tree root.

I caught myself before I broke a nose,
adding a few new bruises to the collection, then stood back up and
looked around. My eyes slowly adjusted, which didn’t help much,
then flicked over to VampVision, which did. But even then, all I
saw was a gibbous moon combing silver fingers through the forest,
but highlighting nothing of interest because there was nothing to
see.

Smell, on the other hand, was a
completely different story.

A wave of scent hit my nose, all at
once, that was almost overwhelming. I staggered back against a tree
trunk and held on, because the sensory overload was making me
dizzy. Or something worse, I thought, not sure what was
happening.

My enhanced eyes could clearly see the
little glade I’d landed in, with motes of moonlight filtering down
like falling stars. In fact, vamp eyesight picked up all kids of
little details that even night vision goggles would have missed: a
rabbit surprised by a hawk, judging by the tracks that stopped
abruptly in the dirt, and borne aloft, but leaving traces of warm
blood behind that I could read like a book; a spider’s web strung
with dew or rain, glittering like a diamond necklace between two
trees; the tiny, gleaming eyes of a bird, peering at me out of its
nest, its yellow plumage so bright that it was startling. But my
nose—my nose was detecting . . . more.

It was almost like having a second set
of eyes, I realized. I could literally see the scent trails left by
animals and birds as they scurried through the underbrush, or
darted across the open spaces, eager to get back under cover. And
not just as vague clouds of mist.

I watched a ghost deer slowly pick its
way out of the undergrowth, a shimmering silver stag with horns
that I could see as easily as I could the dark leaves on the bushes
behind it. It looked like it was made out of moonlight, and
disappeared in the areas where the moonbeams striped its body. Only
to reappear on the other side, as if birthed anew.

And it wasn’t the only ghostly
presence.

The little glade was teeming with
life, everything from translucent caterpillars crawling along a
branch, to ethereal squirrels chasing each other around a tree;
from spectral birds swooping through the air, what looked like
hundreds of them as the ones in the nest came and went, over and
over to feed their baby, creating a starburst of silver striations
in the air, to a pale snake slithering right under my feet. I
pulled back, but of course, it wasn’t there. It hadn’t been there
for—

A week, I thought, realizing that my
new nose could “see” through time. The dimmer shapes in the glade
were scent shadows of things that had come by longer ago, their
outlines like fading ghosts. The brighter ones had passed more
recently, including a set of footprints that glowed so brightly
they were practically neon, because their owner had just been
here.

Mircea, I thought, staring at them,
and wondering why he was barefoot.

But I still didn’t move. Too many
weird things had been happening lately, courtesy of my new blended
senses, and this was a step too far. I needed a moment to process,
to understand, but I didn’t understand, not anything!

I watched the ghost deer,
caught up in wonder—and no little confusion. How was it here? Yes,
maybe Mircea’s nose could pick up its scent, but I’d never heard of
vampires seeing ghostly images of past events! The closest that
I had heard of
were people known as Hounds, vampires with super sensitive noses
who could almost move around with their eyes closed.

It was said that they also carried a
catalogue in their heads, the smells of thousands of things, maybe
tens of thousands. And that they could kind of “see” backwards in
time, some a week, the most gifted maybe two or more, detecting
past events from tiny motes of scent left behind. But Mircea wasn’t
a Hound—and neither was I!

I didn’t know what a deer smelled
like. Or a snake or a bird, for that matter. I doubted that there
was an animal on Earth that I could identify by scent alone. Okay,
maybe a skunk, but that was it. So even if Mircea’s abilities were
boosting mine, it shouldn’t matter: I shouldn’t know what I was
smelling!

Yet I did.

The silver footprints were glowing on
the ground, clear and bright, yet I still didn’t follow them.
Gertie had figured out that Mircea and I were not just borrowing
abilities but blending them, even before I had, but what if it
didn’t end there? Because Mircea was a master vampire, meaning that
he controlled a large family of other vamps, both the ones he had
Sired and the ones he’d acquired from other masters.

And some of them
were Hounds.

Was I drawing from their abilities,
too? I didn’t know, because I didn’t know anything, and I doubted
that anybody else did. Other Pythias didn’t do this kind of thing!
They stayed in their lane, learned their craft, and kept the
Pythian power in line at the same time!

But I hadn’t done that. Not
deliberately; in fact, I hadn’t done a damned thing. But when
Mircea put that spell on me . . . yeah. He probably did open up,
not just his own abilities for my power to play with, but those of
everyone else connected to him as well.

Mircea might only be able to draw
power from his family, not abilities, but the Pythian power—who
knew what it could do? It had originally belonged to a god, before
Apollo shaved it off and gave to the Pythias at Delphi. And, over
time, it had developed its own personality, its own unique way of
looking at things.

And, right now, it was at freaking
Disneyland!

I closed my eyes, concentrated, and
gave my power a stern talking to, although I doubted that it
understood. We had a hard time communicating, since it didn’t seem
to think at all like a human and I didn’t think at all like a god.
And nothing I’d learned over the last month had helped with that,
since the other Pythias didn’t understand it, either.

But when I opened my eyes,
things did seem a little better. The vision animals were still
there, but blurred and less distinct. I mentally stuffed my new
abilities back into a trunk and slammed the lid, and it got
a lot better. I
still glimpsed things occasionally, out of the side of my eyes, but
for the most part, the forest was dark again.

I breathed a sincere sigh of relief,
and finally started off after Mircea, not only because I had to get
him out of here before he trashed the timeline, but also because he
was the only one who could end this! He needed to get this spell
off me, right now, before my power learned any new fun little
tricks. And blew my mind, possibly literally, in the
process!

But finding him was easier said than
done, not least because I was barefoot, too.

Of course, I was, I thought savagely.
I was supposed to be in bed! Not picking my way through a damned
prickly forest, stumbling over roots and stubbing my toes on fallen
logs, not that I’d be able to feel my bruised digits for too much
longer since it was also freezing!

I finally figured out to step on top
of his larger footprints to avoid any more pitfalls, and started
making good time. Enough that it was only a couple of minutes
before the forest gave way to a large clearing, with a segment of
dirt road passing from tree line to tree line along one side of a
small village. The houses were small, log-cabin-like things with
white plastered walls, rough wooden doors, and high thatched roofs,
almost like they were wearing a version of the local nobility’s
tall, fur hats.

There were some animal pens scattered
about, but they were quiet, and no smoke threaded the night from
the houses with chimneys. It looked like everyone had gone to bed a
while ago. A single goat bleated a question to me as I passed his
pen, a frog croaked somewhere nearby, and a pig turned over in its
wallow of mud to show me a fat, hairy belly. But other than that,
nothing moved.

Not even a man, suffused by a cloud of
Mircea’s warm, masculine scent, standing by a house on the edge of
the settlement.

He was peering in the gap between some
closed shutters, still as only a vampire can be. He wasn’t drawing
attention to himself, wasn’t even breathing as far as I could tell.
But it was still not good, and not just because he’d come here
again, on his own this time. But because of what he was
wearing.

Which was not Romanian standard
attire!

He had on a pair of modern sleep pants
in royal blue and a matching robe. His hair was disheveled, the
robe was open enough to show a stripe of muscular chest, and his
feet were, indeed, bare. He looked like he’d also just rolled out
of bed.

I paused, wondering what the hell, and
that was a second too long. Because I guess he’d smelled me, too.
The next second, a hard hand was over my mouth and I was being
dragged back into the shadows of the forest.

I’d have protested more, but it saved
me the trouble of doing the same thing to him.

“What are you doing here?”
he demanded, when he finally let me go.

“What am
I doing here?” I
repeated incredulously. “What are you, and dressed like that? Have
you lost it, like completely? Because I need to know—”

“I haven’t lost
anything—”

“Except your
mind!”

“—except my patience! Go
home, Cassie. This doesn’t concern you!”

“Doesn’t—” I cut off,
because my brain was having trouble even processing that. And then
it managed. Oh, yes, it did. “Mircea, what the hell—”

The hand over the mouth thing resumed,
and I was abruptly jerked further back into the trees. Which would
have made me even more furious, except that somebody was coming.
Somebody who was maybe three feet high, and would have had me
wondering why a child was running around on its own at this time of
night. But the crazy VampVision gave me a glimpse under the hood as
it hurried up the road toward the house where Mircea had been
standing.

And that . . . was no
child.

“What is
that?” I demanded, when
Mircea once again let me go. But only after the creature had
knocked quietly on the thick front door of the house, and been let
inside.

“One of the reasons you’re
not needed here,” he said shortly, and started off.

Until I shifted him back to me, and
used the Pythian power like a rope to bind him to a tree. I would
have used it to drag him back home, kicking and screaming, but
there was nothing to keep him from coming right back again. And in
a contest over who would tire first, me or a first level master . .
. well, there was no contest.

“I want answers,” I told
him, as he struggled.

The cords of my power tightened, in
response to the huge amount of force he was exerting, and held. But
how long that would remain true, I didn’t know. This wasn’t a new
ability; I’d been training with Gertie all month, and her idea of
an easy session usually left me gasping and winded—and in
possession of some novel way of using my Pythian abilities that I’d
never even dreamed about before. But I wasn’t used to most of those
yet, having had no need for actual combat all month, so it was a
relief when he finally stopped struggling.

“I need you to let me
go.”

There was power behind the words, at
least as much as there had been in the bulging muscles a minute
ago, enough to knock my head back.

And to piss me off.

“I need answers! Trade me,”
I said shortly, because that was the one language all vamps
understood.

And I guess Mircea was in a hurry,
because he didn’t hesitate. “My wife is in that house.”

What a surprise. “And?”

“And I need to see who
she’s meeting!”

I just crossed my arms and looked at
him.

“You know that ability you
have,” he snapped. “To page through someone’s life like reading a
book?”

I frowned. “What about it?”

“I discovered it on my own,
last night. After we got back, I couldn’t sleep. I haven’t been
sleeping.”

He lifted an arm as if to run a hand
through his hair, a familiar gesture, but the bonds restrained him.
He snarled a bad word in Romanian, but didn’t struggle again. That
was the thing about Mircea, and one of my main worries in all this:
he was a damned quick study.

“I was thinking about
Elena,” he added, “and, suddenly, there she was. Memories of her,
hundreds of them, cascading like pages, but they weren’t
my memories. Some I
wasn’t in and had never even seen before.”

So, I wasn’t the only one learning new
skills, I thought grimly.

Even worse, this particular one was
freaking advanced, to the point that I’d only done it once myself,
by accident, when helping a friend who had been hit by a
combat-level spell. It had turned him into little more than a lump
of flesh, with no mouth to speak, or ears to hear any response if
he had. But the Pythian power had put me in contact with him,
nonetheless.

And it had been just like Mircea said:
a cascade of memories like flipping through the pages in a book,
but controllable, unlike those freaking items in the Pythian
museum! I’d been able to slow things down, get a good look, decide
what I wanted to view next. And, apparently, so had
Mircea.

“What did you see?” I
asked.

“That’s just it; I don’t
know! I came across this memory, from the period after I left
Wallachia, but Elena. . . She and her visitor weren’t speaking
Romanian, or any other known language, and that thing—did
you see that
thing?” Dark eyes blazed into mine.

“I saw.”

“It’s some kind of fey, at
a guess, but my people don’t know which. I couldn’t get a good
enough look at it to describe it properly. It never takes off that
damned hood, and all I could see—”

“Were teeth,” I finished
for him.

“If you want to call them
that! Huge, slavering—he took my child!”

“What?”

“Elena gave him my
child—Dorina! Why would she do
that?”

“I . . . don’t know,” I
said, caught off guard by the question. And by the raw emotion on
Mircea’s face. He was as handsome as always, but he looked frankly
deranged. His hair was limp and straggling in his face; his color
was high and his eyes were glittering.

“I want to know what
happened,” he told me savagely. “I want to understand. I don’t understand
anything!”

“You understand that Dorina
was all right,” I pointed out. “She’s fine now, so—”

“Is she? Who knows what was
done to her, where he took her? Elena said she was giving her to
the Romani!”

“But she ended up with
them—”

“That’s not the
point!”

He was straining against his bonds
again, hard enough to make me feel it, but I didn’t think he
noticed. “Try to understand, Cassie. I don’t know anything, not
anymore. Who my wife was, where she came from, what happened to my
daughter—none of it!”

“And that’s all you want?
To understand?”

“I don’t know what I want
anymore,” he said, and there was a thread of something I had rarely
heard from Mircea in his voice: pure honestly. There was confusion
there, and anger, and fear, and guilt. And probably a hundred other
things I might have been able to parse better, if I hadn’t been
standing in a freezing forest in the middle of the night! But the
honestly sparkled through everything else, like snow in
moonlight.

“You’re not going to try to
interfere?” I pressed him. “Or talk to her? Or attack
anybody?”

His expression suddenly changed, from
frantic desperation to a much more familiar outraged haughtiness.
“Of course not!”

“Says the man who chased an
entire party of fey across a countryside, after shifting me into a
tree!”

“That was
different.”

I thought about stabbing
myself in the eye, but I didn’t have anything handy. I thought
about stabbing him—there were plenty of branches around, I should be able to
find a suitable stake—but it wouldn’t do any good. Not unless I
planned to kill him. The only thing—the only thing—I could think of that
might help was giving him what he thought he needed. Which right
now, was information.

Maybe, if he figured out the mystery
of his wife, it would be enough.

And if not, I thought grimly, I could
always stake him later.

“If you breathe so much as
one word to her—” I began, and Mircea’s eyes lit up.

Damn it, my life would be easier if he
was dumber!

“I won’t.” It was
earnest.

“Or be seen,” I added, “by
anyone.” Because that outfit would be hard to explain
away.

“I won’t be seen. Or do
anything else to hurt the timeline. I just want to know what’s
going on!”

I closed my eyes, and wondered if I
was going crazy, too, because I was seriously considering this. But
what was the alternative? Endlessly chasing him through time? And,
at the rate he was going, in a week he’d know more about the
Pythian power than I did!

“Betray me, and I’ll lash
you to your bed for the next century,” I told him
fiercely.

“You know I would never
betray you, dulceață.” He genuinely looked hurt.

I rolled my eyes so hard
that I thought I saw the inside of my skull. And, not for the first
time, seriously wondered about my taste in men. Then I let him
go.

And, immediately, he went
sprinting for the house again!

“Goddamnit!”

I shifted in front of him,
back beside the shuttered window. But to
my surprise, I didn’t have to do anything else. Because Mircea
stopped there, and peered through the gap in the wood, just as he’d
been doing when I arrived.

After a bemused moment, so did
I.

The interior of the house was simple
but neat, just a square of rough wooden boards, with no ceiling to
interfere with the herbs hanging from the rafters. A bed, a
spinning wheel, a chest, and a table comprised the furniture. And a
few shelves stacked with wooden bowls and a pretty ceramic pitcher
made up the housewares.

Along with what looked like a
brand-new wooden cradle, which was currently empty because the
child wasn’t in it. She was in a woman’s arms, Elena’s arms. For a
second, I just stared.

I don’t know why. I knew why we were
here, knew who lived in the house, knew approximately what she
looked like. I’d even seen her briefly, if only as a blur. But this
was different.

She was beautiful, I thought. Really
beautiful. Like a Renaissance Madonna or a painting of a
dark-haired angel. She had huge, liquid black eyes, pale, almost
luminescent skin, dark brown hair that rippled down her back
practically to her knees, and a small, lithe body that looked
completely incapable of what I’d seen her do.

Of course, she hadn’t done it yet,
being months away from her date with destiny.

She didn’t look too happy, though,
with dried tears on her cheeks and more in her eyes. I could see
them only with the help of my borrowed eyesight, because she’d lit
no candles. There was also no fire in the grate and no lantern in
the hand of her visitor, who was pushing aside the baby blanket
with a gnarled old hand that looked like it ought to belong to a
monster.

But the touch was gentle, and the
voice gruff but kindly when he said something. I couldn’t
understand it, but not because of the distance. They were on the
opposite side of the room, not that it mattered with vamp senses.
But I didn’t know their language.

But despite what he’d said earlier,
Mircea obviously did, judging by the way his hand clenched on the
wall, hard enough to leave fingermarks in the plaster. After a
second, I noticed an odd little thing sticking out of his ear, like
a metal hearing aide, and did a quick check on his other side.
Yeah, he had two.

I grabbed one and he sent me a look,
but didn’t try to snatch it back. I put it in my ear, and then
quickly jerked it out again because of the volume, which was head
splittingly loud. I must have messed something up when
I—oh.

A little ball on one end moved around,
and seemed to control the sound. I fiddled with it until I was no
longer in danger of bursting an eardrum. Then put the contraption
back in place and waited for something to make sense.

I waited a long time.

“—for a price. You know how
they are.” It was a metallic sort of voice, unpleasant and
artificial, and with a vague British accent. But it was
understandable. And judging from the fact that the hooded figure
had just stopped talking, I assumed the device had been translating
for him.

“They’ll tarry until I
come? You were clear on that?” That was the translation for Elena’s
voice, although it was nothing like her dulcet tones.

“I was clear,” the small
creature said. And then the gnarled old hand was back, hairy and
claw tipped, this time on her arm. “Are you sure you want to do
this?”

“I don’t have a choice.
Here, you must—” she broke off, looking up and clutching her child,
as the sound of horse’s hooves came thundering up the road. A lot
of them.

“Take her and go!” she
said, thrusting the child into the creature’s arms.

“What about
you?”

“I’ll hold them off until
you’re clear—”

“And then what?”

“It doesn’t matter! My life
is over; hers is just beginning. Now quickly—out the
window!”

Mircea and I looked at each other, and
then mutually shifted around the corner, just as the window was
kicked out and a small figure emerged, with a baby sized lump under
his cloak. He hit the ground and took off for the woods, but a
familiar looking, white fletched arrow slammed into his back a
second later. He hit down, face first; a baby cried, a startled
intake of breath; and I grabbed for Mircea, knowing without being
told what was about to happen.

Only to find out I was lashed to a
damned tree truck!

Quick study, I thought grimly. And
lassoed him back, with a thick coil of the Pythian power, halfway
to the fallen child. It was almost a miss, he was moving so
quickly, but the shimmering coil grabbed one ankle and I jerked,
hard enough that he hit the ground. Just before a squad of fey
warriors came running around the house.
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Chapter
Twenty-Six



There had to be twenty of them, and more inside judging by the
sounds of combat. They were the same kind of fey we’d faced at
Vlad’s city: Svarestri, their long, silver hair gleaming in the
moonlight, like the blades they’d just unstrapped from their backs.
I didn’t understand why at least twenty guys were needed against
one, three-foot-tall, possibly dead whatever, but right then, I
didn’t care.

All I cared about was Mircea, who was
already breaking free, who was surging to his feet, who was still
surging to his feet, who was surging some more and would be for a
while, because I’d just hit him with a slowdown.

Fortunately, nobody noticed me doing
it, but he was far too visible on the open ground for safety. All
the Svarestri had to do was look down and a little to the left—and
then one did. So, I hit him, too.

It would have made more of an
impression on his companions, except that he was still on his feet,
looking like he’d merely paused. And because the others were
distracted. Somehow, the hooded figure was up on his own feet—or
hooves, or whatever he had under there. I didn’t know, because I
couldn’t concentrate on it, being too busy shifting Mircea back to
me, and preparing to shift us both out.

But the problem with vampires is that
they’re damned tricky! Which is why I was left clutching thin air
when he broke free of the time spell and shifted away. And he’d
been smart enough to shift out of sight, meaning that I had to go
find him before I could get us the hell out of there—assuming that
I could.

I wouldn’t be willing to place any
bets on that, after two slowdowns in a row. In fact, I shouldn’t
even have been able to manage that last one, not after shifting all
this way first. Why I wasn’t passed out on my face, I didn’t know,
like I didn’t know where the hell Mircea was.

And then I did, when a familiar body
came crashing through the side of the house.

What he’d been doing in there was a
mystery, but maybe he’d heard a cry from Elena. If so, his ears
were still better than mine. I couldn’t hear anything over the
sounds of curses and the ring of sword on sword combat coming from
a huge cloud of dust where the small creature had been
standing.

To make matters worse, someone decided
to throw a spell, which I guessed missed or was deflected. Because
it hit the goat pen, destroying part of the fence, and leading to a
stampede of small bodies through the clearing—including the part
that I was currently using! And before I could get out of the way,
the warning bells in my head started up again, letting me know that
the timeline was currently imperiled.

Yes, I know, thank you, I thought
savagely, crawling through a forest of tiny hooves—just how many
goats did one village have, anyway? –and then through the ruined
wall in the house.

And right back out again when somebody
grabbed my leg and jerked.

I slammed whoever it was in the face
with my foot, rolled over when they let go, and found myself
staring up at Svarestri warrior. That would normally have had me
pissing myself, but I was too angry right now. And since Mircea
wasn’t around to take it out on, the fey got it,
instead.

More accurately, he got shifted into
the top of a tall tree, which he promptly fell out of, bouncing
limb to limb to limb before disappearing into the forest. Because I
can learn, too, Mircea! And then I flipped back over, only to see
the bastard in question—

In the house again, fighting back to
back with his former wife against a crap ton of
Svarestri.

I scrambled to my feet, wondering why
they needed so many elite fey warriors to capture one small
woman.

Okay, maybe that’s why, I realized, as
I finished taking in the scene. Half of the fey were already dead,
and the other half were getting sliced and diced by a master vamp
who was definitely not playing, and a crazed woman with a gleaming
sword in her hand. It looked like she’d ripped it off one of the
guards lying lifelessly on the floor, because it was fey,
too.

Of course, how she’d done that when
they were armed and she—presumably—had not been was an open
question. But might have had something to do with the fact that she
was moving so fast I could barely follow the motion. And that was
with vamp eyesight!

And, suddenly, we were all out of fey,
except for those in the yard, I supposed. Only a glance over my
shoulder showed that the tiny man seemed to be holding his own as
well, arrow in the back or not. At least, as far as I could tell,
since the dust cloud left me mostly looking at fey heads, elbows
and swords that flickered into view, here and there. I couldn’t see
him at all, but the fact that they were still fighting indicated
that he wasn’t dead.

Unlike I was about to be, because
Elena had just leapt off a table at me, gleaming sword in
hand.

I screamed, because that’s what I do
when someone’s trying to murder me, and shifted onto the roof. Only
to have a dainty looking fist punch through it a second later and
grab my foot, trying to jerk me back down. And reminding me of her
daughter more every minute, I thought, grasping hold of a few
sheaves’ worth of thatch and then shifting her into the middle of
the damned road.

That was about the time that I noticed
the people—regular, peasant type people—

streaming out of the other houses with
lanterns lit and pitchforks in hand. Some of them were running
after the escaping animals, whose reflective eyes were catching the
light, and glowing like fireflies in the forest here and there. But
others were looking at us, including at me, probably wondering why
a crazy woman was on the roof in the middle of the
night.

We needed to get gone, I thought, as
the warning bells ramped up a notch.

We needed to get
gone now—

And then a blade appeared at my
throat.

I looked up to see what looked like a
gorgeous avenging angel: dark hair blowing like a banner; blood
splattered, long, white dress hugging a figure more elegant than
mine; and a silver, scimitar-like blade held in one dainty
hand.

She said something, but this time, I
couldn’t understand her.

“I don’t—I don’t speak, um,
whatever it is that you’re speaking right now,” I said, wanting to
feel around in my ear for the little silver whatever, but too
afraid to move.

I also wanted to shift, but wasn’t
sure I could. I should have been out of juice ten minutes ago! But
it didn’t matter, because this time, as soon as I reached for my
power, she waved a hand—

And shut. It. Down.

I blinked, pretty sure I was
hallucinating—a couple of those goat hooves had connected pretty
hard—but I didn’t get a chance to worry about it. Because the next
second, she was jerking me up to her face, the front of my
nightgown in one hand and the wicked looking blade at my neck. And
yelling something at me—

That, all of a sudden,
I could understand. But not because of the translator. The words were
in her own voice, but didn’t match up with her lips.

Translation spell, I thought, and
breathed a sigh of relief.

Until I felt the blade bite
into my flesh. “Where?”

“Where what?” I half
shrieked, panicked.

“Where is my
child?”

“What?” I stared at her for
a moment, not understanding. And then I got it. She thought I was
working with the Svarestri, probably because I hadn’t had a chance
to introduce myself. And Mircea didn’t seem to be around to do it
for me, damn him! “Um, I don’t—”

The blade bit deeper.

I felt warm blood trickle down my
neck, heard the alarm bells clamoring, now so loudly that they
almost deafened me, saw my life flash before my eyes—

Or maybe that was the crap ton of fey
now jumping for the roof.

Because I guess the ring of staring
peasants had clued them in.

I found myself abruptly released, and
somehow ended up fighting alongside Elena, on the top of what had
been a high-pitched roof and was now more like a haystack with a
lot of holes in it. Fey fell through the holes, not that it
mattered because they bounced right back up again, like they had
springs on their feet. Which wouldn’t have been so bad except they
also had swords in their hands—or knives, clubs and arrows, the
latter from those still on the ground who preferred to kill us from
afar.

And they were making a pretty good
attempt, because these weren’t crap, red-shirt types, there only to
die. Mircea and Elena had made them look that way, but that had
been a handful in the close confines of the house. There were a lot
more here now, and they had plenty of room to maneuver.

The only reason I wasn’t shish
kabobbed a dozen times was vampire reflexes, which slowed the chaos
down to maybe a quarter of the normal speed. Which, considering how
fast the fey moved, was still freaking fast! And still damned
scary, because there were so many of attackers, converging on us
all at once.

I won’t even lie; I sort of lost it. A
few moments before, I’d been happily shucking clams—well, maybe not
happily—and watching a possibly crazy dog chase its stubby excuse
for a tail. Now I was fighting for my life, barefoot and in a
nightgown, and my brain was having a hard time with it. The last
summer notwithstanding, it was busy shrieking that this shouldn’t
be happening!

No shit, I thought, and went ham on
some fey.

“What are you doing?” Elena
yelled, looking puzzled at my fighting style.

Which made two of us. One minute, I
was tapped out, tossing the feys’ own fallen shields, helmets and
weapons at them, trying to do some damage through vampire strength,
because that was all I had left. And the next, I was lobbing time
spells, not in full, but little balls of them at whoever lunged at
me. One caught a Svarestri square in the face and went boiling
through his head, aging the flesh to dust and leaving me looking
through his now empty skull for a second, at the torch wielding
crowd below.

He fell backwards off the roof, and
into a hail of arrows that were meant for us. I caught the
remainder with another spell, but hadn’t had time to aim and it was
just a glancing blow. But it was enough to disintegrate a few, and
to shave the feathers off one side of some more, sending them off
course and into a Svarestri instead of me.

He nonetheless took a swing at me,
despite looking like a porcupine, which I blocked by a strand of
the Pythian power, the same type that I’d used to rope a badly
behaving master vampire to a tree. It worked on the fey, too, it
seemed, especially with vampire strength behind it. The rope
wrapped around his blade and stopped it cold.

But then, he had two hands, didn’t
he?

And while mine had been preoccupied
with the rope, he had fished a knife out of his boot. I hadn’t seen
it, half speed or no, but someone else had. A foot kicked out and
caught him, just as he was trying to plunge it home, straight into
my belly. It went into his instead and he fell off the roof, a look
of surprise on his face.

Probably matching the one on
mine.

I looked up at Elena, whose boot it
had been. “Uh, thanks.”

“You’re not with
them.”

“No, I’m with—”

“Mircea.” It was
grim.

I didn’t get a chance to answer. But
that wasn’t because of the fey this time. Suddenly, the very
flammable straw of the roof had a couple dozen torches lobbed at
it, streaking through the night sky like shooting stars. And
catching immediately on the dry tinder we were standing
on.

Or had been standing on, I corrected,
as our part of the roof caved in.

Screw this, I thought, and grabbed
Elena, just as we hit down hard. I somehow managed to shift us into
the woods, where we hit down hard again, because the previous jolt
had wobbled my concentration. And, this time, I didn’t get back up
again.

I just lay there, my cheek in the
dirt, watching the hut go up like a bonfire, sending flames and
sparks shooting skyward. The townsmen—damn them—started to run,
having finally gotten a good look at the strange, silver-haired
warriors attacking their village. And that was despite the fact
that none of the fey were looking for them.

They were looking for us.

And then I was snatched off the ground
by a crazed looking, half naked, master vamp. “We have to
go!”

“We have to stay,” I
slurred, because my mouth didn’t seem to work right.

“She hit down hard,” Elena
said, a hand on his arm. “I think she needs a moment.”

“We don’t have a moment!
The Svarestri are starting to move into the woods!”

It was true. There was only maybe a
dozen left, but they had dropped to the ground, hands digging into
the soil, and they were doing something.

And, knowing them, it wasn’t anything
good.

“Oh, look,” I said,
watching the ground around the little hut start to move. A sunburst
pattern formed in the dirt, which seemed appropriate considering
the conflagration going on in the middle. And then it started to
radiate outwards, like the sun’s rays. Or like dozens of moles
tunneling underground.

And tunneling fast.

Mircea said a bad word and scooped me
up.

“Can’t you shift us?” I
said, my head flopping against his shoulder.

“Not with you leeching all
of my power! I don’t have a family in this era. I have nobody to
draw from!”

“What?” I said.

“This era?” Elena
said.

Mircea ignored both of us and took
off, looking harassed and wild-eyed.

“You didn’t hear that,” I
told her, and she shot me a side eye.

“What is this ringing in my
head?” Mircea snarled, jumping over a tree trunk and causing my
head to bounce.

“A warning. We changed
time. Or we’re in danger of doing it or something,” I said, not
caring very much at the moment. I just wanted to—

“Don’t go to sleep!” he
ordered. “Don’t you dare!”

“You’re not the boss of
me.”

There were some more bad words spoken.
“Even half dead, you’re a smart ass!”

“I’m half dead?” I
repeated. Nice of someone to tell me.

Mircea swore and sped up, although it
felt like we were flying already. Trees sped by in a blur, the wind
caused my hair to fly everywhere, and the moon seemed to turn into
a long, silver streak behind the trunks.

Or maybe that was me. My perfect
eyesight didn’t seem so perfect anymore. Kind of like the rest of
me.

I started wondering if I’d hit another
tree root when we slammed into the ground.

Then I started wondering how Elena was
keeping up with a speeding master vampire, who could have given a
sportscar a run for its money. But then, I’d have to ask how she’d
done everything else, and I frankly wasn’t up to it. I tried to
close my eyes, just for a second, and Mircea yelled at me some
more. And shook me, which made my head hurt, which made me start to
cry and him to swear on pretty much an ongoing basis. Because this
was going about as well as these things usually did.

And then we stopped.

“Wait,” Elena said, her
hand on Mircea’s arm. I got the impression that she’d been the one
to stop us, but didn’t know why.

And it looked like Mircea didn’t
either. “We have to get past them!” he hissed.

“No, we don’t.”

She nodded at the moles, or whatever
they were, which were right on our heels. But there weren’t enough
of them to stay in tight formation anymore. The further we’d gone
from the house, the more territory they’d had to cover, with the
rays of the sunburst getting farther apart as a result. Leaving us
in the free space in the middle of two of them.

Mircea put me down near the trunk of a
tree. He wasn’t breathing fast because vampires don’t breathe, but
he looked winded, anyway. Or maybe he was just worried. His voice
sure sounded like it when he said my name.

“Hm?” I looked up at him
vaguely.

“Cassie. Cassie, can you
hear me?”

“Stop doing that,” I said,
because he was snapping his fingers in my face. I tried to push
them away, but I missed.

I didn’t care about that,
either.

“Cassie.
Cassie!” He sounded like
he was shouting, yet I still couldn’t seem to hear him properly.
There was a rushing in my ears, and a thickness in my throat, and a
lethargy in my limbs. I didn’t feel good, I decided.

And whatever Mircea was doing wasn’t
helping.

I felt him put hands on the sides of
my face, felt him push power into me. But despite the fact that he
was a gifted healer, it being one of his master’s powers, it wasn’t
enough. Darkness swamped me, wrapped me up like a smothering
blanket, and pulled me down.

“Cassie!” I could barely
hear him at all now.

And then the darkness closed over my
head, and I was lost.

 








 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_61bc8319a91ffeab7c9f0d4758ab5018_uhYwzs_html_431bb2af.jpg]


Chapter
Twenty-Seven






“Well. Here we are again.”

I blinked my eyes open and had a
serious case of déjà vu. For a moment, I wondered if the stampeding
goats and magical moles and torch wielding mob had been a dream,
and I was only just now waking up at Gertie’s. Because the sun was
slanting in through the drapes, just like before, although it
looked to be at a different angle. And there she was, sitting at my
bedside, in the same outfit she’d been wearing earlier.

But then I tried to sit up, and oh . .
. oh, no.

“I’d take it easy, if I
were you,” she said, as the room spun wildly around me. “You have
quite a lump.”

I put a hand to my throbbing head, and
felt something the size of a pigeon’s egg over my left ear. It was
sore as hell, which worried me less than the fact that the room was
still moving. I lay back on the pillow and closed my
eyes.

“You followed
me.”

“Fortunately,” it was dry.
“Blanking all those memories and stitching time back together was a
bit of a challenge, even for me.”

“Thank you,” I said, and
meant it. I didn’t know what the hell I’d have done,
otherwise.

“No thanks are needed. It
was part of my responsibility as your trainer.”

“Your responsibility was to
bring her back alive!”

That was Rhea’s voice. I opened my
eyes again and saw her standing in the doorway. Her face was white
and strained, and she looked like she’d been running fingers
through her hair. Either that, or some of the wonky Edwardian
electricity had shocked the crap out of her.

I sighed inwardly.

It would be nice to go one day without
freaking out my acolyte.

“Which I did,” Gertie said
mildly, responding to the accusation.

“But you didn’t help her!”
Rhea said furiously. “You said so yourself. If that vampire hadn’t
saved her—”

“That is the risk, for any
Pythia.” Gertie glanced over her shoulder at the trembling girl.
“Particularly for one who travels alone. But then, she doesn’t have
a choice, does she?”

“That’s enough!” I said,
but Rhea had already fled.

“Excitable little thing,
isn’t she?” Gertie asked, looking back at me.

“When she’s defending
others, yes!”

“But she didn’t defend you.
She wasn’t there to defend you—”

“And you know damned well
why!”

“—although you seemed to be
doing that well enough yourself, until you fell on a
rock.”

I had been about to interrupt again,
but that caught me off guard. “Was that what it was?”

She nodded. “Your precision is off. We
need to work on that.”

“Yes, but—but that’s not
the point—”

“Oh?” She looked at me
politely. “What is the point?”

“You need to stop
antagonizing Rhea! She feels bad enough as it is—”

“She needs to feel worse,”
Gertie said, unrepentant. “Badly enough to change or to leave.
Either would be preferable to this perpetual
indecision.”

“—and she’s right!” I said,
getting angrier as I started to remember everything. “I appreciate
your help, I do, but we almost died! All of us! Why even come at
all if you—” I broke off, as light dawned. “You wanted to see what
I’d do. About Mircea.”

“Consider it another
test.”

“And that was more
important than saving my life?” I stared at her.

“I won’t always be there to
save you,” Gertie pointed out. “You have to learn to manage on your
own. To take initiative, to figure things out, and to make
solutions out of nothing if you have to. That’s what a Pythia does.
You have the skills, Cassie, but you’re like your acolyte; you
don’t know that you do.”

I tried to respond to that, but Gertie
wouldn’t let me.

“You wanted me to train
you?” she demanded. “Then you must first understand this: all the
resources of the Pythian Court, all the accumulated knowledge of
centuries, all the wealth of power gifted by a god, no less, are
nothing, are useless, on their own. They are tools, Cassie. You are
the craftsman who wields them into solutions that nobody else would
think of, that no one else could find.

“The Pythian Court, all of
this, is here for one reason: to find that one person, that perfect
candidate, to take on the mantel of power, and lead when others
merely follow, and wield all of those tools. You have what it
takes, but you don’t believe in yourself or trust your vision; you
therefore wait for other people to take the reins and drive the
carriage, without realizing—there are no other people!”

“I—I take initiative,” I
said, a little taken aback, because that had been the most vehement
I’d ever seen her.

“At times,” she agreed.
“When you’re forced into it. As I said, you can do the job, and do it well. But
you continue to act like a follower more than a leader. You wait
until you have no other choice, when some great crisis motivates
you, to act. A better plan is to head things off before they become
a crisis—which brings us to the vampire.”

That had me sitting up again, because
I’d managed to totally forget—I wasn’t the only one Gertie had
rescued.

If she had.

“Did you kill him?” I said
breathlessly. “Tell me you didn’t kill him!”

Gertie sighed, and rearranged her
skirts. They were dark blue, with dark red cherries all over them.
You had to give her credit: she had a theme, and she stuck to it.
It was the same tenacity she showed in everything else, which was
why I was clutching the bedcovers in fear.

“From what I understand
about this spell, it links the two of you,” she said mildly.
“Creating, in effect, one metaphysical being with two bodies. If I
had killed the vampire—”

“It would have killed me,
too.”

I felt vast relief flood my system,
even though I’d already known that. Or I should have; it seemed
like my brain was still waking up. And wondering what the other
half of the equation was, because I knew she hadn’t just let him
go.

“Where did you put him?” I
rasped.

“Where he should have been
all along.”

Chrono cell.

I started to get up, as crappy as I
felt, because Mircea and I had to have a talk. But Gertie’s hand
was on my shoulder. “He isn’t going anywhere,” she told me, “and
you need to rest. But we have to have an understanding.”

I stared at her, already
knowing what she was going to say. “Gertie. This is
my problem—”

“No, it is my problem. You
are my student; you put yourself under my tutelage—”

“Gertie—”

“—so that I might train you
how to be a Pythia. I told you before; it is not an easy job. It
requires things of us, changes us—”

“I’m not going to let you
kill him!”

“At the moment, I can’t,”
she agreed. “But we are working on a way to break that inconvenient
spell. You have until we find it to resolve this. And this
is not a test,
Cassie.”

“Then what is
it?”

“Consider it a professional
courtesy.” The brown eyes were calm and steady on mine. “You may
tell him that, if he shifts again, he won’t be dealing with you, he
will be dealing with me. And I shall end this.”

 


~~~

 


The Court’s chrono cells were in a
dark, featureless world filled with only two things: a line of
glowing boxes arcing off into the distance with no discernable
beginning or end, and pieces of diaphanous material wafting down
from overhead, like tissues only thinner, a strange rain that never
managed to make it to the ground.

Instead, other indistinct shapes moved
in the twilit dimness, brighter than the tissues, although not by
much. They appeared out of the darkness, darting here and there
like dragonflies after gnats. And wherever one went, a tissue
disappeared.

Because they weren’t tissues; they
were ghosts. All of them. The dimmer versions were the remains of
faded spirits who had run out of energy and could no longer cling
to the earthly plane. They fell here, into the non-space between
dimensions, where no time stream ruled. The other ghosts had
discovered this and came here as predators, to feast on whatever
energy the faded had to offer.

It was exactly as creepy as it sounds,
but it afforded the Pythian Court the advantage of a place where
time spells didn’t work. That was useful for holding people,
usually dark mages, who occasionally tried some volatile
enchantments to joyride through the ages. If they didn’t manage to
blow themselves up in the process, they were put here, until the
Pythia of the day decided what to do with them.

I tugged on the tether of my power,
which was my only lifeline back into the normal world, for
reassurance. It tugged back, as if my power wasn’t any happier
about my being here than I was. Yeah.

I had some bad memories about this
place.

Get in, get out, get gone, I thought,
and hurried over to the cell holding the latest
jailbird.

They were transparent from the
outside, letting me get a look at him before I entered. And it was
. . . weird. He wasn’t pacing back and forth, as I’d have expected.
He wasn’t looking over the cage, trying to figure a way out. He
wasn’t doing anything.

Unless you counted sitting in a corner
on one of the benches, the cell’s only furniture, with one leg
drawn up and a whiskey glass dangling from his hand.

I didn’t know who had provided him
with the booze, but it didn’t surprise me. Mircea made a damned
good-looking prisoner, even half naked because he’d lost the robe
somewhere. Maybe especially half naked, I thought, noting the way
that glorious hair tumbled over the strong shoulders. The Pythian
Court was composed mainly of inexperienced young women. I was just
surprised that he didn’t have a bed, a bunch of cushions, and a
three-course meal in there as well.

Not that he looked like he wanted any
of that, or anything at all. He was as closed down as I’d ever seen
him, the dark eyes hooded, the shoulders slumped and the usual fire
banked. Or maybe out, I thought worriedly, because he didn’t even
look up when I flashed in.

Until he smelled me, I guessed, and I
suddenly found myself enveloped in a hug hard enough to force all
the air out of my lungs.

“You’re alive!” Mircea
pulled back about the time asphyxiation started, and stared at me,
as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Alive,” I agreed, when I
could talk. “You expected otherwise?”

“I didn’t know!” The dark
eyes flashed. And there it was, fire aplenty. “They wouldn’t tell
me anything and I can’t communicate in here. Can’t read anyone’s
mind, can’t send any messages, can’t even feel anyone’s presence!
Just silence.” He looked around, and the eyes, the constantly
mercurial eyes, took on another expression. Almost haunted. “It’s
like a tomb.”

“That’s basically what it
is,” I said, as his hands kept smoothing over my head, as if he
needed the reassurance that I wasn’t a phantom. He found the egg,
which was now the size of a hummingbird’s, but still seriously
sore, and his face changed once again.

“You’re not all right, are
you?”

“Well enough.” I sat on the
bench. “I have a hard head.”

“You almost didn’t have one
at all, thanks to me!” Mircea didn’t sit down. Now that he finally
had company, it didn’t look like he could. There was tension in
every line of his body, like a damn about to burst, which might not
be far from the truth.

This place was unsettling enough for
anyone, but for a vampire . . . it must be close to torture. A
master, especially, hadn’t been alone in his head for centuries.
His people, the Children he’d sired, were always there, chatting,
gossiping, reporting, questioning. It was a constant cacophony that
successful vamps had to learn to tone down or at least ignore, or
risk going mad.

And for Mircea, whose other master
power was mental communication . . . yeah. He’d had a fun
afternoon, hadn’t he? Because he was right; there was nothing in
here but silence, echoing and vast.

I wondered what he’d heard in the
quiet?

A lot, apparently.

“This is my fault, I know
that,” he told me agitatedly. “I should be focused on the war. I
have a thousand things, every day, clamoring for my attention. I
was working on them, after we returned, but then that new ability
reared its head. I saw Elena and that creature, saw her give Dory
over to him, and I—”

He broke off, a fearsome scowl on his
features, his eyes full of memories. And then he shook his head,
almost violently, to clear them. And it worked. I could almost see
him come back.

But how long would it last?

“I don’t know what came
over me,” he finished simply.

I sat there for a second, because I
didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to go there. But there was no
longer any other option. “Yes, you do.”

Mircea had finally started pacing, but
at that he turned around. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.” I
held his gaze steadily, as Gertie had done to me. He didn’t look
like he found it nearly as uncomfortable as I had.

“No, I really
don’t.”

“Obsession, Mircea. The
vampire curse. It’s happening.”

He frowned. “That’s superstition—an
old wives’ tale—”

“Really. So, you
deliberately risked my life, then?”

He blinked at me, as if caught off
guard, which would have been enough to let me know that something
was wrong.

Mircea was never off guard.

“I would never do that,” he
protested. “You know me better than—”

“And you know me. You knew
I’d have to follow you. You weren’t even surprised to see
me.”

He nodded. “I thought you would, yes.
But I didn’t think it would matter. I wasn’t there to interfere; I
just wanted to understand. But then the fey showed up
and—”

“And you didn’t see that?
When you were paging through Elena’s life? You didn’t expect
it?”

“No, I—” he stopped, and
frowned some more. “I didn’t see that far.”

“You mean you didn’t wait
to see that far,” I corrected. “You ran off, as soon as you saw
that creature with Dorina, without checking to see what happened
next. You could have viewed it all from your bedroom. There was no
reason to go to there, to risk so much—”

“I had to go. You don’t
understand—”

“I do understand. Your
obsession drove you—”

“I am not
obsessed!”

That last was a yell, loud enough to
echo off the sides of the cell, loud enough to leave me blinking.
But it seemed to shock him even more. He finally sat down, looking
bewildered, and completely unlike himself.

I took advantage of it, because it
wouldn’t last.

“Mircea, tell me honestly,
can you imagine another scenario where you’d bolt back four hundred
years on the spur of the moment, without any preparation? Without
even getting dressed or putting on a pair of shoes? You’ve spent
months planning the invasion, combing over every little detail, but
for something even more important to you, you just . . .
left?”

He didn’t say anything, but
he did look at his feet. They were no longer torn up after that
headlong pelt through a forest; vampire healing abilities had taken
care of that. But they were
bare and dirty, because I guessed no one had
offered him a bath, and they shouldn’t have been. He should have
had shoes on.

I could almost see him wondering why
he didn’t.

“Think about it,” I said
urgently. “Really think. And not just about why you went there, but
about what might have happened. If you hadn’t been able to heal me,
if I’d split my head open instead of just cracking it, you’d be
dead, too. As long as that spell is on me, our fates are
linked—”

“I wouldn’t have let you
die! I would never—”

“You might not have had a
choice! Mircea, you’re not the super powerful master vamp anymore.
Not with that spell riding us. You are in a metaphysical union with
someone in a weak human body who is vulnerable. Which means that you
are, too. You need to take that spell off before you get us both
killed and ruin our chances in this war at the same
time.”

There was silence for a moment as he
just sat there, staring at his feet. I didn’t think that anything
else I’d said had gotten through the way that pointing out that one
little detail had. The great Mircea Basarab, first level master,
general of the combined army of the Vampire World Senate, and
second in command to the North American consul, had bare toes and
dirty feet.

And he couldn’t explain
why.

“I didn’t heal you,” he
finally rasped. “She did.”

“She?” It took me a moment,
because for a second, I thought he meant Gertie. But as far as I
knew, she didn’t number healing among her talents. And there was
only one other she around. “You mean Elena?”

“Yes. I don’t know how. But
I didn’t have enough power left.”

“You said something about
me taking your power,” I said, remembering.

“You did. Almost drained
me. I was about to follow you and Elena onto the roof, but the
small creature had broken away from the fey and was carrying Dorina
into the forest. I went after them and had almost caught up when I
stumbled into a tree. My power had taken a hit, and subsequently
took more. And, as I said, I couldn’t replace it in that
era.”

I suddenly recalled those small hits
of extra power I’d received during the fight, which had probably
saved my life. I hadn’t known where they were coming from, I’d just
been glad to have them. I guessed I knew now.

“But how—”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I
assume the link between us. It must allow you to draw from me the
same way one of my vampires does, in time of duress.”

I blinked at him, and then the hand
I’d put on his arm at some point clenched. Because I was
remembering something else now, too. But he kept
talking.

“I’m glad it happened,” he
told me fervently. “If I’d left you alone and you’d been
overwhelmed . . .” his jaw clenched. “And Dorina was fine; why
couldn’t I see that? She obviously reached the Romani as intended.
But if I had caught up with her, had interfered with
that—”

“Mircea—”

“—there’s no telling what
might have happened. I could have destroyed her chance at a safe
haven, possibly even gotten her killed, all in the name of helping
her!”

“Mircea—”

“But I couldn’t think
clearly. All I saw was some creature bearing her away and
I—”

“Mircea!”

He finally stopped, a little startled,
and looked at me. “I think I might have an idea,” I
said.
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Chapter
Twenty-Eight






“You let him go?” Rhea stared at me.

We were out back of the Pythian Court,
eating a late lunch under the spreading branches of a massive oak
tree. The court was in central London, but you’d never know it from
here. The oak shaded almost the entirely of the cobblestone
courtyard, with its wrought iron furniture and tinkling fountain,
and the high stone walls were draped with vines, some of which had
started—a little optimistically, in my opinion—to
flower.

They were the only reminder of spring,
with the watery, late afternoon sunlight filtering down through the
leaves still feeling more like winter. But the lamb stew and crusty
bread that Rhea had liberated from the kitchen were warm and
filling, and the peace was appreciated. I watched a couple of
little birds fight over some scraps I’d tossed them, and wished I
hadn’t brought the whole thing up.

“Mircea had to get back to
the war,” I said briefly. “We’re invading in less than a
week—”

“And you think he’s up to it?” Rhea asked.

Judging by her expression, she
definitely didn’t.

“Now I do,” I said, and
drank beer.

Rhea had been buttering a slice of
bread, but at that, she paused. I almost saw the cogs turn, and
sighed inwardly. This wasn’t going to go well, was it?

“What . . . did you do?”
she asked slowly.

“What Gertie told me to.
She said a Pythia takes initiative—”

“What kind of
initiative?”

“In this case? To buy some
time.”

The little birds had both grabbed the
same piece of crust and each were determined to have it. I tossed
them down another, but they were so fixated on that one, that they
couldn’t see the new opportunity that had landed right beside them.
Like some other groups I know, I thought.

“The vampire senates are
like a bunch of vipers,” I told Rhea, “each looking for any chance
to lord it over the others. Right now, they’re especially on edge,
because they’ve just been welded into one uber senate for the war.
That’s thousands of years of animosity, mistrust and, in some
cases, hatred, suddenly forced to work together. And the only glue
keeping it all together is Mircea.

“So, right now, I’m keeping
him together.”

I kicked some fallen leaves at the
little birds, who broke apart and stared around in surprise. And
then each of them discovered that, suddenly, there was enough to go
around. There was probably another metaphor in there somewhere, but
I was too full of stew to care.

“What do you mean, keeping
him together?” Rhea asked, still holding her half buttered piece of
bread.

“Mircea isn’t running
around the timeline just because he wants to,” I explained. “He’s
being driven by a compulsion, a kind of vampire obsession. It
happens to the older ones sometimes, when they fixate on a
particular thing—”

“He’s mentally
unstable?”

“—until they achieve that
thing, whatever it is. For Mircea, it’s about rescuing his wife, or
at least determining that she was okay, and lived a good life.
That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Rhea dropped
the bread entirely, which probably wasn’t a good sign. “Lady, he’s
stealing your power to look for her! And if he is also dangerously
unstable—”

“He isn’t. Not anymore.
That’s kind of the point.”

“Not anymore?” Rhea
frowned. “But he just shifted back to Romania—”

“Yes, but something
happened since then.”

I ate stew, even though I was already
full, hoping she’d drop it.

She didn’t drop it.

“What happened?”

“It’s a beautiful day,” I
said, gesturing at the light cascading through the spreading limbs,
the now happy little birds, and the resilient flowers, which
despite the cold, were turning their heads upward to the sun.
“Don’t you think?”

“Lady.”

“Much too pretty to discuss
business—”

“Lady.” That time, it was accompanied by a gentle hand on my
arm.

Gentle but implacable.

“We already had a link,” I
told her, “Mircea and I, thanks to Lover’s Knot. We just . . .
expanded it a little.”

“Expanded it
how?”

I sighed. “Mircea’s fine mentally,” I
said. “It’s his emotions that are out of whack, clouding his good
judgement. And we had an emotional tie; I felt it yesterday, when
that Were attacked me. That was Mircea’s bloodlust, his love of
combat, his—”

I broke off, because Rhea was staring
at me. And the look on her face wasn’t one I’d ever seen before.
“You didn’t.”

“I—it’s just a little
link,” I said. “Just enough to stabilize him.”

But Rhea didn’t seem to understand
that. “You linked yourself mentally—”

“Emotionally. For a week or
so—”

“—to an insane master vampire—”

“I told you, mentally he’s
fine—”

“He is not fine!” Rhea
suddenly jumped up, her face furious, and started for the house. I
caught her halfway, having gotten up so abruptly that the bread had
scattered all over the place, much to the tiny birds’
delight.

“Where are you
going?”

“To give that vampire a
piece of my mind!”

“You can’t—”

“And why not?”

“He’s gone, remember? I
sent him back—”

“And it’s not like you can
follow him, is it?” Agnes asked Rhea, coming outside and holding
open the back door, but not for us.

A gaggle of little girls, none of them
over seven or eight, ran out of the door and into the garden. The
looked like a flock of little birds themselves, or like the
illustrations off a set of Victorian Christmas cards. They had on
white dresses without all the lace, which I guessed was considered
too grown up, but with big satin ribbons around their waists in
blue or pink or yellow, which were tied in huge bows in the back.
Their hair was up in ringlets, with more bows that matched the
sashes on their dresses.

They were adorable.

And obviously glad to be outside,
because they started running everywhere. Agnes ran after them,
along with a couple of nursemaids, which was just as well, judging
by the look on Rhea’s face. I pulled her off to the side, to try to
explain a little better than I’d managed to do so far.

“Look,” I began
brilliantly.

“My job is to keep you
safe,” she hissed. “This is not safe!”

“It’s safer than losing the
coalition and then the war,” I pointed out. “And like I said, it’s
just for a week, until we invade—”

“An invasion is not a war,”
Rhea pointed out right back. Normally, she was the peacekeeper
around court, the voice of reason when the rest of us were flying
off the handle, the calm in the midst of the storm. Only she wasn’t
looking so calm right now. “The war could drag on for months, maybe
years—”

“Not with our
plan—”

“—and it’s
stressful. You already
have enough on your plate! How are you supposed to handle your job
and take on his strain, too? And for how long? Lady, it will break
you!”

I stood back and crossed my arms. “You
think me that weak?”

“I think you’re that weak,” Agnes said, passing by.

“No one was talking to
you!” Rhea told her furiously.

Agnes just smiled and wafted on, over
to where I guess a lesson was happening. The little girls had been
corralled over by one of the walls, facing the flowering vines.
They appeared to be trying to cast some kind of spell on them, only
I guessed it wasn’t going well, because nothing was
happening.

I turned my attention back to
Rhea.

“Gertie said think outside
the box,” I told Rhea. “I’m thinking outside the box.”

“Just make him take the
spell off!” Rhea said, in a furious whisper. “I thought that’s what
we were here for!”

“So did I. But that won’t
work—”

“According to who?
Him?”

“No,” I said firmly.
“According to me. He even offered. But Rhea, he doesn’t remember
shifting this last time. He showed up in his night clothes because
he didn’t even take time to dress! If he took off the spell, he’d
just have it recast when the next episode hits. He can’t trust
himself—”

“And neither can
we!”

“We can now, at least for a
while—”

“You don’t know that! Not
to mention not knowing what this could do to you! You
can’t risk
it—”

“I also can’t leave him to
rot in a chrono cell while everything goes to hell!” I snapped,
because she didn’t seem to be getting this. “Or until he shifts
back in time again, and Gertie kills him—”

“Well, someone has to do
your job,” Agnes opined, having gotten close enough to hear that
last remark, because she was chasing a stray.

“Go back to whatever you’re
doing,” Rhea told her. “This is none of your business.”

Agnes smiled at her and shooed the
child back toward the waiting governesses, with a little pat on her
backside. And then turned to us. And one look at her face told me
that she’d been waiting for this for a while.

Great.

So much for a peaceful
lunch.

“It isn’t any of my
business,” Agnes said sweetly, “when my Pythia has to exhaust herself,
running all over the timeline, cleaning up your Pythia’s messes?”

“It wasn’t her fault!” Rhea
snapped.

“Then whose fault was it?
She lets a vampire, of all things, hijack her power, and then
signally fails to rein him in. She can’t judge her shifts properly,
and almost splits her head open on a rock. Not to mention allowing
said vampire to completely trash the timeline!”

“He’s sick! He doesn’t know
what he’s doing!”

“Then he should be put down
before he kills the rest of us.”

“This has nothing to do
with you—”

“Nothing? He was in the
fifteenth century,” Agnes said, getting in her face. “If he trashes
the timeline then, it affects us now—just as much as you. But I
wouldn’t expect you to understand that. Not when, on top of her
other flaws, your Pythia picks an heir who can’t even
shift!”

“Okay, cut it out,” I said,
because ragging on me was one thing, but ragging on Rhea was
something else. And because I was afraid that she’d run away again,
and we still needed to talk.

But Rhea wasn’t looking like she felt
like running away.

Rhea was looking
pissed.

And, for the first time, she didn’t
just remind me of her mother. I could see her father in her, too,
as she squared up with Agnes. Something in the set of the jaw, the
mulish tilt of the chin, the fire in the eyes.

Although that last one was kind of
true of both of them right now, and—

And I should probably be doing
something to de-escalate this, shouldn’t I?

“Cassandra?” I heard my
name called, and looked toward the door, where Gertie was standing
eating a pear. “May I see you for a moment?”

Not really the time, I thought, but
okay, that might do as a distraction. But Rhea wasn’t interested in
distractions. “I’ll stay here,” she told me flatly.

“Um,” I said.

“Cassandra?” Gertie was
sounding impatient. “Now, if you please.”

Damn it, Gertie! I thought. But I
stomped over anyway. “What?”

“Pear?” She offered me
one.

I looked at it blankly. It was fat and
yellow, with a blushing bottom. It was a nice pear.

It also made no sense at
all.

“What?”

“Yes, I have an apple,”
Gertie said, and jerked me inside.

“What are you doing?” I
demanded, because this was bizarre, even for her. But she just
shushed me and turned me toward the crack in the door. It was still
open maybe a quarter of the way, giving us a sliver of a view,
although why we needed one, I didn’t know. I needed to get
back—

“Watch,” Gertie said, and
ate pear.

I didn’t know what she was talking
about, but I watched anyway. Don’t argue with teacher, I thought.
Only I didn’t know what I was supposed to be watching.

The little girls were the easiest to
see, still facing their wall. Or most of them were. One was playing
with a doll she’d smuggled out, hidden in a fold of her dress, and
another had squatted down to examine a fat green caterpillar. But
most of the rest were dutifully reciting something, I didn’t know
what, because it was in some other language.

“A test,” Gertie said, her
voice low.

“For what?”

“To see if they can age a
flower.”

I looked back at her. “How? They don’t
have access to the Pythian power yet.”

“No, they don’t,” she
agreed. “The question is, can any of them get its
attention?”

I didn’t understand what she meant.
And then I did, when one of the little girls, a brunette with scads
of ringlets falling halfway down her back, managed . . . something.
The flower didn’t change, but I felt a stirring anyway, a brief
swirl in the air like the breeze fluttering her hair.

But there was no breeze in the
courtyard; the walls were too high. And this one felt less like air
than like the quicksilver energy of the Pythian power. I closed my
eyes and almost saw it: a glittering stream, not thick and full,
but scattered, like glitter on the breeze.

But there, nonetheless.

Called up by a little girl’s
enchantment.

“One to watch,” Gertie
said, even as the brief flutter petered out.

And then came roaring back, but not as
a thin spread of particles this time, but thick and strong and
purposeful, a torrent of power instead of a scattering, like a
summer storm.

“What the—” I said, and
then the door blew open, slamming back against the house as if
caught in a gale.

Or a fight, I thought, catching sight
of the rest of the courtyard.

“I told you I needed to get
out there!” I said to Gertie, as my acolyte faced off with her own
mother. I started forward, but Gertie pulled me back, and she was
surprisingly strong for an old woman.

“Let me go!”

“Shush,” she said, and shut
the door partway again.

I didn’t know why she’d bothered.
Neither girl looked like they had eyes for anyone but each other.
Especially Rhea, who was practically incandescent.

“You take that
back!”

Agnes grinned at her insolently. “Make
me. Oh, but I forgot, you can’t.”

“I can!” And shit. A wand
had just appeared in Rhea’s hand.

“Okay, no,” I said, but
Gertie had an arm around my neck.

“Give it a minute,” she
hissed.

“We don’t have a minute!”
And damn, it was true.

I vaguely saw the nursemaids shooing
the children toward a door on the other side of the garden; saw
Gertie’s magic throw up a shimmering barrier halfway across the
yard, shielding them; saw a swirl of the Pythian power descend and
turn Rhea’s wand to ash.

And then it was on.

Oh, it was freaking on.

I tore away from Gertie’s hold and
rounded on her. “They’ll kill each other!”

“You have so little trust
in your acolyte? That she would harm her own mother?”

“I’m not talking about
her—”

“Agnes knows what she’s
about.”

“—and accidents
happen—”

“Not in chimera,” Gertie
said, causing me to break off and stare at her.

Chimera was an advanced technique in
which the Pythian power made a duplicate body for its user,
splitting the soul in two so that one Pythia could inhabit two
places at once. Or no, that wasn’t exactly right. The soul wasn’t
split; it was more like grabbing a balloon in the middle and having
it bulge out at both ends, with the bulges each getting their own
body.

It was used mainly for training
exercises, since halving a soul halves its power, which made it
dangerous in real combat. But for training it was perfect, as the
body created in chimera could be damaged or even killed without
hurting the original. The soul merely snapped back to its origin if
one body was destroyed.

But if Agnes was a copy, that meant
that she’d planned this. Both of them had, I thought, watching
Gertie munch pear. But they’d forgotten one little thing; Rhea
wasn’t in chimera!

I started a spell, intending to shift
my damned acolyte out of there, but Gertie shut it down. “Let it
be.”

“You let it be,” I snarled.
“Rhea’s vulnerable!”

“Doesn’t look vulnerable to
me,” Gertie said, as I turned back to what was now a full-out
battle.

Because Rhea had been raised by the
covens, and she always carried two wands.

The second was out and blasting,
dealing Agnes a blow hard enough to send her flipping over
backwards. But she’d been shielded and landed on her feet, with the
only harm I could see a badly bitten lip. She licked the blood
away, a strange smile coming over her face.

And then threw a blast of her own that
Rhea dodged, but which hit the old oak. Which promptly became a new
oak, when it de-aged to maybe half its previous size. It also threw
out a mass of new, green leaves that floated gently to the ground
like confetti as Rhea and I both stared at it.

And then I was shifting—

Nowhere, because Gertie slammed me
back into place before I could.

Damn it, she was crazy! They were all
freaking crazy and I should never have brought my acolyte anywhere
near this place. She was going to get killed!

But she wasn’t going down without a
fight. Rhea snapped out of her shock and started throwing spells,
so rapid fire that I could barely keep up. And, clearly, Agnes felt
the same. But then, she didn’t need to.

She’d thrown up a time shield, a nifty
little thing that I was still working on, because it was a damned
difficult spell. It was also damned useful, however, as it aged out
of existence anything sent at you. That included both conventional
weapons as well as spell fire, as Rhea was discovering.

So she changed tactics, blasting the
ground at Agnes’ feet instead, causing dirt and pavers to explode
upward and a sizeable hole to appear underneath the other girl.
Agnes lost her footing and her spell wobbled. But before it could
fall, she’d shifted, popping out of existence right before Rhea’s
latest spell tore through the air, and materializing behind
her.

“No!” I yelled, my voice
almost lost in the sound of spell fire hitting the far wall of the
courtyard.

But Rhea heard me.

And I guess Agnes did, too, because
when I burst out of the door, Agnes laughed delightedly and threw a
spell my way that I brushed aside, sending it plowing into the
dirt, and causing a weed patch to spring out of the ground, waist
high.

But I didn’t dodge the second one. A
shift caught me, halfway through a step, at almost the same time
that Agnes’s spell hit down. But it hadn’t been thrown by
her.

I had a half second to see Rhea’s
desperate face, her out flung hand, her widened eyes as she
realized what she’d done and tried to pull it back—

But it was too late.

And then the garden winked out and I
materialized somewhere in the air above the Thames.

Way above, I realized, as gravity
caught me.

Well, shiiiiiiiiit.
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Chapter
Twenty-Nine

 


I cracked open the door.

There was no light and the curtains
were drawn, so I wasn’t sure anyone was even in there. But then a
lamp flicked on, shedding a small glow around a girl in a bed. She
was in my favorite pose lately, with her knees drawn up and her
chin tucked down, sitting by the headboard. A little lump of an
acolyte who looked like she’d seen better days.

Way better.

“Can I come in?” I asked
softly.

I got what I thought was a nod, so I
slipped through the opening and closed the door behind me. It was
dinnertime, and everyone else was downstairs in the big dining
room, where I hoped they’d stay. I schlepped over to the bed,
dressed in one of Gertie’s old nightgowns and a robe that was far
too big for me. But it was better than the still damp,
used-to-be-white gown that I’d shifted back in.

Gertie had dosed me on arrival with
half a dozen potions, after she realized where I’d been, and had
threatened several more. Why London had what was essentially a
petri dish of plague running through the city was beyond me, but it
wasn’t my main concern. Rhea was.

“You should have let me
go,” she said, after I’d put the tray I was holding onto the
bedside table.

“Go where?”

Her hair had fallen over her face, but
I could see glimpses of a tear stained, anguished countenance that
made me want to hug her. But I somehow got the idea that that
wouldn’t be welcome. Her shoulders were tight, and the hand that
gripped the blankets was white knuckled.

I got up again and moved the lamp over
slightly, so that I could fix us some tea. Personally, I’d have
preferred another beer, but it seemed that Rhea had filched the
last of the cook’s supply earlier, and there wasn’t any more. So,
tea it was.

I handed her a mug. The room was cold,
winter having snuck back in after dark, so it served as handwarmer
and a tea holder all at the same time. I made myself one as well
and sat on the edge of the bed.

For a while, we just drank
tea.

“This stuff really does
make things better,” I finally said. “Like life can’t be all that
bad if you have tea and shortbread.”

I offered her a plate of the latter,
because she was currently missing dinner, but she shook her head.
So I ate one myself. I discovered that they tasted pretty good
dunked in tea, especially milky tea, and ended up eating two
more.

“You better have one,” I
said. “Or I’m likely to eat the whole plate.”

Rhea finally looked up, and her face
didn’t seem to know what to do with itself. I saw a flash of
disbelief, some confusion, and something that looked a lot like
shame. But she finally settled on anger. “You should have let me
go!”

I thought about eating another cookie,
but it had seriously pissed me off when Gertie had just stood
there, munching pear at me, so I didn’t. “I suppose you mean when
you tried to leave court?”

“Yes! A month ago, I tried
to go, but you had Rico bring me back!”

I actually hadn’t told him to do that,
although I would have if I’d realized what was happening. Luckily,
Rico paid more attention to my pretty young acolyte than I did
sometimes. But I didn’t think that now was the time to bring that
up.

“If you want to leave
because you don’t want the job,” I told her. “That’s one thing. But
to leave because you’re afraid—”

“I’m not
afraid!”

Rhea looked so indignant that I had to
hide a smile in my mug. “Okay, you’re not afraid,” I agreed.
“That’s good to know, because the training routines around here are
a little—messed up. But they do get results.”

“Results?” She stared at
me. “I almost killed you!”

“It wasn’t that far of a
drop. Although I suppose I could still develop diphtheria or
something—”

“How can you joke about
it? How?”

I got up to make myself some more tea.
“Pritkin used to drop me off cliffs in training. This really wasn’t
that bad.”

Rhea threw back the covers and got up.
She was in a high-necked flannel nightgown, something an
eighty-year-old might have worn, but on these kinds of nights, it
made sense. She didn’t go anywhere and she didn’t pace, probably
because there wasn’t room. With all the old furniture they stuffed
in here, I was starting to think we’d been bunking in the
storerooms.

She wrapped her arms around herself
instead and stared at me.

I sat on a chair by the bed and drank
tea.

This seemed to upset her.

“Did you know?” she asked
intently. “What they planned?”

“No. I wouldn’t have let
them do that to you. Which is probably why they didn’t tell
me.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Rhea
ran a hand through her hair agitatedly, and walked over to the
door. But since it was all of five feet away, it didn’t seem to
help much. “I’m sorry,” she told me, after a moment. “I’m not
thinking clearly.”

“Lots of that going
around.”

“It’s just . . . I’m
supposed to be able to help you. I want to help you. Lady Herophile was
right; I should have been with you, when you went after the
vam—Lord Mircea,” she corrected herself. “I could have helped
you.”

“Then why didn’t
you?”

It was a mild enough question, but it
seemed to hit her like a lightning bolt. She whirled suddenly, from
facing the door to facing me. “I don’t know!”

“I think you do,
though.”

She stared at me, her eyes huge, and
didn’t say anything.

“Gertie has all these
things,” I told her, after a minute. “I guess you’d call them
teaching aids. Do you know where she took me yesterday?”

She just looked at me some more and
shook her head.

“Into a . . . I guess you’d
call it a tangible memory. Something her grandmother made for her
before she came to court. Time in a bottle, where the same day
plays out, over and over. She likes to go back there sometimes,
have dinner with her nanna, dig for clams, play with this crazy
dog. It’s nice, I guess. It’s right on the water, but I didn’t
think to ask her where.”

Rhea came over and sat down on the
edge of the bed. She didn’t seem to know where this was going,
exactly, which was fair because neither did I. But at least she was
listening.

“I was thinking that it
would be nice to make something like that for the initiates,” I
said. “So that they could see their parents whenever they wanted.
Like a living picture of home. Of course, I don’t know how many are
touch clairvoyants, but you have to figure at least some . .
.

“But then I thought that it
might be strange, or even a little cruel. To see what they no
longer have, and to see it like that, frozen in time. Life isn’t
like that; it doesn’t stay the same. No matter how much we may want
it to.

“I want the girls to have
more contact with their families, so they don’t grow up feeling
like orphans. But I don’t think that’s the way to do
it.”

“You can grow up beside
your family, and feel like an orphan, too,” Rhea said softly.
“Unseen, unnoticed, passed over.”

“Like your mother passed
you over for an acolyte’s position.”

She nodded.

“Is that why you don’t use
the power? You think she wouldn’t want you to?”

“I know she wouldn’t. She
said it was because she didn’t want me to be trapped into this
life, with all its rules and restrictions. But that wasn’t the
reason.”

I frowned, and sat back in my chair,
although it was one of those straight-backed torture devices the
Victorians loved, so it didn’t help much. I sat forward again.
“Then what was the reason?”

Rhea got up, walked to the door like
she was going to leave, and then turned around and put her back to
it. “The Pythian power is . . . like nothing else. You can change
the world with it, literally rewrite time itself. Therefore, the
person holding that office has to be . . . extraordinary.
Intelligent, thoughtful, measured, a true diplomat. But also a
warrior: tough, capable and tenacious, able to fight when needed,
even against terrible odds. She has to be strong but gentle, wise
but kind, a mother to her initiates and a sage to the supernatural
community. She has to be . . . perfect. Simply perfect. One in a
billion—”

I couldn’t help it; I burst out
laughing. I tried to stop, because it was mean, I knew it was mean,
but I simply couldn’t. I laughed and laughed and then laughed some
more. Until I was bent over and gasping, with tears running out of
my eyes and in serious danger of hyperventilating. For a moment
there, I couldn’t breathe.

Rhea helped me onto the bed, concern
in her eyes.

“Should I . . . should I go
get the Lady?”

I wheezed out something incoherent,
but when she tried to go, I held on. “Give me . . . a
minute.”

“Are you all
right?”

“Yeah.” I wheezed a little
more, and told myself to stop it before I started off again. Rhea
didn’t deserve that. She’d been dealing with a lot lately: her
mother being murdered, her father being less than welcoming of the
daughter he hadn’t known he had, and the little matter of a war to
fight.

It didn’t help that, up until a short
time ago, she’d basically been the nursery aide at court, helping
to look after the smaller initiates. Her biggest daily worry had
been who had the sniffles and who had stolen whose crayons. Then
her mother died, her house got blown up, and the new, possibly
crazy Pythia made not only an acolyte, but her heir as well. It was
enough to make anyone tense.

And me laughing at her wasn’t going to
help.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and
meant it. “It’s just . . . you realize, that if that list you gave
me was true, I’d have to turn in my resignation? That every Pythia
would?”

Rhea looked taken aback for a moment.
“They would not.”

“Would.”

“Would not—” she said,
before she caught herself. And frowned at me. “You’re a
goddess—”

“Demi, and I mostly took
after my father. Who was not exactly a pillar of the community, let
me tell you.”

“—and I’m not! I’m
nothing!”

“You know that’s not true,”
I said, wondering why she couldn’t see the potential that everyone
else did. Especially after some recent events where she’d helped to
save my butt. “You’re Agnes’s daughter. And Jonas’s, too. You have
all the ability you need—”

“I don’t! I can’t do it!”
There were two little spots of color, high on her cheekbones, which
happened when she was really upset. “I’d screw it all up and kill
everyone—”

“—but nobody is going to
make you do anything.”

She stopped abruptly and looked at
me.

“I never wanted this,” I
told her. “I wasn’t like all those acolytes, scrapping and fighting
and clawing for the position. I was raised by an asshole of a
vampire who exploited the shit out of my gift until I ran away.
Then the power found me, plopped itself in my lap, and just refused
to leave. I never had a chance to decline.

“Well, that’s not exactly
true; I declined a lot, but nobody listened. And for a long time, I
was really upset about that. People kept trying to kill me, on a
daily basis for a while, and mostly it was because I was Pythia. My
enemies tried to kill me, my allies tried to kill me, it was
basically open season on Cassie Palmer. I still don’t know how I
survived—”

“You’re you,” Rhea said
fervently. “You’re special—”

“Hush,” I told her, and she
stopped.

“But things changed,
somewhere along the line. I don’t know exactly where. I remember
staring at some sand that I’d accidentally brought back from an
alien world, one of the hell regions. I was in my old bedroom at
Dante’s, and it shook out of some alien harem-type pants I had on,
because I’d just broken my boyfriend out of hell, and . . . it got
to me. It was a big moment for me. Alien sand. It shouldn’t have
been there, but it was, so I hadn’t been dreaming, you
see?”

Rhea nodded, although her expression
said that she still thought she should go get Gertie.

“Or the time I brought a
time-traveling fish back in my bra,” I said reminiscing.

“In your—what?”

“Or the time I flushed a
weakened god down a metaphysical toilet while riding in a flying
car. Or the time I watched the ghost of that same god help to rip
another one to shreds. Or the time—well, you get the
idea.

“Gertie says that this life
changes you, and she’s not wrong. I used to want . . . I don’t
know. I don’t think I ever let myself really want things. With a
crazed vampire after your blood, that sort of thing doesn’t make a
lot of sense. But I used to daydream that, maybe someday, Tony
might stop chasing me. Assume I’d died or something, since his
people hadn’t found me. And then . . .”

“And then?” Rhea was
suddenly watching me intently.

“And then a home, a family.
A job where I’d wake up when the alarm went off in the morning, and
come home to dinner around the dining table at night. A normal
life, you know? No stress, no one trying to kill me, no reason to
run. Roots, a permanent home that I could let myself start to love,
because I’d be there long term, might even grow old there. Someone
to grow old with . . .”

“Don’t you still want
that?”

“Parts of it, yes. But I
want other things now, too. The world is so much bigger than I ever
thought, and I’ve seen so much more of it now. You know, I used to
hear that Pythias died young, living maybe half as long as regular
magical humans—"

“It varies, depending on
how much they use the power.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you’re
just seeing the part that they live in this time period. Agnes once
told me that she mostly didn’t tell the Circle when she had a
mission. She didn’t like having a war mage detachment sent with
her. She didn’t need them; they just got in the way. And that was
assuming they didn’t start blasting everything in
sight.”

Rhea smiled.

“I’ve wondered since, how
many years she lived in other eras that nobody knew
about?”

Rhea shook her head. “You can’t do
that. You can’t just travel with no reason—"

“Like you can’t have a
child?”

Her face suddenly shut down. “She
didn’t want to. I was a mistake.”

“She told you
that?”

“Her whole life told me
that. She competed hard to be Pythia, to win out over all the other
acolytes. Do you think she wanted to jeopardize that . . . for
me?”

I ate the last biscuit, as they called
them here, because you can’t put back just one. “I think Agnes did
what she wanted. I used to think she was so strait laced, so by the
book. Because that’s what she wanted people to see. The perfect
Pythia so that nobody ever scratched the surface. But underneath .
. .”

“What? What was
underneath?”

“What you saw today. She
liked that fight. She was good at it—"

“Yes.” Rhea grimaced. “A
little too good.”

“—so were you.” That won me
startled eyes, but it was the truth. She’d been living out there.
“Tell me something, if you leave court, what will you do? Knowing
what is out there, how big the world and time really are, what will
you do?”

“I don’t know. I never . .
. I never thought about it. I was brought up at court; this was the
only home I ever knew. Even when I was very young at the covens, I
always knew I’d be coming here. I never even thought about leaving
it.”

“Yet now you want
to?”

Her face crumpled again. “I
don’t want to; I have to.”

“Why?”

“I told you why! I know
what you want—what you need. We’re at war and you have an heir who
can’t shift. Or . . . who can’t do it well.”

“I’d say you did it pretty
well.”

“But it’s not just about
shifting! Or using the power. It’s about using it
well, doing the right
thing, making the tough calls—” She bit her lip. “You were right. I
am scared. I’m terrified that I’ll fail you, that I’ll fail
everybody.”

“Yeah. Been
there.”

She looked surprised.

I managed not to roll my
eyes.

“I’ve been selfish,” I told
her, after a moment. “When I took this job, it was so overwhelming
that I didn’t even know where to start. But then you came along,
the perfect heir, and it just seemed like finally. Something went right.
Something was easy.

“But I didn’t stop to think
about what you wanted. And I’m sorry for that.”

Rhea’s hands covered mine.
“Lady—”

“But I get it now. People
keep telling me how to live my life; how to be and who to love. I’m
not going to do the same thing to you. And it wouldn’t work, even
if I did. You can’t do a job like this long term unless it’s
what you want,
not what somebody else wants for you. It’s a terrible job
sometimes, the worst in the world. And at others, it’s . . . a
revelation. Like nothing else has ever been or ever could be. But
it’s extremes that not everyone can live with. You have the
ability, Rhea; the question is, do you have the desire to do
this?

“I want you to know that
I’ll support you, whichever way you decide.”

“Thank you, Lady,” she
whispered.

“You’re welcome. Now, get
some sleep. We have a job to do in the morning.”
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Chapter Thirty






“It’s—it’s not that I don’t think this is a good idea,” Rhea
said the next morning, holding a lantern as we descended the
basement steps once more.

“Good to know.”

“—but under the
circumstances, I mean, well, after the last time—”

“Uh huh?”

“—don’t you think it would
be better if, perhaps, I went and retrieved the information you
need for you?”

“No.”

“I don’t mind at all, and
I’m fairly familiar with—oh,” she said, and stopped on a stair,
biting her lip.

“I’m Pythia,” I reminded
her. “This is my library. And it is going to give me what I want.”

Gertie had said that I needed to learn
to control my power, and this was certainly the place to start. But
I needed something else, too, and I didn’t want anyone seeing that
information. Not even Rhea.

Something had been bugging me, more
and more, every time I thought about it. Especially now that Gertie
had cleared away some underbrush. Because I thought she was right
about the first and the third attacks, which could be blamed on the
Pythian power playing with my shiny new vamp abilities.

But not the second.

No, the second was something else
altogether.

I wasn’t the best
researcher in the world, but I was going to figure out what had
happened in that bath, and this place was going to help me!

“Well, yes, of course,”
Rhea said diplomatically. “But it could give it to you through me,
you see?”

I crossed my arms and looked at
her.

“You don’t see.” Her
shoulders slumped slightly, sending the lantern’s light splashing
the ancient stones.

“It’ll be all right,” I
told her, and tried to sound more optimistic than I
felt.

I guess it worked, because Rhea
nodded, and we prowled down a few more steps. Or, at least, I did.
Rhea walked like a normal person, if a worried one.

She was going to mangle her lip if she
kept that up, I thought.

I, on the other hand, was
concentrating on battening down my senses. All of them, as I should have done
the first time I came here. Only no one had told me this place
needed a metaphysical hazmat suit!

“Put out the lantern,” I
whispered, as we reached the bottom, and Rhea obligingly did so. We
stood there in the darkness for a moment, waiting for our eyes to
adjust. When I was finally able to see her worried features again,
I risked a peek around the corner.

The room was dark and quiet. Well,
mostly. There were some ominous flickers here and there, but
nothing alarming. The strobe effect was nearly gone, with just a
few, weak bubbles of illumination playing over the walls that I had
to squint to make out. As if the lava lamp had run low on
batteries.

“I don’t think they use
batteries,” Rhea whispered.

I glanced back at her.
“What?”

“Lava lamps. I had one as a
girl, that I picked up in Tottenham Court Road. A pink
one.”

I stared at her.

“It plugged into the wall,”
she added helpfully.

I stared some more. “Did you . . . did
you just read my mind?”

“What?”

“Lava lamps! How did you
know I was thinking about them?”

“B-because you
said?”

“I did not!”

“I—you—just a moment
ago—"

Her eyes were huge, and I realized
that I’d grabbed her shoulders. I pried my fingers loose and leaned
back against the wall, swallowing. “Sorry.”

“You . . . you did speak
out loud, Lady, I promise—”

“Yeah, I do that sometimes
without realizing it. Bad habit,” I told her, breathlessly. “I’m
just a little nervous.”

“Understandable.”

I was suddenly really grateful that
Rhea was here and not Gertie. Who would have smacked me upside the
head and told me to get on with it already. And she’d have been
right.

I peered around the corner
again.

Still dark; still quiet. There were a
few signs of movement that I hadn’t noticed before, maybe because
my eyes were now completely dilated. Odd squares of light, like
single pages out of a book or unusually bendy T.V. screens, glowed
weakly here or there. But I couldn’t make anything out on the
surfaces, and unlike last time, they seemed to be having trouble
sticking to things. They fluttered around, brushing up against
columns or peeling off walls, only to waft gently to the floor like
fallen leaves.

Harmless.

I took a deep breath.

“Okay. Let’s try this
again,” I said, smiling reassuringly at Rhea, and stepped off the
last stair.

And a dozen standing candelabras
suddenly flared to life.

They’d been littered around the walls
behind the pillars, but in the darkness, I hadn’t seen them. I
almost didn’t see them now because of the glare, and because the
room was suddenly filled with those strange, glowing images,
whirling into the air like paper in a windstorm. Only they weren’t
flying randomly. They were banking around, they were flowing
together, they were coming straight at—

Holy shit!

I yelled, Rhea dropped the lantern,
and I stumbled back onto the stairs, causing the candelabras to
abruptly go out. Not that it mattered, because the glowing shit
storm had just crashed into me. I flapped my hands around my head,
swatting at the swirling mass of images like I was trying to fend
off a swarm of angry bees. Which is what they felt like, screaming
nightmares at me as I pounded back up the stairs, all the way to
the main floor again, where I staggered out, slammed the door, and
stood with my back to it, breathing hard.

Before realizing that Rhea was still
down there.

Shit!

I opened the door and pulled her
through, then slammed it shut again. And stamped on some mad
escapees that were fluttering against the carpet. A few acolytes or
older initiates paused on their way up the staircase to watch me,
but I ignored them. I was too busy killing a glowing page with a
tiny dragon on it that was trying to set my foot alight!

I put out its fire—permanently—and
looked up to find Rhea staring at me, too. But she didn’t say
anything, which was one of the best things about her. She knew when
to talk, and when to say nothing at all.

Unlike me.

“Option two,” I told her
grimly, and she mangled her lip some more.

 


~~~

 


The stairs, I decided, were the
problem. Something about those damned things alerted the cases that
there was someone available for them to torture. So, okay, then. No
stairs.

I materialized as far away as I could
get, shifting beside one of the dark corridors on the other side of
the big room. And immediately hugged the wall, breathing as quietly
as possible with my heart trying to hammer out of my chest. The
stones behind me were cold, and I could see my breath in front of
my face, but nothing attacked me, nothing moved.

Nothing at all!

I stayed put for a moment anyway, just
in case, but there weren’t any more weird flutterings. There
weren’t any more lava lights. Just pulsating darkness, the still,
quiet room, and the tiny clouds I was exhaling in
relief.

And the massive katana headed for my
neck.

I dropped like a stone and looked up,
just in time to see the wall gouged by the force of the blow that
had almost taken my head off. I scrambled back and the sword
followed me. I had the impression that it was held in the hand of a
large samurai looking guy, but didn’t get a clear view, because it
was all I could do to avoid the slashing blows.

One hit the floor, taking a wedge of
my hem off. One slashed the air right over my head as I abruptly
leaned backwards, causing it to miss my face by inches. And when I
rolled under a display case, it all but detonated over top of me,
collapsing under a mass of tempered steel and the mountain of
muscle wielding it.

I didn’t have enough air in my lungs
left to scream, not and crawl at the same time, and I opted to
crawl. Or something like it—more of a mad, flailing scramble while
blood trickled down my face, broken glass stabbed my palms and
shins, and a meaty hand grabbed for my hair. But it didn’t catch
enough of it and I tore away, stumbled to my feet, and
ran—

Straight into Rhea.

“Is it all right this
time?” she asked, as what felt like a hammer blow caught me full in
the back.

I felt my spine cleave, my blood
spurt, and one of my lungs, now shredded by the deadly blade,
collapse. I used the other to finally scream—in her face. She
screamed back, a startled yelp of a sound, and for a second there,
we just stood there and screamed at each other. Until I grabbed her
and shifted—

Back to the upper hallway
again.

We landed on a slippery carpet, which
slid out from under our feet and dumped us onto the floor. We ended
up in a pile of white lace skirts and thrashing limbs, still
screaming. And me pawing at my chest, which should have had a
massive sword sticking out of it.

But instead, my fingers just met
scratchy lace, a little dusty from my crawl around the floor, but
otherwise fine. I pushed tumbled hair out of my eyes and rolled off
of Rhea, all while staring in disbelief at my unshredded tits. And
then up at a group of acolytes, larger than before, who were lining
the stairs. Not going up or down this time, but just loitering
about as if they didn’t have anything better to do.

Rhea groaned and sat up, pushing her
own weight of hair, a lot darker and heavier than mine, out of her
eyes. And then narrowed them at Agnes. Who, I realized, was one of
the audience members on the staircase.

“What are you doing here?”
Rhea demanded.

Agnes gave her an insolent grin.
“Watching the show.”

Rhea scowled.

I laughed, a sudden burst of sound,
and lay back against the floor, panting and giggling and feeling
the particular euphoria that only comes from unexpectedly not
dying.

“We’re thinking of charging
admission,” Agnes added.

Rhea helped me up, still glaring
daggers at her mother. “Option three,” she told me
curtly.

I blinked at her, still giggling.
“Option three?”

“Option three.”

 


~~~

 


Option three turned out to be the
Pythia’s nuclear weapon, at least where dangerous places were
concerned.

“I can’t do this for long,”
I told Rhea nervously, on the stairwell a floor down, because I
didn’t need an audience. “Billy isn’t here to babysit my
body.”

Billy Joe and I had figured out pretty
early that a Pythia could slip her body and travel through time as
a spirit. Some of my predecessors had preferred that method,
because it meant that you weren’t as likely to drag home bubonic
plague or something. I found inhabiting another person’s body to be
skeevy as hell, and avoided it whenever possible, but sometimes it
wasn’t.

Which is where Billy came
in.

Because a body without a spirit is
what we call dying, which I wasn’t a fan of. Most Pythias weren’t
either, and got around that little problem by shifting back to
their shed skin at almost the moment they left it. But I didn’t
have that kind of split-second timing, so I had to make do with
Billy. He got to booze it up in my body while I was gone, in
exchange for babysitting.

Because nobody ever said that the
spirit in question had to be yours.

But Billy was busy guarding Pritkin,
meaning that I was on my own. Which didn’t give me a lot of time to
work with here. Being gone more than a minute or two in cases like
these wasn’t considered optimal.

Well, not if you wanted any more
minutes in the future.

“It will only take a moment
to see if it works,” Rhea said firmly. I was glad to see that the
lip chewing had been left behind, but it was starting to feel like
we’d switched places. I was the one nervously switching from
ghostly foot to ghostly foot, while she modestly arranged my skirts
and then took up watch over my fallen form, her face
serene.

And then expectant, when she looked at
me.

I swallowed and turned back toward the
dark stairwell, which was kind of looking like a tunnel straight
into hell right now. How did I get myself into these things? Why
hadn’t I just left Rhea a research list and headed home?

Never mind; I knew why. Because trying
to explain the bath incident to my virginal acolyte with her sweet
face and big, innocent brown eyes, had left me tongue tied and low
key appalled. Kind of like this, I thought grimly.

But I didn’t have the time for
cowardice, so I started creeping down the damned steps again. The
hope here was that Mircea’s abilities were tied to my body, and
wouldn’t cause me the same problems as a spirit. So, as long as I
kept my ghostly fingers to myself, I should be okay.

In theory.

But it seemed to be working in
practice, too. I glided down the steps unmolested, and out into the
big main room. No torches lit up at my arrival this time, my
ghostly feet apparently not enough to trigger anything. And no
lights fluttered or samurai attacked. Nothing happened at all, in
what was now just a big, dark, slightly dusty room.

Score one for Rhea, I thought, a grin
breaking over my face. Score a big one! I should have thought of
this be . . . uh . . . before . . .

My thoughts petered out as I caught
sight of something that looked like a silver smear against the
darkness. It was moving this way, but this time, it wasn’t
something weird. Well, not to me, anyway, because Billy wasn’t the
only ghost I’d dealt with in my life. Clairvoyants seem to attract
them, maybe because we’re the only ones who can hear them, and I’d
always been a ghost magnet.

Only this one . . . wasn’t looking
impressed.

Not that I could see much of her,
because she hadn’t bothered to fully materialize. I did get the
impression that it was a she, however, or had been during life. I
thought that her hair might be dark and looped up in braids beside
her head, and that her eyes might be blue. Or maybe they were
reflecting the color of the high-necked gown she wore.

But either way, she had a youthful
looking face not much older than mine, and a sweet expression—until
she got a good look at me.

Uh oh, I thought, retreating a step as
the pretty young features melted, the eyes turned to crimson fire,
and the jaw unhinged, showing a mass of razor-sharp teeth she
didn’t need, because there were two swords now, one in each of her
hands—

And that was as far as I got before
they were carving up my spirit form like a Christmas turkey. My
right hand detached and floated off, the fingers still splayed in a
defensive move that had done no good at all. I stared at it for
split second, my brain unable to accept what had just
happened.

And then that sword was flashing again
and I was running back up the stairwell, my mouth screaming bloody
murder as more slices of my ghostly form were carved away—including
my head, which was taken off and nailed to the wall by a thrown
blade.

It took me a second to realize what
had happened, and another to turn my still fleeing body around. I
somehow managed, giving me the very disorienting sight of my
headless spirit trying to yank my screaming head off the blade.
Which wasn’t helped by the fact that the damned ghost had just
caught up with me.

But I know a few things about ghosts,
and as powerful as she was, so was I. And I was motivated! I
elbowed her straight in that horror of a face, saw her fall back
into the darkness of the staircase, grabbed my head and ran—quite
literally for my life.

“Lady?” Rhea said, as I
blew past her. “Lady!”

I didn’t wait. I burst through the
door and into the back hallway, my head under my arm, a savage
horror right on my heels. And while not all clairvoyants can
actually see ghosts, plenty of them can. Including a good number of
the audience on the stairs, judging by their screams and attempts
to flee. Even Agnes’s eyes got big and she said something
distinctly unladylike as I ran past her, headed for the front
door.

Because ghosts have a set territory
that they defend, and I needed to get past this one’s, right
freaking now.

I didn’t make it. Something cold and
bony, like a skeletal hand, grabbed my ankle, jerking me off my
ghostly feet. I hit down face first, hard enough to halfway
disappear into the flooring. That included my severed head, I
guessed, because for a second, all the lights went out.

And then came back on when the hand
abruptly let me go, and I somehow flailed back to the surface, only
to flip over and see Rhea battling with the ghost. Her face was as
grim as I’d ever seen it, spell fire laced her hands, and for a
moment, she actually looked like she was winning, battering it back
with blow after blow. But that was mainly because it had still been
focused on me.

Until those red eyes moved to her, and
narrowed menacingly.

“No!” I screamed. “Here!
Right here, you bitch!”

I somehow got back to my feet, my head
still under my arm, but my body moving. Because a savage blow from
the ghost had just blown Rhea—body and all—something like half a
dozen feet backward. I saw her hit down and slide on marble, saw
the ghost start after her, saw my remaining hand reach out and grab
it—

And then it was full on battle, with
no time to think or even to really register what was going
on.

I’d been right—this thing was strong.
Stronger than any ghost I’d ever seen, and on its home turf to
boot. But I wasn’t just a clairvoyant; I was a necromancer who
specialized in ghosts, just like my father. And if this thing
wanted a fucking fight, I’d give it one!

It roared in my face; I screamed back.
And plowed my remaining fist through its ugly face. It chomped down
with those razor-like teeth; I held on, and slammed it against the
wall again and again and again. It slammed back, of course,
throwing me around like a ragdoll yet not being smart enough to
release my arm, so it went along, too.

Of course, there was probably a reason
for that, I thought, feeling power start to flow out of me. It was
trying to drain me, of strength, of life, of whatever it could
find. Plundering my vulnerable spirit as I grimly held on. But I
could play that game, too, at least with a disembodied spirit, and
drained it right back, our power streams churning and flowing,
fighting with each other even as our fists and feet did, especially
the latter as we rose off the floor and no longer needed them for
standing on.

We hit a chandelier, the crystals
chiming all around us, because ghosts can move things when they
want. And, right then, I wanted. I dragged the bastard thing
through all those sparkly little crystals, over and over, trying to
shred the spirit as it had me when it hacked half my damned arm
off!

And, for a moment, it seemed to be
working. It couldn’t dematerialize enough to avoid damage and hold
onto me at the same time, and it was a determined monster.
Resulting in what looked like filaments of gray smoke sheering off
its body with each pass, and scattering around the room as if fog
had come indoors. A little while longer and I’d have it!

Or it would have me, I realized.
Because it was allowing me to shred it, to buy time—time I didn’t
have. I’d been away from my body too long, and my light was already
fading, along with my strength.

If I didn’t get back soon, there might
be two ghosts haunting the Pythian Court. But the damned thing
wouldn’t let go, so I did the only thing I could think of. And
ripped the chandelier out of the ceiling, throwing it down on the
ragged spirit, who shrieked like all the demons in hell—

And let go.

I didn’t waste any time, all but
flying back to my body, where one hand was twitching against the
floor as if my severed hand had made its own way back. And then the
rest of me did, too, sinking inside my fallen form, feeling my body
inflate like a human shaped balloon, as my senses came back to life
all at once. And making me wish they hadn’t!

I lay there gasping as a seriously
slowed heart suddenly sped up again. I coughed and gagged as air
reached deflated lungs. I felt horribly dizzy as blood began
flowing through a half-starved body, including a brain that, for a
moment, didn’t know where I was or who I was.

And then I remembered.

I surged to my feet, staggered into
the wall, and just stayed there for a minute, panting. Then I tore
off, furious at my weakness. Because no way could those girls out
there handle that thing! Get a fucking grip, I swore at myself,
wiping a dusty sleeve across my drooling lips.

And then materialized twin ghostly
scimitars, one in each hand, without even thinking about it. Okay,
that was new—and badass, I thought, feeling myself start to grin.
Only to ruin the effect by smashing face first into the still
closed door, because I forgot—a body couldn’t pass right on
through!

I stumbled back, cursing, and then
jerked it open, standing there with glowing ghostly weapons, a
bloody face, and a battle cry trembling on my lips—

Where it remained, unuttered, because
I’d just caught sight of a gaggle of girls on the floor,
surrounding a weeping figure—the ghost, I realized. She was trying
to reassemble herself from a few dozen pieces, and having trouble
with it. Until she saw me, and screamed bloody murder, scrambling
back and causing every acolyte to turn on me, identical scowls on
their pretty faces.

Especially on Agnes’s, who got up and
came toward me, her fists clenched, her face thunderous.

“Is there a reason you just
beat the hell out of our librarian?”

Well. Shit.
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Chapter
Thirty-One

 


Okay, plan Take Initiative had had a little set back. But
overall, things were looking up. I’d finally talked to Rhea, and
the ball was now in her court. I couldn’t do much more there. She
was currently training with two of the biggest bad asses I knew,
and she would decide what she would decide.

Mircea was also holding steady—so
far—and was hard at work on the invasion, which seemed to be on
track. We had an army who could operate in Faerie as well as on
Earth, ready to go. We had a conduit into Aeslinn’s lands that he
didn’t know about, bypassing the massive stone sentries that he’d
place around his borders and seemed to be putting most of his faith
in. We had the element of surprise and the upper hand, and if we
knocked him out, we might just end this war right here.

So why wasn’t I taking a
vacation?

Three words: time traveling
assassin.

No, wait, hear me out.

I’d been attacked by an unknown
assailant at HQ and also at Gertie’s. The two assaults had been a
century apart and seemed completely separate, one done by a fey and
one by some incubus-like creature with a completely different MO.
And maybe they were. I didn’t even know that I was the target for
the first one, and maybe there was something about my borrowed
powers that had triggered the second, the same way that the Were
attack had been provoked.

But they bugged me. They bugged me a
lot. There were two things that I couldn’t explain: Pritkin’s face
being used by the incubus, when we wouldn’t be an item for a
century, and what he’d told me about the wards at HQ. Namely that
nobody could figure out how the fey got in. But there was one
obvious way, wasn’t there?

The same way that I did.

There was also a possible third issue,
namely the time ward that I’d done back at my own court, the one
that had blown out so spectacularly. Sure, maybe I was just a
shitty wardsmith, but when it had collapsed on Billy Joe, it hadn’t
gone ballistic. It had done what it was supposed to do and trapped
him like he’d wallowed around in taffy. But while I was bathing, it
had gone completely loco.

As if it had trapped a time traveler,
one who had managed to throw it off, but who threw it a bit too
hard in his panic?

Okay, that one was a stretch, but
still. It bugged. And with the Pythian library possibly permanently
out of bounds, there was only one way to find out if I was
right.

Only my one way was in a
mood.

“You want to do
what?”

Augustine, dress designer to the
stars, or at least to the well-heeled members of the supernatural
community, cocked an eyebrow at me. I wanted to frown, since
everybody seemed to be able to do that but me. But this was the
time for some diplomacy, so I smiled instead.

“Just for a little
while.”

“It isn’t a toy, Cassie,”
the gorgeous creature told me severely. “It’s among the items I’m
designing for the war effort.”

The latter was said with a good deal
of pride, since Augustine had been recruited by the Circle to help
devise some magical items that might work in Faerie. The typical
human variety didn’t, at least not very well, but Augustine’s stuff
wasn’t typically human. In fact, it was more fey than not, as he
was part fey himself and used that advantage to edge out the
competition.

We were in his workroom, which was in
the Pythian Court at the moment, as his beloved shop had been a
casualty of the Battle for Dante’s. While it was being rebuilt, he
was occupying one of my spare bedrooms, since I only had about a
million of them. And since he’d helped us in the battle in
question.

That was why I was currently
surrounded by gorgeous creations that probably cost the earth.
Including Augustine’s own, a skin tight jumpsuit that changed color
and texture to match whatever it was near. It was currently
imitating the iridescent feathers on the trailing hem of a mostly
see through dress of netting dotted with jewels.

And giving me a glimpse of a long,
hairy shank in what looked like a glimmering fishnet, because the
copycat effect had made his leggings see-through, too.

I wasn’t sure that he’d thought that
part out too well. What if a lady was wearing a gown made of that
fabric, and passed a guy with no shirt on? What if a guy was
wearing it, and got too close to a woman in a bikini? The questions
were endless, unlike my patience.

“I know it’s not a toy,” I
said, my smile never wavering. “That’s why I need it.”

“What you need is a better
glamourie,” he said, turning me toward a mirror.

And damn it all!

“I’ve had two,” I said,
peering at my cheerfully glowing eyes. “Nothing sticks.”

“This will.” I looked away
as he turned to grab something from a shelf, not wanting to see how
far up the fishnet effect went, and when I looked back, he was
holding out a little pot. It looked like it contained clear hair
gel, but felt like nothing at all under my fingertips.

I rubbed them together and took a
sniff.

It didn’t smell like anything, either,
even to vampire senses.

“It’s fey,” he told me.
“Adjusted, of course.”

“I thought fey glamouries
always smelled like flowers,” I said doubtfully.

“Normally. Or fish
entrails, as they contain the same extract. But flowers are
typically preferred.”

“I wonder why.”

“But this is something I’m
making for the war. Unscented so that nobody knows a glamourie is
being used.”

“A glamourie for what?” I
asked, because I hadn’t heard of this.

“For making human mages
look like the fey, to allow them to blend in. I used part human
magic, to allow the spell to feed off the mage’s power, and part
fey to ensure that it works in Faerie without having to be
constantly reapplied.”

“They’re gonna have to find
some tall ass mages,” I pointed out.

Augustine himself was
something like seven feet, and so fashionably skinny that he looked
like a giant had grabbed hold of his perfectly coifed blond head
and his fashionably shod feet and pulled.

“There are many types of
fey, you know,” he said, taking the little pot back and gunking up
my eyes with the contents. He painted circles around them, like a
football player getting heavy handed with the eye black. And
muttered a spell all the while, which made the stuff dry and
tighten up uncomfortably. But when it finally released and he
turned me toward the mirror again—

“Oh, that’s good,” I said,
surprised. He’d gotten rid of the circles under my eyes at the same
time.

“I’m thinking about
bringing out a line of cosmetics, after all this war business is
over. Unscented ones, to avoid clashing with a lady’s
perfume.”

“You’ll make a pot of
cash,” I said, admiring my fresh new look.

“I’ll need it,” it was
grim. “The Circle pays poorly and my shows aren’t doing much
better. With war on the doorstep, everyone feels awkward buying
‘pretty, useless things.’”

I looked around the workroom, filled
with amazing magic, even more so than usual since Augustine had
acquired himself an assistant. I glimpsed it peering at me from
behind a rack, its huge, sunburst eyes as startling as ever. It was
fey, too, of a kind not much seen.

One that was about to help us out
hugely in the war.

But there was more here than just
military advantage. I fingered a nearby dress, one that felt like
silk and looked like stained glass with the light shining through
it. In fact, it made its own light, staining the floor around it
along with my skin.

Another had the rose window from Notre
Dame on the skirt, with cathedral bells chiming softly whenever it
moved. Still another was a column dress that looked like a thousand
layers of white tulle, with roses climbing upward from the hem.
They twined around the body of the dress, their stems making it
form fitting, only to burst into bloom on the bodice. And these
weren’t static blooms, either, but were constantly flowering,
dropping petals with every step.

Beautiful.

I was tired of war, of running and
fighting and crises and worry. I thought it might be nice to dress
up in some “pretty, useless things” and go to a party, or hang out
at a day spa, or spend the night in bed with my lover. And remember
what the hell we were fighting for.

“Beauty is never useless,”
I told Augustine, and was rewarded by a rare, understanding look.
And an even rarer smile.

“What, exactly, did you
need again?” he asked.

 


~~~

 


I shifted into Pritkin’s room at HQ,
this time completely invisible, thanks to another of Augustine’s
creations. It used to be that invisibility—the real thing, where
you didn’t see movement or an outline or anything—was impossible.
But apparently not for the fey.

Augustine had almost scared me to
death creeping around my room once, wearing his Circle commissioned
garment, and he’d improved it since then. Even still, the silky
jumpsuit I had on took a tremendous amount of power, and would only
last for so long. I had to time this exactly right, and that wasn’t
really my best thing.

I therefore hedged my bets, and wedged
myself into the little cubbyhole of a bathroom, where I could
observe without being in the way. And where I wouldn’t land in the
middle of a fight if I mistimed this. Because, yes, I was going
back to the day of the attack at HQ, to see if my crazy theory had
any validity.

But I was also trying to keep my word
to Billy, and not change anything. Pritkin and I had both survived
that attack, and I’d really like to keep it that way. I was here to
observe, nothing more, which should be enough. I couldn’t see the
assailant, but I should be able to feel any time spell he
used.

It was a good plan, and I felt pretty
proud of it.

Right until I shifted—and realized
that somebody else had had the same idea.

I almost landed in another body, which
was taking up most of the space in the bathroom, since there wasn’t
much to begin with. My power managed to divert me at the last
second, throwing me into the shower cubicle, which wasn’t much
bigger than I was. And which was smaller still when somebody
launched himself in after me.

I panicked; I admit it. I hadn’t
expected an attack, being sure that the previous one had come from
behind me, not from the side. Which was why I’d chosen the damned
bathroom in the first place! So, I did something stupid.

Really stupid.

And froze time all around
us.

This time, it wasn’t a slow down or a
half measure. I freaking stopped it dead throughout the bathroom,
which was a problem. Although not as much of one as what was coming
in the front door.

You could tell that this place had
been designed by men, if designed was even the right word, because
no woman would have left the shower visible from the door. But most
of the Corps were guys, and I guess they didn’t care about such
things. As a result, I could clearly see the former version of me
struggling to get in the room while carrying a heavy tray full of
food.

For a moment, I just
stared.

It wasn’t from watching myself, which
was freaky, but so was my life. It was from the realization of just
how badly I’d screwed up. The person who was supposed to protect
the timeline was about to break it, when former me didn’t get
attacked on schedule.

Because present me had just frozen her
attacker!

Damn it, this was
exactly what Billy had
warned me about. No matter how careful you were, nobody was
perfect, and sooner or later things were going to go wrong. Really
wrong, I thought, staring at former me trying to find a perch for
the tray, and wondering what the hell I was supposed to do
now.

The answer, as it turned out, was
nothing. Because a moment later, former me was attacked right on
schedule, and saved only by the coat she was currently holding.
Which someone hadn’t known was strong enough to stop a spelled
blade in its tracks.

Kind of like I hadn’t known that there
were two guys hiding in Pritkin’s room.

But there must have been. I could
still feel the warmth of the body right in front of me, invisible
though it was, paused halfway through his own attack, while the
other was getting the crap beaten out of him in the room outside.
Or he was until he bolted for the door, throwing it open and
darting away—

Right about the time that
attacker number two ripped through my time spell, punched me in the
gut, and shifted—

“Mircea?” I gasped,
bewildered.

It wasn’t Mircea.

He’d smelled wrong, for one
thing, a harsh, biting scent that clashed with the fey glamourie he
was wearing. And for another, Mircea didn’t physically assault
me! But it was somebody using the Pythian
power that had no right to it, because the magic swirling around me
was unmistakable.

It was also palpable enough
that I managed to grab hold of the fluttering end, just before my
attacker got completely away. And pulled. Slamming him back into place
a second later, using the same method that Gertie had to keep me in
place in the garden.

Something that . . . might not have
been my wisest move. A time freeze is debilitating, and now I was
stuck in a tiny cubicle of a bathroom with a crazed . . .
something. Only I couldn’t see who or what!

Fortunately, he was also freaking out,
not seeming to understand why his shift hadn’t worked. Which was
probably why he tore out of the bathroom without remembering to
kill me first, that and the fact that he couldn’t see me, either!
And thus didn’t know how bad of an opponent he was currently
facing.

Not too bad, I thought, clutching my
stomach, even as Mircea’s hunter instincts kicked in, and kicked in
hard. But they were having to battle my own shock, pain and
confusion. Not to mention worry over what I’d just turned loose on
HQ!

Which was nothing, I realized, because
there was still a remnant of my attacker’s magic in my
fist.

I looped it around my arm a couple
times, trying to figure out what to do, since I didn’t have the
strength to reel him in. But I guessed the same wasn’t true for
him. As soon as he reached the end of the tether I’d accidentally
created, I found myself being jerked out of the bath and across the
room, like the smallest kid in a tug of war.

Only they don’t usually play that game
where there are walls to run into. Or doorframes to scrape across.
Or rock-filled corridors to stumble into the middle of. I hit the
hallway outside, biting my lip on a yelp, and barely avoiding
crashing into the other me, who was coming back to grab some potion
bombs with which to terrorize Lab Coat.

“Sorry,” I gasped
automatically, when I bumped into the little guy, causing him to
jump and stare around.

You’d think somebody who worked in an
underground magic lab would be a little less twitchy, I
thought.

And then I was jerked down the
corridor.

It was a hard jerk, like trying to
control a wild bronco, and sent me stumbling down the hall in the
opposite direction from my other self. I didn’t understand that;
shouldn’t this guy be trying to help out his buddy? But it seemed
like all he wanted was to get away.

Especially when he kept trying to
shift!

Oh, no, you don’t! I thought, and held
on, jerking him back every time he made another attempt, although I
shouldn’t have had the strength for that. Unless I was ripping off
Mircea again, who was probably having a bad day.

But then, so was I.

I was being dragged through a
low-ceilinged, underground tunnel by a crazed lunatic, while being
thrown into walls, and worse, into war mages. Who didn’t stop to
think that, hey, I bet that’s an invisible Pythia wrestling with a
time thief, maybe I should help her out—oh no. They did what war
mages always do and tried to blow me up!

I managed to shift a potion bomb to
the other end of the hall, de-age a snarling Doberman back to a
puppy in mid-leap, and freeze a whole raft of bullets being sprayed
across the corridor, creating a sort of leaden cloud in the middle
of the hallway.

Which I then plowed through with my
face.

Even worse, the little hits of power I
was getting through the bond weren’t enough to let me end the
stalemate. I couldn’t shift someone I couldn’t see; I didn’t have
enough power to freeze the whole corridor; and I couldn’t throw
something lethal in a hallway full of allies! All I could do was
hold on, feeling like someone who had managed to hook a great white
shark and was being towed through the water after it, unsure of who
had just captured who.

But I had to figure out something
soon, or I was going to lose this bastard—and possibly my
head!

I ducked under a massive tree root,
which was just hanging down into the corridor for some reason, like
a weird decoration. Then tripped over another pushing up from the
floor, and landed on my face. And got pulled along for half a dozen
yards before my quarry rounded a corner, and the brief slow down
allowed me time to stumble back to my feet.

But that was the only
advantage. This part of the complex was darker and appeared to be
deserted. Even if I wanted to try to get
any war mages to listen to me, there weren’t any.

But there was something
else.

The little dots Pritkin had showed me,
which the Corps used as markers for problem areas from the last
attack, glowed brightly in the gloom. And they were everywhere down
here, spotting the walls, ceiling and floor, so thickly that it
looked like the whole place was polka dotted. I guess small side
tunnels weren’t considered priorities for clearing, meaning that
this one had just been marked and left . . .

It had been left.

I stared
around, trying to spot something that wasn’t
indicating a collapsed doorway or a spilled potion. Or a brilliant
red dot warning of unexploded ordinance, because I wasn’t trying to
kill the bastard, damn it! I needed—

That, I thought, spotting a black dot
on the corridor wall up ahead, like a flake of obsidian. It was
glinting in the light of one of the randomly spaced lamps down
here, dark and shiny and mysterious. Because I still didn’t know
what that color meant.

And there was only one way to find
out.

I gathered my strength, tightened my
grip, and set my feet.

And jerked.
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Chapter
Thirty-Two

 


“I said I’m fine,” I told the medic, who was hovering around
me.

“With . . . with all due
respect, Lady, you do not look fine,” he said, his voice low,
probably in the hopes that it would encourage certain other people
to follow suit.

It did not so encourage.

“She looks bloody awful!”
Pritkin yelled, and even from across the large room we were in, it
was loud.

I sighed.

“Give me a mirror,” I said,
and the medic dug one out of his bag.

It was the small type that they used
to check to see whether you’re still breathing, but it worked well
enough. It showed me back a perfectly made up face, freshly
powdered, with plump, healthy cheeks and normal blue eyes sans bags
of any kind. I looked like I was ready to go to an award’s show
after spending a day at the spa.

Until I angled the mirror downward
slightly. And, okay, that was bad. That was actually kind of
horrible. Because Augustine’s jumpsuit was still in place, except
for the skullcap, making me invisible below the neck. Which
wouldn’t have been so bad, except that the neck in question had
rivulets of blood dripping everywhere.

That was probably from having my head
and face dragged across gravel-studded floors for what felt like
half a block, I thought grimly, wondering what I looked like under
the glamourie.

I decided I didn’t want to
know.

But as it was, I looked like I ought
to be decorating a shelf at Madame Tussaud’s, fresh from the
guillotine. It was probably why the medic looked so spooked. And
why Pritkin’s welcome upon my arrival, back in my proper place in
the time line and pulling what looked like a levitating iron
maiden, had gone so well.

My ears were still ringing.

And my neck, I saw with irritation,
was still bleeding. Great. “Do you have any wet wipes?” I
asked.

The young mage just stared at me. I
poked him; I didn’t have all day. He jumped, and quickly pawed
through his bag some more.

There were only five left in the
packet and I used them all, including running a few over my face,
which of course didn’t change. But the wipes came back pretty
damned red. The same color I was seeing when I got up and walked
over to the prisoner.

He was not fey.

He was better.

Which was probably why Jonas looked
like Christmas had come early.

The silver-white mane currently looked
like a troll doll’s, one that an enthusiastic toddler had been
carrying around by the hair for a few weeks. The effect was
heightened by rosy cheeks, bushy eyebrows, and a pair of coke
bottle glasses, the latter of which magnified the already large
blue eyes into owl territory. Jonas could be strangely cute at
times, especially when he was looking jovial.

And right now, he was
beaming.

Pritkin wasn’t, but he was having his
own version of a good time. A bloody pair of knuckles hit a face
that looked worse than mine, because that was not the first time
that had happened. Not that it mattered. Nobody looked at the face
when the eyes were that crazy.

Or should I say, eye?

Jonathan, AKA the Circle’s most
wanted, was looking a little rough. For one thing, the scar that
Emma Lantham’s cat had given him still pretty gruesome. He seemed
to have rescued the eyeball somehow, but it glimmered out of an
area of torn up flesh, the skin healed but lumpy and bumpy, like a
permanent eye-patch.

For another, he was pasty pale, his
blond hair limp and sweaty from our run, and his body rail thin.
The glamourie he’d been using had been stripped off him by some
irritated war mages, using spells strong enough to have left him
smoking slightly. He was slumped like a half-stuffed rag doll in
the chair the mages had thrown him onto, after taking him out of
the maiden, which is what the black dots had indicated.

Luckily for me, the snares that had
been deployed during the attack a month or so ago dealt with more
than just the body. They also drugged the shit out of anyone who
fell into them, which was why Jonathan couldn’t currently shift.
Just as well; after that damned time stoppage, I was
whipped.

But there was still a job to do, so I
womaned the hell up.

He grinned up at me, his teeth red
from a badly split lip. “That’s right,” he sing-songed. “That’s how
you’ll all look before long. On a pike, on a pike, on
a—”

Pritkin hit him again.

I grabbed the bastard’s hair and
forced his head back. Both because I wanted to, and to keep Pritkin
from murdering him before we got anything useful out of him. Not
that I was too confident of that, because the maiden’s drugs
weren’t the only problem here.

Jonathan was one of those dark mages
who had greatly extended his lifetime by stealing other people’s
magic. That did not-so-good things to the brain, after a while.
Which meant that he was not only high, he was crazy.

So, this should be fun.

“I want to know three
things,” I said. “First, why didn’t my power warn me that I had a
time traveler to worry about?”

It had screamed its head off about
Mircea, but not a word about a dark mage jaunting around the
timeline, attacking people? Thanks a lot, I told it. As usual, it
said nothing back, just quietly glimmered at me.

“Two, how are you using the
Pythian power?”

Because he hadn’t been fueled by one
of the volatile spells that suicidal types sometimes employed to
skip through time. That had been pure Pythian energy, something
that dick-face here should never have had access to. Yet he’d used
it as easily as an acolyte, at the very least.

“Third, why did you kill
Emma Lantham?”

“Emma?” Jonas said, his
head coming up. He’d been talking to a war mage, one of a half
dozen scattered around the rock cut room, but at that he broke off
and looked at me.

“One of your librarians,” I
confirmed. “Jonathan murdered her, and it wasn’t random. He
targeted her, and I want to know why.”

“And you saw that how?”
Pritkin asked, waving off the medic who was trying to attend to his
bruised knuckles.

Dark mage faces are hard.

“I didn’t. Her cat
did.”

“What?”

“Later,” I said, which
caused him to flush a darker shade of red, but he was basically a
tomato already, so it didn’t really matter.

“I’m not telling you shit,”
Jonathan said, grinning.

I smiled back.

“Billy,” I said, and my
ghostly buddy and Pritkin’s unseen shadow, drifted over.

“Aww, Cass—”

“I need this. All three but
especially the second.”

“But he’s all . . . nasty
and shit. God knows what’s in there.”

“Billy—”

“Why can’t you need help
interrogating a hot chick?” he complained. “But nooooo, I get Mr.
Crazy Mage.”

He nonetheless did as I asked, and
drifted inside the sweaty head. Billy had the ability to waft
through someone’s brain, picking up on whatever they were thinking
about at the moment. It wasn’t true mind reading—he couldn’t pick
and choose what he saw—but it should be enough.

“How are you using the
Pythian power?” I asked again, and Jonathan laughed.

“Mairzy doats and dozy
doats and liddle lamzy divey. A kiddley divey too, wouldn't
you?”

He had a surprisingly nice tenor. One
that cut off when Pritkin nailed him in the mouth again. I put a
hand on my partner’s arm, because while I definitely echoed the
sentiment, any more damage and the bastard wouldn’t be able to
talk.

“If the words sound queer
and funny to your ear, a little bit jumbled and jivey, sing mares
eat oats and does eat oats and little lambs eat
i-i-ivy.”

The voice was a little mushy that
time, but nonetheless melodic. And useless. My borrowed suit took
that moment to finally fritz out, and I stripped it off while being
regaled with another few verses.

Great; so, on top of everything else,
I was going to have that damned song stuck in my head all
day.

I carefully folded Augustine’s outfit
and placed it on a chair—I’d never get another loan if I tore his
prototype—and brushed myself down. I was sweaty and rumpled, and
the shorts and t-shirt I’d worn under the thing left me chilly. It
was cold down here.

Pritkin silently handed me a coat,
which I assumed was his. But instead of dragging the ground, it fit
me perfectly. I looked up at him in surprise, and he
scowled.

“Meant to give it to you
under better circumstances.”

“You made me a war mage
coat?”

I couldn’t believe it.

“That’s not authorized,”
one of the other mages began, when Jonas shot him a
look.

“You bring in the most
wanted man on our roster, and you may give her instruction,” he
said, and the mage shut up.

I stroked the arm of my coat, which
was brown leather with a brown lining, and had all kinds of little
pockets—for weapons, I assumed. I didn’t have many weapons, but I
could think of other things that could go in there. I wouldn’t have
to carry a purse!

And then something suddenly made
sense. “You had this in your room,” I said, looking up at Pritkin.
“That’s why it responded when I came in. You spelled it for
me.”

He nodded tersely. “Made a smaller
clone of own, but added some additional protection.” The scowl
intensified. “I never know what you’re going to be up
to.”

I hugged it; it felt warm. It also did
look just like his, down to a scuff on one arm. War mage coats were
spelled to be self-healing, but I guess that depends on the damage,
and Pritkin’s got damaged a lot.

“Thank you,” I said,
wanting to spin around and watch it twirl out, I didn’t know
why.

I felt like I’d just gotten a
ring.

But we had company, so I
refrained.

One of the other war mages cleared his
throat, and when I looked up, he was smiling. “Made my girl one,
too,” he said. “Of course, she’s in the Corps. She works
secretarial upstairs, but she wanted one. You know, to look
cool.”

“This isn’t about how it
looks,” Pritkin told him. “Cassie fights more than you
do.”

He didn’t look happy about
it.

Of course, neither was I. But if we
played our cards right with Jonathan, maybe we wouldn’t have to so
much anymore. “Billy?” I said.

A ghostly head popped out of
Jonathan’s neck, making him look like a two-headed man for a
moment. “Nothing. That damned song just echoes everywhere. He’s
been trained for this, Cass. I don’t think you’re gonna get
anything outta this one.”

“Come on out,” I told him,
and he breathed a sigh of relief.

Billy floated a little way off, and
Jonathan’s eyes followed him. My own narrowed, because he shouldn’t
have been able to see him. Almost no mages could. That was reserved
for clairvoyants, some of the demon races, and the kind of
necromancers who specialized in ghosts—and the latter were few and
far between.

“You can see him,” I
accused.

“I can see many things,”
Jonathan crooned. “Things you people
wouldn't believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion.
C-beams glittering in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those
moments will be lost in time—” the vague gaze suddenly sharpened.
“Like you. Like your people. Like your precious court when I’m
finished with—”

Pritkin didn’t hit him that
time. He didn’t get a chance. Because,
suddenly, I felt it—all of Mircea’s ruthlessness kicking in, to the
point that, when I grabbed Jonathan’s hair again, I also bared
fangs I didn’t have.

“Give it to me!”

He stared up at me, the gray eyes
contemptuous. “No.”

And it swamped me. Not just
my own emotions, but the fury of a master defied, combined with his
rage at the man who had dared to hurt one of his own. Mircea could
smell my blood through the bond, knew I’d been injured, knew the
one who had done it was right
there.

It was everything I could do not to
tear Jonathan’s throat out with my blunt human teeth.

But Mircea had a better
idea.

I watched as ghostly hands sank into
the slick blond head, but this time, they weren’t Billy’s. It
looked like I’d put on silvery gloves, ones that were now sliding
off my fingertips and into the mage’s mind. Cold, cold, I felt him
start, reacting to the chill. And then cry out, as those hands
suddenly clenched.

“Give it to me or I’ll rip
your mind apart and take it.”

The voice was mine; the
words Mircea’s. But I meant every one of them. This wasn’t play
time. Something was wrong here, something was very wrong, and I
needed to know what it was. I needed to know right freaking
now.

And, suddenly, I did. Not a coherent
stream of thoughts, but pieces, images, especially one in
particular. One so shocking that my hands sprang away from the
sweaty head—both sets of them. For a moment, the mage and I just
stared at each other.

And then I was fumbling with the
bloody shirt he wore, ripping it open.

“Fuck!” A war mage
exclaimed. It wasn’t Pritkin. He was deathly quiet, as was Jonas,
both of them staring along with me at the . . . thing . . . on
Jonathan’s stomach.

It was moving.

Someone sounded like they
were losing their lunch. Someone else cursed and yet another voice
loudly proclaimed: “What the hell?”

“What the hell indeed,”
Jonas said, bending closer. He looked up at me, and for once, there
was nothing of the doddering old man in sight. His eyes were as
sharp as knives. “What is it?”

I bent closer as well, to what looked
like a face protruding out of Jonathan’s stomach. It was off to the
side slightly, and looked to have forced some of his ribs out of
the way, leaving strange protrusions in the flesh around it. But I
doubt most people would have noticed.

Because the face was
screaming.

It was silent and blind, the whole
thing covered by the pasty, slightly hairy skin of his torso. But
the mouth was open and working, and the slight lumps of the eyes
were moving under the skin as if desperately trying to see. It was
too indistinct to make out facial features, but then, I didn’t need
them.

I’d already seen her inside his
head.

I put a hand to the working mass, and
somebody cursed again. And then I pushed through it, with ghostly
fingers that finally made contact with what little was left . . .
of an acolyte. “Jo,” I murmured, and heard her scream my
name.

Even in her madness, she
knew me, and she was mad. Completely, gibberingly crazy, which . . . yeah. I would
have been, too.

“You’re supposed to be
dead,” I said, more to myself than to her. I could already tell
that I wouldn’t be getting any help there.

But I got some from another,
unexpected source.

“Dead. What is dead?”
Jonathan asked, his fingers stroking the side of her trapped face,
causing her to flinch away. “Pretty pet isn’t dead. She lives, oh
yes, she does. And feeds me.”

“With the Pythian power,” I
said, leaning on Mircea’s emotions to keep from losing my shit.
Master vampires took this sort of thing a lot more in stride than I
did.

Jonathan looked up at me, and this
time, the pale eyes were shining. He was proud of himself, I
realized sickly. He wanted someone to know how clever he’d been,
and since I’d already guessed it, why not crow a little?

“You killed most of her,”
he told me. “But she was a necromancer. She liked
ghosts.”

Once again, his eyes went to Billy,
who shivered all over. “Okay. Skeeved out now.”

“Yes, she liked ghosts,” I
said. “But that . . . isn’t one.”

In fact, I didn’t know what it was.
I’d seen it in his mind, seen him stroking it and talking to it, as
he was now. But I hadn’t gotten an explanation.

Not one that I could understand,
anyway.

“It’s part of a ghost,” he
said, looking down fondly. “She was going to face you, but she was
afraid. Pretty little goddess is savage, sometimes.”

“So she did . . . what?” I
asked through numb lips, hoping I was wrong.

“She told me about it, you
see? Chimera, isn’t that what it’s called?” He looked up, and once
again, the strange, colorless eyes met mine. There was nothing sane
in them, but there was intelligence, and cunning.

“Shouldn’t be
chimera—stupid name. It means something composed of disparate
parts, like the Greek original. A monster with the body of a lion,
the head of a goat, and a snake for a tail. You lot called your
little spell that, when all it does is chop you in half. Stupid
name,” he said again, running fingertips over Jo’s blind
eyes.

“Not so stupid
now.”

I felt an icy shiver run down my
spine, and I wasn’t the only one. Billy was bobbing up and down a
little way off, because he hadn’t bothered to materialize all the
way. But what I could see of him looked horrified, with wide eyes
and a hand over his mouth.

I felt numb; just numb. And surer than
ever that Jonathan was mad. Because I knew what he’d
done.

“She created a chimera
copy, before going to fight me, didn’t she?” I asked. “So that, if
she lost, her soul would snap back into her second
body.”

But he shook his head. “No, no. That
would have halved her power, and she wanted all of it to deal with
you. No, she carved off a little piece of herself, just a tiny bit
of soul, and took the rest with her. Instead of fifty-fifty, it was
more like ninety-five to five. The soul she left in Faerie was so
small, it couldn’t animate her body at all. She couldn’t even sit
up.

“It was a kindness,
really.”

“A kindness?”

He blinked. “When I took her back into
this world. Faerie manifests bodies for souls, thus the spell
hadn’t had to make an extra, you see? But once you leave, those
bodies fall away, leaving only—”

“The soul
itself.”

He nodded. “I welded it to mine, that
little piece, and when she died, it survived. She’s a part of me
now. She’ll always be a part of me—”

He’d started stroking the face again,
but he suddenly stopped, and looked up. “I’ll make you a part of
me, too,” he promised. “Won’t let them just kill you, no, no. Told
them so. They said I could have you, once they were done. Well,
part of you, anyway—"

He suddenly cut off, but not because
he’d planned to.

But because Pritkin had all but put a
fist through his face.
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Chapter
Thirty-Three

 


“We’re not going anywhere until you calm down,” Jonas
said.

“I’ll calm down when he’s
dead!” Pritkin snarled, his hair as wild as his eyes. Which were
less worrying than the little filaments of what looked like
lightning that were fritzing off his coat and attacking things in
the small room where we’d ended up.

I didn’t think he was doing it on
purpose, but it was wreaking havoc anyway. Already, a small lamp
was a smoking nub, having gone up almost as soon as we came in. But
there were also several black marks on the walls, a small fire on a
table top, and a now-missing secretarial type, who had gotten an
electric goose on the way out the door.

I was fine. Mentally, there was some
white noise between my ears that was probably shock, but I was busy
ignoring it. A lifetime of compartmentalization does have its
advantages. It would wear off eventually and I’d probably go
screaming down a hallway, but right now, I was fine.

That included the physical, although I
wasn’t sure why. I didn’t think Pritkin could fully control his
magic right now. But my pretty new coat might have had something to
do with it. It was bristling all over, with the little pockets
fluttering up and the belt snaking out to poke the air warningly
whenever he stalked back this way.

In any case, I hadn’t been zapped yet,
for which I was grateful.

I would have been even more grateful
if the tea that the secretary had had delivered for his break was
still hot. It didn’t look like he’d gotten a chance to drink
any—there was still a full pot—but it must have been there for a
while. Even a knitted green tea cozy hadn’t been enough to hold in
the heat.

It was a shame, I thought, taking off
the top and peering inside. I’d like some tea. It still smelled
really good, but there was nothing worse than lukewarm—

And then it got zapped, when Pritkin
came back this way again, causing steam to boil out of the
opening.

Well, that worked out, I thought, and
poured myself a cup.

Pritkin slammed his hands down onto
the table, hard enough to make the pot jump and a little Earl Gray
slosh out onto the cozy. Luckily, I had the cup in my hands. I
sipped tea, which seemed to enrage him even further, if that was
possible.

“Why does he want you?”
Pritkin demanded, flinging out a hand at the guy next
door.

“The same reason he wanted
Jo, probably.”

“Who he already has! Why
does he need you as well? And did you know he was planning to
capture you before you deliberately went
back to confront him?”

That was a lot of questions at once,
which was good. There were a few in there that I didn’t want to
answer because I preferred Pritkin alive and I was pretty sure the
truth would give him a heart attack. So, I chose the easy
one.

“I didn’t know he was going
to be there at all. I was expecting another fey—”

Aaaaand that hadn’t been the right
answer, either.

“Yes! Because a fey assassin is so much better!”

I took a moment to sip tea, and to
give myself a chance to come up with an answer that wasn’t an
emphatic agreement, but nothing came to mind. And then Jonas pulled
him off, giving me a reprieve. I still didn’t manage to come up
with a reply, however, because my brain was shorted out.

I found myself watching Jonathan
instead.

That was easy, since the small room
was adjacent to the larger one we’d just been in, with a two-way
mirror separating them. Jonathan was still slumped in his seat
while the medic attended to him. The two were surrounded by no
fewer than six hulking war mages, with another dozen having arrived
and arrayed themselves around the room.

I wasn’t completely sure if they were
there for Jonathan, who wasn’t looking up to attacking anybody
right now, or Pritkin, who’d had to be dragged off him. Something
that . . . hadn’t gone well. Which was probably why several more
mages were awaiting the medic’s attention, and why a bright yellow
light was strobing the room.

The young medic finally finished with
his patient and went on to Pritkin’s battered comrades. That gave
me a better view of the prisoner, although with the flashing lights
and hedge of leather coats, I still couldn’t see him too well. But
what I could see . . . was disturbing.

Jonathan should have looked
vulnerable; most people would have in that situation, especially
most people who weren’t much healthier looking than a concentration
camp victim. His ribs were clearly visible, along with too-sharp
elbows and knees, and ridiculously long toes which he was currently
picking at. His cheeks were sunken, and his skin had an unhealthy,
sallow cast to it. It did not compliment the greasy blond hair or
the dark circles under his eyes.

And that wasn’t even counting the
pulverized mess that Pritkin had made out of his face.

Yeah, Jonathan should have looked
pretty damned pathetic.

He didn’t.

Maybe because he didn’t
appear to be worried about his current predicament, which
worried me. He
had the air of a man waiting at a bus stop for a ride that was
overdue, or somebody in line at McDonald’s wishing they’d hire more
cashiers. Not frightened or apprehensive or anything that one would
expect from someone in the Corps’ less-than-gentle hands, where
“accidents” had been known to happen.

The Corps was on the side of the
angels, but they weren’t very angelic and everybody knew
it.

Yet Jonathan just sat there, looking
vaguely bored.

Unlike his guardians. The
war mages were tense, and one of them had a hand hovering just over
his potion belt, like he was trying to decide which concoction he’d
like to use to end our problem. I found myself wishing that he’d
slip up, make a mistake, have a fit and do
it, which said a lot about my own state of
mind, I wasn’t sure why.

Okay, that was a lie; I knew exactly
why.

Jonathan wasn’t looking around at the
moment, or at anything other than his overgrown cuticles. And I
wouldn’t have been able to see his eyes from here anyway,
especially with all that hair in his face. But I could see them in
my mind, almost colorless, mad as a hatter’s—and hungry.

Jonas had told me once that the crazy
bastard was almost a thousand years old. That was something like
five times the average lifespan for a mage, and at least four for
the longest-lived ones, the kind who ended up on the news like
humans did who passed a hundred. Yet Jonathan looked thirty, maybe
thirty-five.

It was an unhealthy thirty-five, sure,
but there were no crows’ feet at the corners of those strange eyes,
no sagging jowls, and no gray in the hair. Jonathan appeared
ageless, but it wasn’t because of a glamourie. It was because of
magic.

Magical humans lived longer than
normal ones because their bodies were like a hybrid car: they
received energy both from the food they ate as well as from the
magic they gleaned from the world around them. They were like
fleshy talismans, which was one reason they didn’t fight
effectively in Faerie: once the magic they had in their bodies
dried up, they couldn’t obtain any more to replace it. Earth fed
them; Faerie didn’t.

But Earth wasn’t the only thing
feeding Jonathan.

Centuries ago, he’d started the
popular dark mage habit of stealing other people’s magic and using
it to enhance his own. It had worked, giving him more power and an
enhanced lifespan, but it came with a price—and I don’t mean just
madness. But rather the same one that every drug user eventually
discovers: the high didn’t last.

According to Jonas, Jonathan’s need
for magic had grown year by year, especially once he surpassed his
normal lifetime and was basically living off of nothing else. His
body should have disintegrated into powder by now, even his bones
gone cracked and yellow and brittle. Yet, there he was, picking at
his damned toes.

And using an absolute crap ton of
magic to stay that way.

So, yeah, I thought he was telling the
truth when he’d said he didn’t plan to kill me. He’d come back for
me, all right, but to capture not to kill. He’d started grafting
souls onto his body, like adding apps onto a phone, and I was
supposed to be his next upgrade. There to add to his power, but
with none of my own, and no say in what mine was used for. Or any
way to stop the process or even to die and make the torture
end.

I wondered if Jo had enough
mind left to understand what had happened to her. I really hoped
not. I’d had to kill her twice now—once her body and once her soul,
or most of it—but I’d taken no pleasure in it. I’d even felt a
little sorry for her, ostracized and excluded from the world
despite her talent, simply because necromancy was feared by the
magical community. But I had
been relieved when she was gone; even in life,
she’d been more than a little crazy.

But not like that.

Jesus, not like that!

“Cassie.” That was
Pritkin’s voice, and it sounded a little calmer.

I turned back to see that he looked
it, too. At least, he was no longer fritzing like an overloaded
circuit. He didn’t look much happier, however, when he took a
chair, put it in front of me, and straddled the back.

“Talk to me.”

“I probably should have
mentioned this sooner,” I said, “but I didn’t want to worry
you.”

“Worry me.” It was
flat.

“And because we already
knew that the Black Circle wanted me dead, so it didn’t seem like
news . . .”

I trailed off, because Jonas wasn’t
looking too pleased, either. He’d acquired his own chair, although
he sat in it the usual way. “Don’t mind me,” he said. “I’m just
here to get caught up.”

“You already know part of
it,” I said. “You told it to me. Jonathan might have started out as
a man, but he’s a monster now, driven by nothing but the unending
lust for power. You said he has to have it, more and more each
year, that his life literally depends on it.”

Jonas nodded. “It is safe to say that
magic—stolen magic—is the only thing holding him together, at this
point.”

“But for how long? I’ve
heard people say that dark mages get ‘high’ on magic, like it’s a
drug.”

“It reacts much the same
way,” Jonas agreed, glancing at Pritkin, who was just staring at
me, like he’d like to bore a hole in my head and let all my secrets
pour out.

Only he wouldn’t like that.

He wouldn’t like that at
all.

“It not only gives them an
energy boost, it also produces a very obvious high, in sufficient
quantities,” Jonas added.

“Yeah. So, what if it acts
like a drug in other ways, too? Dorina—Mircea’s daughter—seemed to
think so. She came to see me a month ago, after that senate meeting
that the covens crashed.”

Jonas’s eyebrows went up. “Memorable
evening.”

Yeah, you could call it that. Trying
to get everybody on board for this invasion had not been easy,
especially when half the parties involved hated the other half. But
we’d managed, partly because of a power play that had left me so
drained that I passed out. And when I woke up—

I’d found a dangerous predator sitting
on my bed.

She’d looked like her mother, although
I hadn’t known that then. But the resemblance was striking. Same
liquid dark eyes, same lovely features, same dark brown hair,
although hers was straight and cut short.

It hadn’t affected her
beauty.

“She wanted to ask me for a
favor,” I said. “To leave Jonathan to her, or if I caught him, to
bring him back alive so that she could have him.”

“Strange request,” Jonas
said mildly.

I shook my head. “Not for a dhampir.
They’re . . . touchy. Anyway, she wanted to give him to her lover,
Louis-Cesare. He’s a senate member—”

“We know who he is!”
Pritkin said, suddenly speaking up. “What does he have to do with
Jonathan?”

“He was trapped by him,” I
said simply, not beating around the bush because neither man was in
the mood for it. “Vampires can draw power from their families, so
Jonathan used him like a battery for a while, draining him almost
to the point of death, day after day, to get the life magic he
needed. Then, overnight, Louis-Cesare’s family would replenish him,
healing him, bringing him back from the brink. Only to have
Jonathan come in and do it all over again the next day.”

Pritkin said a bad word, but Jonas
nodded. He’d been at the meeting where some of that had come out.
“That would explain why we have a formal request from the senate to
be allowed to ‘question’ the mage, should we ever capture him,”
Jonas said. “Somehow, I do not think they plan to return him in one
piece.”

“You haven’t explained what
all this has to do with you,” Pritkin snapped, staying on
point.

Yeah. Been trying to avoid that, I
thought. But there was no chance of it now.

“Jonathan captured
Louis-Cesare a while ago,” I said. “I don’t know exactly when, but
I got the impression that it might be a few centuries back. Yet he
was already using enough magic to need to drain a master vampire,
over and over again, to obtain it. I don’t know how much that is,
but I’m thinking . . . a lot?”

Jonas nodded. “Safe to
say.”

“Well, there you
go.”

“There we go—what?” Pritkin
demanded, which said a lot about how upset he still was. Normally,
he was a couple steps ahead of me, whenever I tried to explain
anything, but he was too angry to think clearly.

Which meant I was going to have to
spell it out.

“What if illicit magic
really is like a drug? And, like a drug, a person develops first a
taste for it, then a dependency, and then an ever-increasing need?
One that, eventually, they can’t sustain anymore?”

“Ah,” Jonas said. “You
think he’s afraid that, one day, even all the Black Circle’s
reserves won’t be enough for his needs.”

I nodded. “Unless, of course, he comes
up with a new source of energy, one far more potent than any other
on Earth. The remnant of an ancient god, but still bright and alive
after all these years. The Pythian power would be practically
inexhaustible, at least for a human’s needs—”

“But he has that already,
does he not? With the acolyte, Jo, or what remains of
her?”

I shook my head. “That’s not how the
power works. You don’t get an all access pass. An acolyte could let
him channel a small stream of it, yes, but only a Pythia could
really open the floodgates and let it all—”

I cut off because Pritkin had just
thrown his chair across the room.

The two-way mirror shattered, and he
was through the opening a second later, almost before I registered
what had happened.

Three huge war mages were quicker on
the draw, and jumped him before he’d gotten halfway across the
room, but he sent them flying with a spell that I guessed you
weren’t supposed to use on your fellow mages. Because the yellow
light abruptly went orange and then red when more mages joined the
party and started fighting back. Pritkin broke free again—how I
didn’t see—but the pause had given the other corpsmen a chance to
get a barrier up between him and Jonathan.

He slammed into it, and then slapped
it with both hands, and if looks could kill . . .

They wouldn’t have bothered Jonathan,
I thought, who was still looking vaguely bored. He lolled at
Pritkin drunkenly, but without any real fear. I guessed when you
had other people’s faces sticking out of your stomach, your
threshold for that sort of thing changes.

Mine, on the other hand, had just
about been reached.

I walked to the door like a normal
person, which several more mages were guarding. I hadn’t seen them
from the inside, but I guessed that Pritkin had known they’d be
there, which was why he’d taken an alternate route. They let Jonas
and me by with no trouble, however, and I reentered the
interrogation chamber, or whatever it was.

Pritkin was being dragged backwards
by—I shit you not—something like twelve mages. They couldn’t all
get a hand on him, but I guess they were there for the principle.
Jonas went to rescue his commander, but I went in the other
direction.

And stopped in front of the shimmering
barrier that was now guarding Jonathan.

“That fey you sent,” I
said. “The assassin. You didn’t mean him for me.”

Jonathan looked surprised. “No, no,
course not. Came back for you, yes, once I knew where you’d be. So
hard to find. Hop, hop, hop all over the timeline, never in one
place for long. But I knew you’d be there then. Watched the whole
thing from afar.”

He frowned. “Didn’t expect two of
you.”

“And the first time? Who
was the fey after then?”

“Why, the mage of course.”
His eyes took in Pritkin, who was still buried under a pile of
Corpsmen. “Angry mage.”

“Why him? What did you want
with him?”

Jonathan’s colorless eyes met mine,
and he finally found something interesting, after all. Because he
burst out laughing, and laughed, and laughed, and laughed some
more, to the point that it turned into a cackle. “Still don’t see.
Can’t see, won’t see—”

“Can’t see
what?”

“There must be
three.”
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Chapter
Thirty-Four

 


I took a nap.

There was nothing else to do since
Pritkin had gotten thrown in the brig to cool down and I couldn’t
shift back to court. And probably wouldn’t be able to until
tomorrow sometime. And since nobody had thought to offer me a room,
maybe because there weren’t any extras right now, I ended up back
in the hobbit hole.

It didn’t look much better than it had
when I’d fought a dark mage here, but that had been days ago now,
and somebody had picked the place up a little. And changed the
sheets on the bed, although they hadn’t gone to the extremes of
actually making it up. Because let’s not get crazy here.

But the sheet changing must have been
at least a day ago, because they smelled like Pritkin. Fresh and
clean, but with an overlay of magic and gunpowder, his signature
scent. I shucked my pretty new coat, crawled in, wadded up a pillow
and fell off the face of the Earth.

I awoke an indeterminate amount of
time later, with gummy eyes and a head full of whispers, and the
impression that I hadn’t rested very well. I got up, feeling hungry
and rumpled and sweaty and faintly ill. My body wasn’t happy with
the care it had been receiving lately, and didn’t mind letting me
know it.

The mirror in the bathroom showed me
back a cheerful, perfectly made up, well rested face, which was
starting to seem kind of obscene at this point. I frowned at
myself, and still looked perky. I scowled and looked like a
constipated Kewpie doll.

I gave up and decided that a shower
might help.

And discovered that the one
in Pritkin’s bathroom was better than it looked. The water pressure
was hard enough to count as a decent massage, and the temperature
was hot. Plus,
the pounding that my sore muscles were taking was helping to
distract from the whispers, which were getting louder.

They were pissed at Jonas. He wanted
to question Jonathan, rather than kill him, and had promised that
the mad mage would be kept drugged so that he couldn’t shift away.
Normally, that would have been enough for me, since we needed all
the info we could get. But Pritkin wasn’t happy and
Mircea—

Mircea wanted
blood.

A lot of it. Red and hot and dripping
down his chin after he finished feasting on his enemy.
Literally.

It was extremely strange to have him
and Pritkin agree on anything, but on the subject of Jonathan, they
were not only simpatico, they were practically twins. It was . . .
kind of creepy. And scary, with the voice in my head getting louder
by the minute.

Not that Mircea was usually so
bloodthirsty, being one of the more even-tempered master vamps I
knew. But he wasn’t emotionally stable right now, and it seemed
like questioning Jonathan had done something to the tentative
equilibrium we’d established. It was beginning to feel like I was
possessed by a furious demon, trying to rip, to claw, to destroy
his enemies—and mine.

Because we were one, we
were unified, and we were furiously angry at the arbitrary decision
by the Circle to take our prisoner. His blood was ours; his
death ours. We’d
bled to capture him, risked our life to drag him back. How dare
they take our prize from us? How dare they command us to do
anything?
We would teach them what respect meant, and
afterward, we would teach him,
over days,
what pain really—

I sank down onto my haunches, hands
over my ears, but that didn’t help when the voice was coming from
the inside. Mircea was strong mentally—so damned strong! I hadn’t
realized just how much until now, as the demon howled and raged.
Until I started to be afraid that, pretty soon, I was going to be
howling and raging right along with him.

“It will break you,” I
heard Rhea’s worried voice say, and for the first time, I thought
she might be right.

Which was why I shut the connection
down hard. So much so that I actually felt it, like a rubber band
twanging in my head. I hadn’t severed it; I couldn’t afford that,
and neither could Mircea. But I had stomped on it, like putting a
foot on a water hose. Turning the flood of emotions into a trickle
and allowing me to breathe again.

God, that was better!

That was so much better!

I staggered back to my feet and put
soapy hands on the wall to steady me. I needed all the help I could
get, because other thoughts were trying to muscle into the now
echoing quiet. Thoughts of Jonathan, of the war, of heads on torsos
where they had no business being, endlessly screaming—

Until I shut them down, too. Because
screw this, screw all of this! For a moment, I just stood there and
tried not to think at all.

It worked surprisingly well. The
shower was tiled, I guess because the spray would have turned the
thing into a mudslide every time you tried to bathe otherwise, and
they were somehow still cool. They made a nice contrast with the
water, and felt good against my too hot skin when I rested my
aching head on them.

I liked this shower, I
decided.

I might just live in here a
while.

And then somebody joined
me.

I looked blearily over my shoulder.
“They let you out of jail already?”

“Wasn’t in jail,” Pritkin
said. “I was ‘briefly detained’.”

“Ah.” It wasn’t a quippy
comeback, but in my defense, a naked war mage pressed up against
your back is quite a distraction.

That was even more true when he
commandeered the washcloth, and began sliding a soapy rag all over
my battered body. The glamourie still covered my face, but the rest
of me wasn’t looking so hot right now. I expected a lecture about
that, but didn’t get one. I didn’t get any conversation at all, in
fact, which was nice.

Really nice, I thought, as the rag
dipped between my legs.

But nothing happened except for me
getting clean. And then rubbed down with a big, somewhat scratchy
towel, because war mages don’t believe in luxuries. Sometimes, I’d
swear they were an order of monks!

Or maybe not, I thought, turning
around. And noting that somebody was feeling frisky. I tried to
lend a hand, only to have my wrist caught.

“Not a chance.”

I looked up into still burning green
eyes, and felt confused. A half incubus—especially one deprived of
sex by the demon high council for something like a century—did not
turn down a naked, freshly scrubbed, warm and willing partner.
Unless it was this half incubus.

He frog marched me over to the messy
bed instead, and pushed me down, face-first.

Okay, I thought, cheering up; this
could work.

Only to find out that it was time for
first aid. Very stinky first aid, in the form of some foul smelling
grayish-green goop that got slathered all over every cut, abrasion,
and tiny bruise he could find. Including one that I’d gotten
horsing around with the girls the other day, and which had nothing
to do with dark mages or impromptu ski trips through the bowels of
HQ.

I sighed. This was not sexy. “This is
not sexy,” I told Pritkin.

“You’re not up to
sexy.”

“How do you
know?”

“Incubus.”

Hard to argue with that.

But I tried, anyway. “Maybe we could
work up to it?”

“How about this?” he said,
and bent low, until his body was flush with mine and his hot breath
was ruffling the damp curls at the base of my neck.

“That’s a good start,” I
mumbled into the pillow. “Now talk dirty to me.”

“A new pizza place just
opened in the crossroads.”

“Pizza?” I heard my stomach
rumble encouragement. I turned my head to the side. “What kind of
pizza?”

“Deep. Very deep. Thick and
meaty—”

“How thick?”

“As thick as you can
handle.”

“I can handle a
lot.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,”
he growled, his lips almost touching my skin. My body shivered all
over.

“What about the sauce?” I
breathed.

“Oh, the sauce. Rich and
creamy, or hot and spicy. Your choice.”

“That’s a hard choice.” I
looked over my shoulder, and saw green eyes laughing at me. “Half
‘n half?”

“Half and half sounds
good.” He got up and tossed me my clothes. “Get
dressed.”

I got dressed in record time,
grumbling all the while about the lack of room service. But the
hobbit hole really wasn’t made for eating in. And HQ was basically
a buried army base, and didn’t do a lot of frills.

As it turned out, they didn’t do a lot
of crowd control, either.

“What’s going on?” I asked
Pritkin, as we got buffeted this way and that as soon as we left
his room.

“Dinner time for an
invasion force,” he said grimly, holding my hand. And taking the
brunt of the jostling from the crowd now clogging the
corridor.

It didn’t get any better on the way to
the crossroads, which seemed to be where everybody was headed.
Pritkin paused to knock some sense into a couple of misbehaving
recruits, who’d magicked a fake donkey’s head onto a poor janitor,
stopped a fight between two others, and left a third plastered to
the side of the women’s locker room, where the ladies had doused
him in some sticky white stuff and fixed him in place, like a piece
of wall art.

“Are . . . are you sure you
want to do that?” I asked, looking at the desperate face on the guy
as we just kept walking.

Pritkin shrugged. “He’ll figure out
how to get down eventually. But he’ll probably miss a meal, which
might teach him something.”

And then we hit the main
event, and I felt my stomach sink. It looked like we were all going
to miss dinner. Because the usually wide-open space was
packed.

The crossroads were already shoulder
to shoulder, with more people pouring in every minute. All the body
heat made the place hot, muggy, and claustrophobic, despite the
size. The top of the great cavern had been magicked to reflect the
view outside, which was a star covered sky peering through some
trees, I guess to make it feel roomier. But it only did so
much.

“We’re not getting any
pizza, are we?” I asked Pritkin, when the crowd threw me into his
back for the third time.

He’d stopped to break up fight number
two, because rank has its responsibilities. But I guess it had its
privileges, as well. Because a moment later, he pulled me into a
bare rock face, which turned out to be an illusion covering a set
of steps. Which we took up to a stone-cut corridor and
then—

“Oh,” I said, looking
around.

The corridor had let out
onto a landing, with another set of steps going down into a
restaurant. Only, despite what Pritkin had said, it didn’t look new
to me. It could have been a pub straight out of Tudor times, with a
forest of wooden tables, a floor of thick
oak planks, and a high, heavily timbered ceiling. There were white
plastered walls, iron candelabras casting puddles of light here and
there, and even more light spilling out of a huge fireplace of
stacked stone.

It was a big room, but despite the
size, there was not a tiny bit of free space. A crowd of people
were clustered around the door, waiting for tables, even more were
piled up around the periphery or leaning on the bar to eat, because
they’d decided to do without one. Meanwhile, a bunch of harried
looking waitstaff were almost running to try to keep up with
demand.

There was nobody on the landing where
we were standing, however, or on the balcony branching off from it
on both sides, probably because it was being used as a supply
room.

A guy in stained chef’s whites passed
us carrying a crate of tomatoes, with a hurried “pardon,” and
Pritkin caught his arm. “Is Tobias here?”

“Can’t you tell?” the guy
grimaced, just as a pot came flying out of an open door on the
other side of the balcony. Followed by a rant that would have done
Gordon Ramsey proud.

“Oh, good,” Pritkin said,
and headed that way.

I followed, since he still had hold of
my hand, and we ended up in a cramped kitchen with too many chefs
and a mass of waiting order slips like fluttering wallpaper. Yet
the sheer amount of food being loaded onto a trio of dumbwaiters to
be sent down to the bar below was staggering. They were whizzing up
and down like elevators on steroids.

Meanwhile, cooks were muscling in the
door with crates of raw materials, because I guessed the day’s prep
had been used up a while ago; more cooks were trying to clean some
spills before anybody broke their necks; and even more were yelling
at the chef, at each other, and at a poor waiter, who had shown up
with a pizza that some goofball had sent back.

“For what?” the chef demanded. He was a
tall, rotund, florid faced guy with gray-streaked red hair peeking
out from under his toque, which clearly matched his
temper.

“H-he says it’s a bit burnt
‘round the edges,” the waiter said, looking like he’d enjoy
disappearing into the floor.

“It’s a wood fired pizza,
you dolt! It’s supposed
to be burnt! Tell him he can either eat it or
I’ll personally come down there and shove it up his—”

“Tobias!” Pritkin called
out, and the chef glanced our way.

And, suddenly, he was all smiles. He
strode over and grabbed Pritkin’s hand. “John, you old bugger! Good
t’see you. And who’s this, then?”

“Tobias, I’d like to
present our new Pythia, Cassie Palmer.”

“Of course, of course! Seen
your pretty face in the papers,” Tobias said, and winked at me.
Before grabbing my hand, too, and rather aggressively kissing
it.

“Is the chef’s table
available?” Pritkin asked.

“For our Pythia?
Naturally.” He snapped his fingers, and a skinny guy with a mop
came running. “Take care of our guests. Wine, bread, new
tablecloth. And get their orders.” He beamed at me some more. “I’ll
make yours myself.”

“Thanks?” I said, because
the kitchen had five brick ovens built into the walls, all of which
were running full out. It was at least a hundred degrees in there
and probably hotter.

I wasn’t sure that the chef’s table
was going to be a lot of fun.

But it ended up being better than I’d
thought. For one thing, it wasn’t the ‘chef’s table’ so much as the
chef’s actual table, as in the one where he and his senior cooks
took their breaks. As such, it was outside the purgatory of the
kitchen and on the other side of the landing, shoved into a nook
behind a wall of wine boxes and some crates full of
eggplants.

It was actually a reasonable
temperature this far away, and not nearly as loud as I’d thought.
The crates blocked off some of the sound from below, and the
surrounding rock seemed to insulate us even more. It wasn’t exactly
quiet—Tobias could be heard every now and then, cursing up a storm;
pots and pans crashed in the kitchen; cooks rushed back and forth
along the balcony, ferrying ingredients to the ovens’ insatiable
gullets; and the background roar of conversation from below rose
and fell like the ocean.

Yet it was weirdly cozy.

The light probably had something to do
with that. It was dim, with most of it coming from the kitchen,
through a narrow gap between the crates and the wall. Although
there was also a half-burned candle stuck in a wine bottle in the
center of the table, pretending to be useful. The new table cloth
was pristine, the wine was tasty, and the menus were
straightforward pub grub, with a heavy emphasis on Italian
specialties.

But I already knew what I wanted.
“Pizza,” I told the waiter emphatically.

He stumbled, and his sweaty shock of
brown hair almost hit the table. I grabbed his arm, trying to
steady him, before belatedly realizing that he was attempting to
bow. We both stared at each other for a moment in mutual
embarrassment, and then both laughed.

It was turning into a crazy
night.

“Pizza,” he agreed, as
somebody else delivered salads and bread. “Deep dish will take a
little longer, but it’s worth it.”

“I can wait,” I said, and
Pritkin nodded. We settled on green pepper, Italian sausage and
onions, and the waiter hurried off with the mop he was still
carrying.

I dipped warm, fresh baked bread into
an oil and herb mixture, took a bite, and my eyes flew open. I
quickly finished the whole piece, before making a sound of pure
pleasure. “Oh, yeah. Oh, that’s good.”

Pritkin’s lips quirked.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just learned
how to reliably get a moan out of you.”

“I hadn’t noticed you
having any trouble.”

That got me an actual
smile, but nothing else, unless you counted him eating an olive at
me. Which probably should
count, I thought, noticing the way the
candlelight played across his lips and turned his eyes
emerald. I found myself just
watching him eat salad for a while, admiring the
way the shifting light caught the faint blond beard along his jaw.
I sometimes wondered why he didn’t grow the full thing, because he
hated to shave and wasn’t trying to be sexily scruffy.

Although that was working out pretty
well, frankly.

Down girl, I thought, and switched the
subject to the least sexy thing I could think of before I got in
trouble.

“What’s the big deal about
three?”







 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_61bc8319a91ffeab7c9f0d4758ab5018_uhYwzs_html_431bb2af.jpg]


Chapter
Thirty-Five

 


Pritkin looked up from his salad with a puzzled expression.
“What?”

“Something Jonathan said.
That there must be three.”

Pritkin frowned, probably because he’d
been buried under a mountain of mages at the time, and hadn’t heard
him. “He said a lot of things. The man is clearly mad.”

“Yeah, but I keep hearing
that one.”

“Keep hearing
what?”

“Three. The number has been
coming up a lot lately.” First from Tami, then from that weird
experience in the Pythian library, and now from a crazy dark mage.
“It’s like it’s haunting me.”

“You would
know.”

“Pritkin! I’m
serious!”

He decided to indulge me, probably
because he’d finished his salad. Which meant that he was out of
food for the moment, since he had this weird thing about not eating
bread with bread. Like with pasta or pizza, which was basically the
same thing, at least according to him. It was an insane opinion to
have, but I couldn’t shake him from it and had stopped
trying.

He leaned back against the wall with a
glass of wine. “How much time do you have?”

“Come again?”

“It’s a big
subject.”

“Is it?”

He nodded. “Throughout
history, the number three has been fundamental to how we understand
the world. The space we inhabit is
measured in length, width, and height. Time is measured in past,
present, and future.” He paused, and I just sat there,
expectant.

Until I realized that he was smiling
slightly. “What?” I asked.

“What are you waiting
for?”

“For the rest—” I stopped,
realizing that I had unconsciously been waiting—for another example. I
frowned.

“The third instance would
be body, mind, and spirit,” he continued, “which is how we
understand ourselves. But the fact that you knew—instinctively—that
there was a third
example indicates how our minds classify things.

“But . . . that’s just how
people talk.”

“Yes. Because it’s how they
think. People have always seen the world in threes. Look at
religion: Christianity is fundamentally
based on the Trinity—the father, son and holy spirit. The magi gave Christ three
gifts, the devil tempted him three times, and he rose from the dead
after three days. Even the Christian
universe is traditionally seen as having three expressions:
the upper world of heaven, the middle world of
Earth, and the underworld of hell.”

“Okay,” I said, not really
seeing where he was going with this.

“The Greeks were also
particularly fond of the number: there were three Fates,
three Graces, three Gorgons and three Furies.
There were three brothers who ruled over three realms: Zeus, Hades
and Poseidon. Artemis—your mother—is often seen as a triple
goddess, a unity of the divine huntress, the Moon goddess and the
goddess of the underworld. Even the Pythias traditionally sat on a
tripod, a three-legged chair.”

“Yes, but—”

“And the rest of the
world’s religions follow a similar pattern: the Sumerian Goddess Inanna is remembered for having spent
three days and nights in the underworld. There are three main gods in Hinduism: Brahma the Creator,
Vishnu the Preserver, and Shiva the Destroyer. Yggdrasil, the
sacred tree of life in the Norse religion, has three roots under
which are three sacred wells—”

“Pritkin—”

“—not to mention how often
the number shows up in the world’s imagery. The triskelion, a
three-legged spiral, can be found on items dating back more than
six thousand years. The Borromean rings are a centuries-old symbol
of unity made up of three interlacing circles. The
Valknut rune of Odin—”

“Pritkin!”

“—consisting of three interlocking triangles, stood for his
power. Even the old superstition of not walking underneath a ladder stems
from an ancient Egyptian belief that one should not “break a
triangle’. The geometry of the number three was seen as being
complete and perfect, and therefore not to be
disturbed—”

“Pritkin!” Damn it! I’d forgotten
how much he liked to lecture.

His lips quirked slightly.
“Well, you did ask.”

“I asked what Jonathan was
talking about, not for a speech!”

He shrugged. “Could be
anything really. Did he give a context?”

I tried to remember. “I
asked him who the assassin was targeting. He said you, and that it
had something to do with three. Like he was trying to subtract one
from that number by killing you. I know it doesn’t make
sense—”

“No, that actually makes
perfect sense,” Pritkin said, and then paused, because they had
just delivered our pizza.

It was a virtual tower of
meat, cheese and spicy tomato sauce, barely held together by a
golden-brown crust. For a moment, I just sat there and breathed
heavily while mop guy—who had finally lost his wooly appendage—cut
a huge slice for me and another for Pritkin. Mine had
to be four inches tall and just looking at it
made me happy.

I dug in.

“What makes sense?” I
asked, in between bites.

“At a guess? Magic
workers.”

“What?”

“Do you remember
Macbeth?”

“The play?” I nodded.
Pritkin and I had ended up at a very memorable performance of it
once.

“When shall we three meet
again?” he quoted. “In thunder, lightning, or in rain? When the
hurly-burly’s done, when the battle’s lost and won.”

“That sounds
familiar.”

“It’s spoken by the witches
in the first act, whilst preparing to cast a spell to control
Macbeth’s thoughts. But mind control spells are notoriously
difficult. They usually require a trine for stability: three mages
who combine their power to cast a single enchantment.”

“Then . . . you think
Jonathan was planning to cast a mind control spell?” Because that
wasn’t horrific at all.

“Not necessarily. Many
complex spells can’t be cast by a single mage. That’s why a coven
must have at least three members, or it’s not deemed worthy of the
name. In any case, it sounded as if he was afraid of
us casting a spell, or
of being part of a trine that does so, rather than the
reverse.”

I frowned. “But what spell? What takes
three people?”

He shrugged. “Any number of things.
Long-term mind control, as I mentioned. Large-scale illusions. The
bigger offensive spells, which combine the power of multiple mages
into one. Most of the greater protection wards—”

He kept talking, because he was
basically a walking encyclopedia of magical knowledge, which was
great and really useful. And I tried to concentrate, I really did,
but my body was tired and my brain was full. It kept zoning
out.

I ate pizza while Pritkin’s voice
washed over me. It was soothing in a way that I couldn’t quite
describe. Jonathan was a horror story that made my skin crawl, but
when Pritkin talked about him, it didn’t bother me so much. I felt
safer here, sitting behind some wine boxes and crates of eggplants,
than I had all month.

There’d been something missing in my
life lately that all the running around in the world couldn’t
compensate for. Something that was shortly going to be missing
again, when I went back to court and my big, cold bed, all alone,
where I’d toss and turn and hope he wasn’t doing something that
might get him killed. Again.

And this time, it might not be
something I could fix.

I’d rather stay here and just hold him
for a while. Wrap my arms around him and maybe my legs, too, and
hold on. It didn’t even need to be sexual; I just wanted to feel
that heartbeat under my cheek and bask in the warmth of a whole,
unharmed body—preferably someplace where it would stay that
way!

I was sick of worrying about him, of
being separated from him. Sick of smelling nice, floral scented
sheets when they should have smelled like gunpowder and magic. Sick
of the Circle, which seemed determined to keep us apart, and the
damned demon council, which had tried to make sure that I’d never
smell that combo again—

My brain skidded to a halt.

Pritkin broke off and shot me a
glance, because he doesn’t miss much. “What is it?”

It took me a minute to answer, because
some things were finally making sense. Not entirely, and not a
complete picture. More like a half-done puzzle with most of the
center missing.

But, suddenly, there were a few more
pieces on the board.

“There was one spell that Jonathan was
interested in,” I said slowly. “Lover’s Knot.”

“And you know that
how?”

I gave him a short version of the
events in HQ’s library.

“You can see through the
eyes of a cat?”

“Yeah, well, not normally.”
I skipped over it, because I didn’t want to get on the subject of
enhanced abilities and master vampires. “But the point is, we did
use that spell once, when fighting Jo. And Jonathan
did take a lot of
trouble to remove it from the library—”

“Yes, but why?” Pritkin
looked baffled. “There are other copies.”

“That’s what I’ve been
trying to find out. But I can’t get in the Pythian library to check
there—”

“Because it was
destroyed.”

Sure, let’s go with that, I
thought.

“—so I don’t understand
what he was doing. But we did
defeat Jo using that spell. Maybe he’s
afraid—”

“Of what?”

“Of us. Remember what Adra
said?”

The leader of the demon high council
had not liked the idea of me and Pritkin combining powers. The
demons remembered mom’s famous hunts, and didn’t want a repeat.
Alone, I was no threat to them, since godlike powers don’t pair so
well with a regular human body. When I got tired, it didn’t matter
how much power I had. I couldn’t channel any of it.

But Pritkin and I together worried
them a lot more. He was a prince of the incubi on his father’s
side, which meant that he could magnify power through sex—by a lot.
We’d joined forces on a memorable evening in Wales to help kill a
god through the energy we created, and Adra had all but admitted
that the reason the council had attacked Pritkin wasn’t really
about him. It was about what he and I might do together.

It had been infuriating to find out
that I’d almost lost him for nothing. Because that was what their
fears had come to: a big lot of nothing. Pritkin could magnify my
power, raising it to basically the level of a god’s—for a hot
second. And then we had to lose it or die, because we weren’t gods
and it would burn us alive to keep it.

In other words, we’d get off a single
volley, and then be defenseless against who or whatever we were
fighting. Even if we decimated half of a demon army, the rest would
destroy us right afterwards. The council had been worried about
nothing, had almost killed my lover for nothing, and now, it
seemed, Jonathan might be trying to do the same thing!

Why couldn’t people just leave us the
hell alone?

“I remember,” Pritkin said.
“But Adra was wrong, and if Jonathan thinks the same way, he’s
wrong, too.”

“Which won’t keep you
alive!”

“I’m more worried about
you.”

“I can take care of
myself—”

“Exactly!” It came out as a
snarl, before he visibly reined himself in.

I stared at him for a moment, a little
taken aback. He’d been so relaxed all night that I’d thought he was
over it. That the anger he’d shown earlier had cooled and that he
was fine.

Apparently not.

“Okay, what?” I
asked.

“Nothing.”

I gave him the look that deserved,
because there was clearly something. “I thought you were angry at
Jonas—”

“I am.”

“—for not killing
Jonathan—”

“A damned fool
move!”

“—but now it’s kind of
looking like you’re mad at me, too.”

Pritkin scowled. “I’m not angry with
you.”

“Then what’s the
problem?”

He didn’t say anything.

“You know you’re going to
tell me sooner or later, so why not get it over with?”

“This isn’t the
time.”

“Why not?”

He looked at me incredulously. “After
the day you’ve had? And apparently the week as well? You don’t need
this—”

“I also don’t need to be
treated like a child.”

“That isn’t what this
is.”

“Isn’t it?” Because it was
kind of looking that way.

Of course, there was a reason for
that. I’d changed a lot lately, but I wasn’t sure how much Pritkin
knew that. He’d been cursed for the better part of a month, and
then here for another one while the invasion was
planned.

And two months in my life was a long
time.

“Listen,” I said. “There
are a few things I need to tell you—”

“Like the fact that you’ve
been training with Lady Herophile?”

I blinked at him, caught off guard.
“You knew?”

Pritkin had stolen an olive from my
untouched salad, and was sucking the juice off a thumb. But at
that, he looked up and the green eyes narrowed. “I’m not stupid,
Cassie.”

“I never thought you
were.”

“I suspected something for
a while, but when you used Astara, I knew. According to Jonas, it’s
a very advanced technique, one that even your acolytes might not
know. And even if they do—”

“It would kill them to
perform it.” Damn it, I’d worried about Jonas figuring that out,
when there’d been another witness who knew me better and worried
about me more. “How did you know it wasn’t Agnes?”

“Lady Phemonoe had a
reputation for being a stickler. I didn’t think she would bend the
rules so far. Lady Herophile, on the other hand—”

“Was more like me. She bent
rules to the breaking point.”

“She was known for using .
. . unorthodox methods,” Pritkin agreed. “And you met her in Wales
and then again in London. It wasn’t hard to guess.”

“But you didn’t tell
me.”

“I wanted
you to tell
me. I thought we trusted
each other more than this.”

I fidgeted uncomfortably. Because we
did. We always had. It was just . . .

“Being Pythia means playing
the cards close to the chest sometimes, doesn’t it?” he asked,
watching me.

“I don’t want to!” I said
passionately. “But there’s just . . . so much, you know? So many
decisions, and half the time, I don’t know whether I’m making the
right ones. I didn’t want to keep it a secret—”

“But you didn’t know how
I’d take it.”

I just looked at him, because it was
the truth and we both knew it. But it felt miserable to have to
admit. I trusted Pritkin, more than I’d ever trusted anybody. I
knew he’d never betray me, but there were things that I was afraid
he wouldn’t understand.

And that the people around him just
might.

He sighed and sat back against the
wall. “I had a feeling it was something like that.”

“I’m sorry—”

“Don’t apologize. You had
to get training somehow, and there weren’t many options. Jonas
failed to teach you much of anything, Lady Phemonoe wouldn’t even
try, and your mother . . .”

“Wouldn’t see
me.”

It still cut deep.

“What else were you to
do?”

“It wasn’t my idea,” I
said, because I wanted him to understand that. I didn’t want this
to come between us. “Gertie offered, after seeing how crap I was at
going after Jo—”

“Crap enough to kill
her.”

“Barely! Gertie said she’d
wondered why I’d used such a limited skill set in
Wales—”

“Whilst also outplaying
her.”

“I didn’t outplay her. She
caught me, repeatedly—”

“And you got away,
repeatedly.”

“Do you have a point?” I
asked, because he kept interrupting.

“Only that, perhaps, she
didn’t choose to train you because you weren’t good enough, but
because you were. You killed a fey assassin without even being able to see
him—something I wouldn’t have believed possible if I hadn’t
witnessed it.”

I fidgeted some more at that, because
I’d had help there. Help that I also couldn’t talk about. Or maybe
I could. Maybe I’d been hiding all these secrets and it wasn’t even
necessary.

But what if it was?

Pritkin was part of the Corps and he
was here all the time, especially lately. What if he accidentally
slipped up and said something? I didn’t think it likely, but
anybody could make a mistake, even someone as smart as him. And a
little slip to somebody like Jonas . . .

What would the head of the Circle say if
he knew I was sharing my power with a master vampire?

Or would he say anything?
Would he kill him? Would he blackmail him? Or would he
blackmail me?

Jonas had resented losing the
influence he’d enjoyed with Agnes. I didn’t know how far that had
actually extended; how much he’d really influenced her versus how
much she’d let him think he did. But he believed that he’d had a
Pythia in his pocket and now he didn’t.

What would he do to get that advantage
back?

Damn it, I hated this!
Hated that I had to think like this. I loved Pritkin and I trusted
him; I just didn’t trust all of those around him. And I was right
not to. The Pythia couldn’t be a puppet of the Circle and still do
her job, I knew that.

But it still hurt, so much. He used to
be the man I told everything to. When had that changed?

I looked at him miserably. I wanted to
come clean more than I’d ever wanted anything. I wanted to talk and
talk: about Jonathan, and how afraid I was of ending up like Jo;
about all those people at court, waiting for answers that I didn’t
have; about my worries over Rhea, and what would happen if I died
without an heir; even about the mess with Mircea. I missed my best
advisor, missed getting his feedback, missed feeling like somebody
understood . . . hell, I’d missed that more than the
sex!

And now he was sitting there, waiting
for an explanation, but I didn’t have one.

He looked at me for a moment, and then
got up and held out his hand. “Come. There’s something I want you
to see.”
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Chapter
Thirty-Six

 


Dessert came just as we were leaving—of course. I boxed it up
and took it with us. Along with the rest of the bread—because I
did not have some
weird kind of problem with bread! And a new bottle of wine since
we’d drunk most of the last one.

Pritkin had gone to see Tobias again
while I was busy. He came back with a thermos of coffee, because
he’d gone too long without a fix, and a set of keys. Like normal,
if slightly old-fashioned keys, the kind mages didn’t use because
they had wards.

“What are those for?” I
asked.

“Your suite for the
night.”

“My suite? You mean . . .
we’re not sleeping in the hobbit hole?”

Pritkin paused. “I think that’s the
nicest way I’ve ever heard Corps’ housing described.”

There’s a reason for that, I thought,
but followed him down a skinny hallway under the stairs.

We went up another set of steps, down
a couple of corridors, and then down a sloping pathway that had me
hugging Pritkin’s ass the whole way. Which . . . could have been
worse. And then I got lost, because the pub seemed to be built into
the landscape like everything around here, with much more inside
than you’d think.

I wasn’t too happy about that, as the
little corridors we traversed were kind of close, with no windows
and low ceilings, and the whole thing seemed to be chiseled out of
stone. It reminded me uncomfortably of the Pythian library, which
did not bring up good memories, or of an ancient tomb. I was about
to ask if we could revisit the whole hobbit hole thing, when
Pritkin unlocked a door at the end of a hall.

“Tobias is one of the
proprietors who provides rooms for visiting dignitaries,” he said.
“Since you can’t shift back to court just now, I arranged for you
to have one for the night.”

And, okay, I thought, as he
threw open the door. I was going to stop making assumptions.
Because this was beautiful.

It was still Tudor, with
dark wood paneling, matching floors worn smooth by countless feet
over the years, and a ceiling of white plaster and open beams. But
this was upscale Tudor, like Queen Elizabeth was coming and you’d better have
all your ducks in a row. Or at the very least, carefully stitched
onto your hand embroidered bed hangings, along with rabbits, deer,
a whole garden full of flowers, and a couple of peasant girls,
scandalously showing off their shins as they waded through a
creek.

There were also oil paintings on the
walls, fresh flowers stuck in vases, a stack of wood in a gorgeous
old fireplace, and some modern upgrades in the form of a decent
bathroom and some French doors in the living room.

I pushed open the latter and then
stood there, transfixed.

“Oh! Pritkin,
look!”

The doors let out onto a
balcony overlooking the square, with a cluster of very un-Tudor
wrought iron furniture taking up most of the space, but I didn’t
care. Barely noticed it, in fact, because I was too busy staring at
the crowd three stories below us. Who were currently
getting snowed
on.

I looked up, and sure enough, a
blizzard of tiny flakes was spiraling out of the darkened sky
despite the fact that I was pretty sure it didn’t snow in October
around here. And even if it did, that was rock up there, regardless
of what it looked like.

“Somebody is going to get
his butt kicked,” I said, laughing. And craning my neck, trying to
see where it was all coming from.

“Maybe not,” Pritkin said,
coming up beside me. “And who knows? Perhaps it will cool a few
tempers.”

It took me a second. “Wait.
This was you?”

“I admit
nothing.”

And then I was laughing harder,
because son of a bitch!

But no one seemed to mind too much.
Even the overworked guards were just standing around, staring
upward in surprise. While everybody else—

“They’re trying to make
snowballs,” I said, grabbing Pritkin’s arm and pointing at a small
group off to one side.

They were doing a pretty good job of
it, too, since almost everyone in the crowd was a magic worker.
They could summon the flakes out of the air without having to wait
for them to collect somewhere. And then it was on, guys lobbing
snowballs instead of spells, girls laughing and squealing and then
throwing some themselves, because even big bad war mages had been
kids once. The disgruntled and hungry diners, waiting outside a
dozen establishments, were suddenly smiling, and holding out hands
and, in a few cases, tongues, to catch the flakes.

The little town was turning into a
winter wonderland.

“You haven’t seen the best
part,” Pritkin told me, pulling me back into the living room. And
then stopping abruptly, as something chimed in the air around us.
He scowled, but flicked a wrist, as if throwing something at the
fireplace. And a second later, the mirror over the top of it
fritzed and shimmered and changed.

To an image of Jonas Marsden’s
face.

I froze for a second, thinking that
Pritkin was busted. But then I mentally rolled my eyes at myself. I
didn’t think Jonas was all that interested in pranks, even
impressive ones.

Which was borne out by his first
words.

“John. We’ve had a look at
our new guest, and found something . . . unexpected. We’d like to
have your opinion.”

Pritkin hesitated, but then nodded,
not that Jonas had waited for it. He’d already done something that
bisected the mirror. Half of it still showed his face, backed up by
some generic office, and the other—

I sighed, and slumped against the back
of the sofa, wondering what it took to get a night free of
horrors.

Because it was
Jonathan, of course. Buck naked and sitting on a
chair in what looked like a holding cell, with the horrible face
still visible on his stomach. And still moving slightly, because I
guessed this was some kind of video feed.

He didn’t look any better naked than
he had clothed, but was so grotesque that he drew the eye even as
he repelled it. But with some distance, instead of standing right
in front of him, I noticed a couple of things that I’d missed. A
couple of horrible things.

“What the—” I stood up and
went around the sofa to get a better view. “What are
those?”

“More trophies, one
assumes,” Jonas said.

I glanced at him, and then
back at Jonathan again. And, suddenly, I understood what he’d
meant. Because there were two more lumps,
far smaller than Jo’s, on the other side of the dark mage’s
torso.

And one of them was moving,
too.

It was maybe the size of a baseball,
and a livid reddish-purple, like a recent wound. But I didn’t think
so. Because there was a face in there, small and scrunched up and
half hidden by the mottled color, although not a human
one.

“Demon,” Pritkin said,
coming around the couch to join me.

“That was my assessment as
well,” Jonas said. “Although some of our experts disagree. They
don’t think it possible.”

“Don’t think what’s
possible?” I asked, still staring at the hideous little thing. It
had eyes, tiny black ones, or maybe just bumps that cast shadows at
the appropriate places. It was hard to tell.

And then it blinked at me,
and I shied back to the point that I hit the coffee table.
“He’s possessed?”

“I think it’s more likely
that he is the one doing the possessing,” Pritkin said.

“Do I want to know what
that means?”

He reached up, and one of those
surprisingly long fingered hands—the hands of a scholar instead of
a warrior—traced the outline. “I think he trapped it, as the Corps
sometimes does to incorporeal demons, in order to make golems. But
instead of forming the spirit a body of its own—a true golem—he
trapped it in part of his.”

I stared at the hunched
little thing half in disgust, half in horror. It wasn’t moving
around as much as Jo, who still looked like she was trying to eat
her way through Jonathan’s skin. But it was very clearly alive.
“Why?”

“Likely to allow him to
more easily access its power,” Jonas said.

“What power?”

Pritkin regarded it soberly. “Unless
I’m mistaken, that is a rahkschalt demon. A world
shifter.”

“Which means?”

“They’re used as messengers
and delivery boys in the hells, as they’re considered harmless.
They’re one of the few races that can travel freely between
worlds.”

Light dawned. “So now Jonathan can,
too.”

Jonas nodded. “That would explain how
Aeslinn came into contact with the Ancient Horrors. We have been
assuming a traitor on the demon council, but there may have been a
simpler explanation.”

“It could still be a
traitor,” Pritkin said. Because he was under no illusions
whatsoever about the council.

“In any case, perhaps with
two of us being of the same mind, I can get our so-called experts
to listen to me. Although it would help if you have any ideas about
what the last . . . modification . . . might be?”

That drew my attention back to the
other lump, which was slightly to the left and below the purplish
one. It was maybe the size of a golf ball and was a crusty greenish
gray. Unlike the others, it looked old—really old. There was no
face in there that I could see, and no movement. But I was pretty
sure that it contained someone—or something—anyway.

Something horrible.

And, I realized abruptly, I really
didn’t want to know what. The men went on talking, throwing out
different ideas, but my brain had just reached tilt. And I guess my
nervous system had, too, because a bone deep shiver tore through
me, a warning to stop looking at nightmares right freaking
now.

Pritkin abruptly cut off whatever he’d
been saying. “That’s enough,” he told Jonas.

“Unfortunately, it isn’t,”
the old man said. “I am sorry if this is distressing, but we have a
war to fight, and understanding our opponent is half the battle.
But we’ve never seen anything quite like this—”

“Then figure it out,”
Pritkin said. “But you don’t need to do that here.”

“You’re quite right. I need
to do it here. Please report to the prison wing, section
15—”

“No.”

“—room 28A—” Jonas cut off.
“I beg your pardon?”

“I said no. I’m staying
here to guard Cassie tonight, and will be returning with her to
court tomorrow, as soon as she can shift. I’ve been away too long
as it is.”

“May I remind you that we
are on the eve of invasion?”

“Yes, we are. And I have
done everything humanly possible to help you prepare for that.
There’s nothing more I can tell you about Aeslinn’s
territory—”

“And if something should go
wrong? You are one of our leading experts on both the fey and
demons alike—”

“Who you can contact at the
Pythian Court as easily as you can here.”

“Damn it, John!” Jonas
stared at him. “What has gotten into you?”

“What has gotten into me?”
Pritkin’s voice had gone soft, which was never a good sign.
“That,” he gestured at
the monster still slumped on the screen. “That has gotten to me. Cassie faced
that thing alone because of me. She needs someone to watch her
back—”

“She has someone. A whole
court full of someone’s—”

“Old women and children!
Not good enough—”

“You didn’t seem to have a
problem with it all week,” Jonas pointed out, making Pritkin
flush.

“I had a huge problem with
it, but convinced myself that she’d be safer at her court than with
me, if a damned fey was stalking me!”

“Wait, what?” I said,
frowning at him. “You knew you were the target, all the
time?”

“The assassin was in my
room,” said the most infuriating man in the world.

I stared at him,
momentarily speechless. “Then why in the hell—”

“I didn’t want you risking
yourself, trying to save me again! I wanted you back at court and
well out of it for once! But I should have known—”

“You lied to
me?”

“—that you can’t stay out
of trouble for five minutes! I send you home, and the next time I
see you, what are you doing? Dragging in the man at the top of the
Circle’s most wanted list and bleeding like a stuck
pig!”

“You lied to me!” I said, in disbelief.
“You stayed at HQ, knowing you were being targeted, like a—like a—”
My eyes suddenly widened, as the truth dawned. “You were hoping
they’d try again, weren’t you? You were offering yourself up
as bait—”

“If I may interrupt?” Jonas
said.

“—while knowing damned
well—did you ever think about what it would do to me, if they
killed you?” I raged. “How I would feel, sitting in comfort at
court, listening to people’s stupid problems, while you bled
out? Did you? Or
was that just irrelevant as long as the job got done? Goddamnit!” I
yelled, feeling my blood pressure skyrocket. “I thought we’d
been through this! I thought you understood—”

I broke off for a second, because fury
had closed my throat and I couldn’t talk. I just stared at him
accusingly, and watched him flush to his hairline, as he damned
well might! I thought we’d gotten past the whole ‘your life is more
valuable than mine’ bullcrap after I chased his soul through time
for fifteen hundred years! But I guessed not.

What the
fuck?

For a moment, we just sat there and
breathed heavily at each other. But then Pritkin did the last thing
I’d expected. Something that the contrary bastard almost never did,
because he loved to argue.

He agreed with me.

“You’re right.”

I blinked, caught off guard.
“What?”

“You’re right,” he
repeated. “Every word of it. What do you think I was telling
myself, whilst watching you drag in that damned mage? Exhausted,
covered in blood, and alone,
when I should have been with you? But I wasn’t,
and not only because I was wasting time training men when the Corps
has hundreds of others to do that—”

“Not that know Faerie like
you do,” Jonas said, because with age does not always come
wisdom.

“—but because I had warned
you off, forbidden you to go back there, to that time and place,
and accost a fey warrior. I wanted to protect you so much that I
put you in danger. I know
you; I should have known you’d do it regardless.
It was the only way to find out how he got in and to discover
whether anyone was with him. But instead of offering to accompany
you—”

“John,” Jonas tried
again.

“—I practically ensured
that you would go back, and that you’d do it alone!”

“It’s—it’s okay,” I said,
my brain still trying to process the fact that I might have just
won an argument. And with a guy who usually had the defense
prepared. But he didn’t look very prepared right now. He looked
dismayed, guilty and angry—no, more than angry. He looked furious,
but not at me, I realized.

He was furious . . . with
himself.

And that somehow destroyed all my
anger at him. I instantly went from outraged to wanting to hug him,
so I did, and he hugged me back as if it was the last time he’d
ever have the chance. Because he’d also been afraid, I realized.
Hell, if his grip was anything to go on, he still was, although
everything had turned out all right.

“I didn’t go back to fight
him,” I said, rubbing his back. “That’s why I needed the suit. I
just had an idea that maybe I was dealing with a time shifter, and
wanted to find out if it was true. I was there to observe, not
fight.”

Pritkin pulled back to look at me. It
was surprisingly sardonic. “And your plans always turn out as
expected.”

I bristled a little at that, but there
wasn’t much heat behind it this time.

The guy had a point.

“This will never happen
again,” he promised. “The next time you decide to chase a madman
through time, I’ll be with you.”

Which . . . is when Jonas made a
mistake.

“The Pythia has plenty of
defenders,” he said, flatly. “And would have more if she accepted a
full contingent of war mages at her court, as she should do.
Meanwhile, your presence is required here.”

“Not when Cassie is in
danger!”

“She’s going to be in a
great deal more danger if our enemies win,” Jonas pointed out. “All
of us are—”

“All of us haven’t been
through what she has! Not you, not me, not anyone!”

Jonas looked slightly surprised by the
ferocity in those words. “I am aware,” he began, more
mildly.

“Are you? The fact that
she’s still alive after this summer is a miracle, a testament to
her strength, but everyone has limits. In less than six months,
she’s evaded more assassins than I can count, including some of the
Circle’s own—”

“Under my predecessor’s
watch,” Jonas reminded him. “Which was one of the reasons we
replaced him—”

“—fought two gods,
killed two gods, rescued
her court when you would have let them burn—”

“In order not to risk her,
as you very well—”

“Why?” Pritkin interrupted
savagely. “To risk her instead on that ridiculous mission into
Faerie? You sent her to scout out an area that even the fey
wouldn’t enter, and almost got her killed in the process! And I was
stupid enough to say nothing, to merely go along to try to protect
her. But that is becoming increasingly difficult as this war heads
toward end game, and she is not going to be the sacrifice play, do
you understand? She is not going to be the price for your
victory!”

The owl eyes narrowed. “I have never
expected her to be. The Pythia is precious to all of—”

“Bollocks!”
It was practically a roar, and Jonas—who was one
of the more unruffled figures I knew—blinked.

For Pritkin’s part, his eyes suddenly
glowed neon. “I’ve seen how the Circle deals with Pythias,” he
spat. “How it uses them up, tosses them aside, and brings in
another young woman to exploit—”

“That’s enough!”

“I agree! It
is enough! Cassie won
you back your position. She has gained you victory after victory.
She’s done everything asked of her and then some. It’s
enough!”

“That is not your
call.”

“I’m making it mine. She is
not going to be another Agnes—”

Jonas flushed puce. “Damn you! You
dare—”

“Yes, I dare. I would dare
a great deal to avoid burying a second Pythia inside a
year!”

“And you think I wouldn’t?”
The blue eyes were now slits. Not a great sign in one of the most
powerful mages on Earth.

But Pritkin met them steadily,
nonetheless.

“If it gave you a win? Yes,
I think you wouldn’t.”

For a moment, it felt like time itself
held its breath. I certainly did, freezing in place. And wondering
how we somehow went from snow fights to this.

“May I remind you,” Jonas
said, in the flattest voice I’d ever heard from him, “that you work
for the Corps, and that your loyalty—”

“Is to the woman I pledged
myself to protect,” Pritkin growled. “The one I have endangered by
my silence and my absence. No more. And in case it needs to be
said, I quit.”
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Chapter
Thirty-Seven

 


Pritkin slashed a hand across the mirror, scattering Jonas’s
image and blurring the features horribly. The rosy cheeks smeared
into bloody lines, the blue eyes popped, and the open mouth
elongated into grimace territory. And then abruptly winked
out.

“Um,” I said.

Pritkin shot me a glance. His eyes
were still glowing, and his color was high. But he also looked a
little abashed. “Sorry,” he said curtly. “That . . . has been
building for a while.”

“You’re sure you’re not
just upset about today?”

That won me another look, this time
incredulous. “You think I made a mistake?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know.
I want you back with me, you know that. But . . .”

“But?”

“We’re at war. The Corps
needs you—”

“You need me.”

“—and I don’t want you to
do anything you might regret.”

“What I regret is being
away this long. I knew damned well where I needed to be, and yet I
let Jonas talk me into playing his game.” He took my hand and
grabbed the thermos of coffee. “Come.”

I didn’t know where we were going, but
I didn’t question it. It turned out to be a window in the bedroom,
which faced the cliffside and should have been just decorative, but
which let out onto a little path. We followed the trail around the
side of the building and up a set of steps carved into stone. And
then, after a longer than expected climb through the rocky
hillside, we emerged onto a natural plateau.

I was gasping by the time we reached
the top, and Pritkin shot me a glance. “How many runs have you done
since I left?”

I wondered if running from the fey in
old Romania counted. If so, the answer was one. “Plenty,” I told
him.

That got me a look, but it was
true.

One was plenty for me.

But this . . . was almost worth it. I
could still see the crossroads below, if I looked down from the
very edge. But we were really high now, not three stories up, but
more like eight, maybe nine.

It left me with a completely different
view than before. There were still a lot of people down there,
milling about, but it was darker now. I guessed the Corps had the
lights on some kind of timer, to better simulate the normal
progression of a day for those staying long term. The stars had
been out when we first arrived, but the late afternoon lighting had
still been in effect, giving everything a weird, twilight
glow.

That was no longer the case. It was
full-on evening now, with the blue-black darkness lit up by silver
moonlight from above and golden firelight from below, the latter
cascading through the windows of numerous pubs and restaurants. The
snow glittering everywhere was correspondingly either silver white
or golden, depending on which light source was touching it, and
silver and gold tinted flakes drifted down from above or swirled
like whirling dervishes in the air.

It was beautiful.

But that was only half of the story.
Because Pritkin pulled me back against him, using the cliff face as
a backrest and allowing me to do the same to him. And pointed
up.

It was like being inside a giant snow
globe, I thought, staring up at the sky. The trees were now just
dark silhouettes against the night, like curtains framing a stage.
The real star was the moon, riding a raft of pale clouds, the stars
twinkling brightly around her.

For a while, we just sat there,
drinking coffee from the thermos cup and soaking in the view. It
was almost silent this far up, the crowd a distant murmur that
might easily have been mistaken for the wind through the trees. And
since I couldn’t see them anymore, it was easy to imagine that they
weren’t there at all, and that Pritkin and I had somehow been
transported to a desert hideaway.

If only, I thought, staring
upward.

“I came here after my wife
died,” Pritkin told me, after a few minutes. “I had some idea that
work would help me deal with it. It didn’t, but during the time it
took me to find that out, I stayed here.”

I looked at him over my shoulder. “In
the same suite?”

He nodded. “The place was run by
Tobias’s father in those days, and it was . . . less genteel. It
was known as a hard-drinking establishment, and the rooms were a
bit rough and ready. The sort of place they tossed you when you
passed out under a table.”

I nodded.

“Most people stayed here
for a few hours to a few days, depending on how bad the hangover
was. I moved in and just didn’t leave. Tobias ran the rooming house
part of things, but he didn’t ask any questions: why I wasn’t going
home at night, why I was working double shifts every day, why I
looked like a freshly dug up corpse. None of it.”

I didn’t say anything. Pritkin rarely
talked about his wife, which was still an extremely sore subject.
Which wasn’t too surprising since his incubus abilities had drained
her of life, leaving her a dried-up husk in his arms on their
wedding night, and traumatized the hell out of him.

From what I understood, it had mostly
been her fault. She was part demon, and had initiated the feedback
loop that constitutes demon sex, hoping that the power they
generated together would greatly increase her own. And thus, gain
her respect in the hells, something that her family had never
had.

That in itself wouldn’t have been so
bad, at least by demon standards, but she hadn’t told Pritkin
first. Leaving him with no idea what she’d planned or any way to
stop it when things went wrong. And they went very wrong. She had
so little power that the feedback loop drained her dry before it
ever had a chance to give anything back.

Pritkin had blamed himself,
of course. And his father, who she had told, presumably to find out if
his half incubus son had inherited the family gift. Rosier had
agreed to support her because he’d wanted Pritkin back in the fold,
and thought that a powerful demon wife who loved the hells might do
the trick. What it had done instead was to cause a massive
clusterfuck that resulted in Pritkin being banished to Earth under
a draconian interdict that had been lifted only
recently.

It had also hurt him, far more than
Rosier had ever understood.

“No, Tobias didn’t ask
anything,” Pritkin said, his hands moving up and down my arms to
keep me warm, because we hadn’t thought to bring a blanket. “He
just gave me the keys, brought up dinner every night, and left me
alone. Told me that if I ever wanted to talk, he was
here.”

“He was a good
friend.”

“That was just it—he
wasn’t. We knew each other—I had trained one of his brothers—but we
weren’t close. He had never wanted to be a war mage. Refused to
even take the tests to see if he had the aptitude. Said that he
wanted to cook and run this place when his father passed, and for
everyone to leave him alone. Eventually, they did.”

I lay my head back against Pritkin’s
chest and watched the snow fall. It was getting lighter now; either
the spell was giving out or somebody had found a way to counter it.
But it was still pretty.

And he was warm. His legs were up
around mine as well as his arms, so it was almost like I had my
very own, war mage shaped chaise. I could stay here all night, I
thought.

“Tobias probably saved my
life,” Pritkin said, after another pause. “I had a morning shift
one day with nothing to do afterward, and went to a bar topside to
get a pint or two. Which evolved into a shot or two, and then three
and four and eventually I lost count. I made it back here—damned if
I know how—completely wasted and calling for more. The pub had
tossed me out, but I wasn’t done yet. I told Tobias to bring up a
bottle.”

“Did he?”

I felt Pritkin nod behind me. “He
did—of a hangover remedy. I remember that it included hot sauce and
a couple of raw eggs, and looked as vile as it tasted. I instructed
him to take it back and bring me what I’d asked for. He refused,
and I took a swing at him.”

“Did you hurt him?” I
asked, mildly alarmed that we’d just eaten the man’s
pizza.

Pritkin huffed out a laugh that
ruffled my hair. “No. I couldn’t even see straight. He put me on my
ass, and quite right, too. But then he did something
odd.

“He stayed with
me.”

“He probably wanted to make
sure that you didn’t throw up and choke to death.”

“Possibly. I don’t really
know what his reasoning was; he never said. He’s not a big talker,
unless he’s dressing down some of his cooks. I think he saves his
voice for them.”

I remembered some of the inventive
curses I’d heard earlier, being bellowed out of the depths of the
kitchen. “It sounded like it.”

“But he is a good listener.
I have hazy memories of that night, but I’m fairly sure that I told
him more than I should have. I may have told him all of it, or
enough for him to guess what I am—”

“Pritkin!"

“—which essentially told
him who I am. But he never said a thing to anyone.”

“You’re very lucky!” I
said, turning around to look at him.

“Yes, I was. I’m normally
more careful, but I had some idea of ending it all that night. Not
out of any existential dread, you understand; there just didn’t
seem to be any reason to go on. It made everything, even secrecy,
seem less important.”

“There were reasons!” I
said furiously.

“Yes, but I couldn’t see
that then. I was under interdict by the demon council with very
little likelihood of ever getting out of it. My father wanted me to
come home and prostitute myself for the good of the family, and
should I ever break my parole, that was where I’d be sent. My wife
was dead at my hands, and while her demon status meant that the
human authorities weren’t going to investigate, the guilt. .
.”

He shook his head. “I just didn’t want
to do it anymore. I wanted out.”

I didn’t say anything, although my
hands clenched on his thighs, reassuring myself that he was still
there.

“Tobias dragged me up here.
We lay on the ground, right over there,” he pointed to a space by
the cliff’s edge, “partly to watch the stars and partly due to me
being too drunk to stand up. Everything was spinning rather
alarmingly, as I recall.”

“And then what?” I asked,
after a while, because Pritkin had stopped talking. Probably
remembering.

“Nothing. We went back down
again. He made me drink his terrible concoction, and I went to bed.
It didn’t work, by the way. I threw up hot sauce all the next day,
instead of gin. Or maybe along with the gin; I don’t really recall.
My throat burned for days.

“But that was the only
injury I suffered, thanks to him. It turned out that I didn’t need
a bunch of platitudes, which is all anyone else would have given
me. I just needed someone to give a damn. I won’t say I was out of
the weeds after that, not for years, but I never came that close
again.

“I left the Corps shortly
thereafter—for a while—but I never forgot Tobias, and the lesson he
taught me.”

“What lesson?”

“That it doesn’t matter how
strong you are, or think you are. Everyone can stumble. And
everyone needs someone to catch them when they fall.”

I started to get the picture. “I have
someone,” I reminded him.

“And yet you travel
alone.”

“Plenty of Pythias
have—”

“Plenty of Pythias weren’t
at war. They faced an occasional dark mage. You face . . .
monsters.”

I didn’t have an answer for
that.

“It doesn’t matter how
powerful you are,” he repeated. “Anyone can fall.”

His fingers deftly found the knot on
my head, courtesy of a rock in old Romania. He must have noticed it
in the shower but hadn’t said anything. He still didn’t, but those
skillful fingers played over it gently, tracing the outline of
something that should have been far worse. That had been, until a
mysterious woman saved me with healing abilities she shouldn’t have
had.

“We were a good team once,
weren’t we?” he asked, after a while.

“You know we
were.”

“Then why not again?” I
didn’t answer and he regarded me soberly, turning my face so that
he could see my eyes. “You seem to want me to return, to go back to
court, yet at the same time, you push me away. You must have a
reason.”

I frowned at him. “You know
why.”

“No, I don’t.”

I got up, both because I’d finally
gotten too cold to sit still, and because I was agitated. Unlike
Pritkin on that long-ago night, I hadn’t drunk nearly enough for
this! But it seemed to be the designated place for soul bearing
around here.

At least it was pretty.

“I want you back,” I told
him. “Fuck Jonas—he’s had you long enough.”

“But.”

“But I want you safe.
That’s why I didn’t object when he wanted to borrow you. I made him
swear that you wouldn’t be going with the invasion. That you’d be
an advisor only—”

“Ah.”

“Yes, ah!” I stared down at
him, my arms crossed, defiant. “I don’t care if you’re mad at me,
do you understand? I don’t care! I’ve lost too many. I don’t want
to lose anyone else!”

“I did wonder why they
didn’t even ask.”

“Well, now you
know.”

Pritkin stood up, too. “Then I’m to
return to be what? A lap dog?”

It felt like a slap. “You know I don’t
see you that way!”

“But you want
to—”

“I don’t!”

“Then what do you
want?”

“I told you! I thought I’d
lost you—” I stopped and stared at him silently for a moment,
because I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to
cry!

It took me a minute to get back in
control, but Pritkin waited me out. He had a quietness about him, a
stillness that I wasn’t used to seeing. And that was a stark
contrast to the enraged man in the interrogation room, throwing a
chair through a window to get within an arm’s length of his
prey.

And then something occurred to
me.

“Would you have killed
him?” I asked. “If you’d reached him?”

“Who?”

“Who else?
Jonathan.”

“That was the general
idea.” It was dry.

“Why not just sling a
spell, then? You could have taken him out from across the
room.”

Pritkin shook his head. “He had too
many mages around him. It would have been deflected.”

“So you had to do it the
old-fashioned way.”

“Essentially.”

“And if you’d succeeded?
What then?”

“He would be dead, and you
would be—” Pritkin stopped, and then just regarded me for a minute.
And while it might have been a trick of the light, I thought I saw
a gleam of respect in his eyes. It almost made up for the smile
that quirked at his lips.

“Touché.”

“You wanted to protect me,”
I said, “once you realized what Jonathan intended to do. And you
didn’t stop to think about the cost to yourself. How many years
would you have gotten for that? How many decades?”

Pritkin crossed his own arms.
“Possibly none. He’s a senior dark mage and one of the leaders on
the other side. The Corps has wanted him for a while.”

“But they want him alive.
They can mine him for information. They can trade him for another
high value prisoner—”

“They’ll never trade
him.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But they
don’t want him dead. I’m surprised you’re not still locked
up.”

“If I wasn’t important to
you, I might be,” he confessed.

“And if I wasn’t important
to you, you wouldn’t have tried it.”

We stood there, looking at each other,
for a long moment.

“What’s the takeaway?”
Pritkin finally asked. “I want you safe; you want me safe. Yet we
both have jobs to do.”

“You just quit
yours.”

I got a half smile that time.
“Perhaps. Or perhaps they’ll come back in a week or two, telling me
that I can keep my rank and stay at court, as long as I do whatever
insane thing they need at the time.”

“And will you?”

“No.” It was stark. “I
meant what I said. You’re my priority. But I am coming back to
court to help you, not to stay behind whilst you put yourself in
danger.”

I stared at him, because going into
danger with Pritkin scared me more than going alone. A lot more.
I’d missed him—so damned much—this past month, but I’d also been
fiercely glad that I didn’t have to worry about him.

That trip the damned demon council had
forced me on, chasing after his soul, had fucked me up to the point
that I almost preferred handling things on my own. Knowing that he
was back here, probably hip deep in paperwork, had been a comfort.
I didn’t want to lose that.

But I was going to have to, wasn’t
I?

“I’m afraid,” I confessed,
and bit my lip. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost
you.”

“Then don’t lose
me.”

I laughed a little at that; I couldn’t
help it. “You’re a hard man to keep up with!”

“And you’re a hard woman to
love. But here we are.”

“But here we are,” I
whispered.

And then I said to hell with it and
threw myself into his arms.
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 Chapter Thirty-Eight

 


His lips were cold, like his cheeks, and wet with melting
snow. But his mouth was warm, honey sweet and spicy, with an
overlay of bitterness from the coffee. It suited him, I thought,
thinking about the complex, mercurial, often contradictory man I
knew. One whose passionate nature was concealed by a gruff, no
nonsense exterior that few ever saw beneath.

But once you cracked that
shell, a completely different person lived inside. One whose hands
came up to frame my face, stroking my cheeks gently with his
thumbs, before pulling me close and kissing me back. For a moment,
his lips moved softly against my skin, and
his tongue twined warm and silky around mine. And then
something flared between us, and golden
warmth spread throughout my body, banishing the cold.

I made a sound low in my throat, half
sob, half desire, and the kiss went from sweet to fiery in an
instant. And then explosive, like a match thrown onto gasoline. It
swept us back down the stairs, along the path and into the room
below. Snow scattered, clothes went flying, and somebody
squealed—pretty sure that was me—before naked skin dove under the
mound of blankets.

“You need rest,” Pritkin
told me, looking conflicted, when I jerked his shirt
open.

“I need you.”

He swore, which was not the
response I’d been expecting. But then his mouth came down on mine,
and I forgot everything else. I forgot my name, because a kiss from an incubus
who isn’t holding back is almost literally mind blowing.

And he wasn’t holding back. I’d almost
gotten used to that: passionate, but careful lovemaking, as if he
was afraid to cut loose and be who and what he was. Which was
probably the case, frankly.

I’d always known that Pritkin hated
his demon half; that he’d repressed and starved it for years had
come as more of a shock. From what little he’d said, I’d gathered
that he worried about it taking over, and changing him if he used
its power. As a result, our intimate moments had been of the
distinctly human variety.

Until now.

I don’t know what prompted the
difference. Maybe the same emotion that trembled my hands and
caused my kiss to be clumsier than normal, because I didn’t know
what I wanted to touch first. It felt like the first time, all over
again, only more so, as if we were finally being honest with each
other in some fundamental way that we never had before. Two
guarded, mentally messed up people who had long ago learned to hide
their hearts away, finally daring to trust.

And it changed everything.

The silver moonlight flooding the room
suddenly felt like a silken caress. A lantern on a small table sent
golden motes of light floating into the air, swirling and dancing
around the bed. And when he jerked up another blanket, they
scattered like fireflies, disturbed by the air currents.

I laughed, forgetting everything else
in the wonder of the moment. I’d seen something similar in Wales,
the only other time Pritkin had used his incubus abilities, which
had turned an ugly, terrifying battlefield into a magical
fairyland. It turned out to be even more powerful when I didn’t
have the god of war bearing down on me.

But no less intense, I thought,
arching up as a warm mouth captured a nipple.

Even without his extra
abilities, Pritkin knew just how to touch me. He always had, as if
it was instinctive. He did everything I
liked, kissing down my stomach and then stroking my sides as he
pleasured me, while his mouth was the perfect combination of
forceful and gentle. Every stroke, every pull, every movement felt
like it echoed throughout my entire body. It left me weak to the
bones, and set flames of desire licking along my spine, pooling
deep inside, causing me to writhe and gasp and then groan in
pleasure.

Almost too much of it.

Too much sensation, with every move,
every sigh, every shudder magnified by his abilities. Time seemed
to slow with no help from me, with a dragging, languid feeling in
the air as if every moment was reluctant to leave. It allowed me to
experience everything in exquisite detail, from the warm smoothness
of his tongue to the roughness of his calluses, from the slightly
wet hair leaking melted snow in little drips onto my stomach, to
the scratch of his beard.

Too much beauty, with the
silver drenched room bisected by golden lamplight. It gilded the
man above me: the curve of his brow, the
lids of his half-closed eyes, and the thick, gold-tipped lashes. It
highlighted the hypnotic movement of well-toned muscles under
flawless skin, darker gold at his neck and hands, but fading to
pure cream on the parts of his body that clothes usually
covered. And the
utter concentration on his face, as if this was the most important
thing in the world.

Too much emotion, because he’d been right. I wanted to drag him
closer; I wanted to push him away. I wanted him by my side; I
wanted him far from danger. I wanted—things that didn’t matter
because this wasn’t up to me. I couldn’t control Pritkin anymore
than I could the swirl of events around us. All I could do was hold
on, and hope we were both standing at the end.

And, suddenly, it was too much
everything and I cried out, my hands searching for purchase on the
headboard that I didn’t find, because I couldn’t concentrate
enough.

I felt like a ship on a storm-tossed
sea, with the waves of sensation that should have been ripples more
like a tsunami. One that had me shuddering towards release from
this, just this. And when Pritkin finally entered me, the sensation
was so intense that I cried out, and couldn’t have said if it was
from pleasure or pain.

He was murmuring things I couldn’t
understand as he moved inside me, but I didn’t need to. His actions
spoke volumes, all on their own, whole libraries of thought and
emotion. And so did mine, my arms finally finding purchase around
his neck, my legs wrapping around him, my body moving in a rhythm
as old as time as we approached climax together.

It didn’t take long. In moments, it
felt like the motes of firelight in the air had soaked into my skin
like sunlight, heating up my core like a sauna, pushing aside all
doubt, all worry, all pain. Until there was only this, only joy,
only fire running through my veins, causing me to buck and gasp and
cry out—

As my whole body blossomed with heat
and light and love.

There were so many obstacles to us
being together: politics, the war, our own insecurities, that it
seemed like an insurmountable mountain sometimes. One that I’d
sometimes wondered if I’d helped to put in place myself, because
then I didn’t have to risk loving anybody this much. But that ship
had sailed, so I supposed we were going to have to figure something
out.

And we will, I thought, holding him as
he collapsed against me afterward, still shuddering through his own
release.

Somehow, we’d find a way.

 


~~~



My eyes came open
what felt like hours later, to see
Pritkin’s leg draped over mine and the blankets pulled up to his
nose. The room was quiet and dark, with the snow falling gently
outside. It veiled most of the illumination from the windows,
leaving only faint lamplight to haze the scene.

I’d been so sleepy earlier, after the
release of all that long-held tension, that I’d gone out like a
light while he was still cleaning us up. But I was wide awake now
and staring into the darkness, I had no idea why. But my heart was
racing a little too fast, and that was never a good
thing.

I sat up on one elbow and looked
around.

Nothing moved except for the wick in
the lamp, dancing along with the little flame there. It made
shadows flicker on the walls, almost as if the chest of drawers,
the old-fashioned washstand, and the bedposts with their
embroidered hangings were moving. But they weren’t. And there was
no sound, except for the faint creak of the bedsprings and
Pritkin’s heavy breathing.

After a moment, I got up to go to the
bathroom, realized that I was chilly, and put on one of the
terrycloth robes from behind the door. It was a little big, but
that was a good thing right now. And it was a lot nicer quality
than the towels in Pritkin’s rooms.

I guessed dignitaries were supposed to
be wusses.

Something was chiming faintly in the
living room, when I turned my head just right, so I went to
investigate. It turned out to be the mirror over the fireplace,
which had what looked like thirty little pulsing lights on it. For
a moment, I just blinked at it, thinking that it was some weird
sort of musical instrument, if a psychedelic one. Then I looked
closer—

And saw a teeny, tiny outraged Jonas,
talking and talking, in every one.

Or maybe yelling and yelling. Yeah, it
kind of looked like he was yelling. And I finally realized what I
was looking at: the magical equivalent of an answering machine,
where I guess Jonas had been calling us—a lot.

I carefully didn’t touch any of the
lights, and started back to bed, only to almost run into a
ghost.

It took me a second to realize it was
one I knew.

“Billy!” I clutched the top
of the robe. “You scared the crap out of me!”

“I scared the crap out of you?” He knocked his hat back. “What
the hell was that today?”

“What?”

He stared at me. “The guy with the
face in his stomach?”

“Oh. Jonathan.”

“No,” he told me
emphatically.

“No, what?”

“No, you do not get to be
blasé about the crazy mage. You absolutely do not!”

“I’m not blasé about
anything—”

“Good. Cause you know what
he’s got planned for you, right?”

“Can you not?” I said, a
little irritably. “I’d just managed to forget about
that.”

“You don’t need to forget
about it. You need to kill him. Like now!”

I stared at him, a little taken aback,
because Billy wasn’t usually so vicious. “What’s gotten into
you?”

“What’s gotten into me? The
guy plans to skin you and plaster the remains to his scrawny hide,
and you ask what’s gotten into me?”

I started looking for the mini fridge,
assuming this place had one, because I was thirsty. “He’s locked up
and drugged out of his mind. He can’t do anything.”

“And if he gets loose? I
can’t believe they’re letting that . . . that thing . . . just sit in a cell,
waiting for someone to rescue him—”

“Billy.” I looked up from
checking out a large drawer, which had a room service menu but no
fridge. “This is HQ.”

“And?”

“And nothing’s getting in
here, okay?”

“No. It is not okay!
Somebody got in here a month ago—a lot of somebodies—”

“That was before the
invasion force started to assemble. You can’t swing a dead cat in
here anymore without hitting some of the most overpowered magic
users on the planet.”

“—not to mention a fey
assassin and the goddamned crazy mage!”

“Crazy mage shifted in.
Nobody’s going to be doing that anymore, either.”

The room service menu hours cut out
fifty minutes ago, I noticed. Typical. I threw it on a table and
went back to the search.

“I can’t believe you’re
acting like this!” Billy said. “He’s planning to
kill you!

“People have been trying to
kill me ever since I got this job—since before I got this job,” I
reminded him, finally spotting a likely suspect in one of the
built-in cabinets. “If I freaked out over every one of
them—”

“Cass.” Billy got between
me and the fridge, and crossed his arms, looking as serious as I’d
ever seen him. “I need you to listen to me.”

I got a good look at his expression
and paused. Billy didn’t get serious very often, but when he did,
it was usually a good idea to listen to him. And not only because
he occasionally had some good advice, but because he’d make your
life hell if you didn’t.

“Okay,” I agreed.
“Outside.”

I liberated a soda from the fridge and
we went out to the balcony, which was seriously cold but also
seriously pretty. The wrought iron was covered with a dusting of
snow, but I wiped a chair clean with the hem of my robe and sat
down.

Billy perched one hip on the railing,
and managed to do it fairly convincingly. You had to look closely
to notice that he was really just hovering there. I kind of wished
he wouldn’t, because the snow fall behind him was visible through
his body, making it hard to concentrate. But that expression let me
know that I’d better make the effort.

“I’m sorry you had to see
that today,” I told him. “I didn’t think it would affect you like
this.”

“Not affect me?” he stared.
And then abruptly pulled cigarette stuff from a pocket in his jeans
and started rolling himself one.

He usually only did that when he was
nervous, bored or angry, and it was kind of obvious which was the
case here.

“I just meant,” I paused,
because my brain was still half asleep and I was making a hash of
this. “I meant that it would have bothered anybody. Jonathan is a
nightmare—”

“Yeah. Who’s gunning for
you.”

“And who’s not going to get
me.”

Billy paused to scrape a match across
the sole of his boot and light up. The match was his energy, and so
was the boot and the cigarette, all part of the same ghostly
package. Yet the movements had always seemed to calm
him.

And he looked like he needed
it.

“I’m going to be blunt,” he
told me, when he’d taken a couple of puffs.

“All right.”

“There’s death and then
there’s death. I’ve seen a lot of shit, but I’ve never seen
anything like that skinny bastard of a mage, and I don’t want to.
What he did to Jo—”

Billy paused to smoke some
more.

“It was awful,” I
agreed.

“It was worse than awful.
Look, we all got a time to go, right? Even us ghosts. You can’t
dodge the Grim Reaper forever, and maybe we shouldn’t want to.
Maybe there’s something better out there, who knows? But Jo’s never
gonna get a chance to find out. She’s stuck, she’s suffering, and
she’s permitting a mad man to cause a lot of other suffering. And
if he gets his clutches on you—”

Billy shivered all over, and then
abruptly put out his cigarette on the railing. It concerned me that
it actually smoked slightly, as if he was exerting power on it. Or,
more likely, that he was leaking power, because he was
upset.

“This is really bothering
you, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Cass! What part of
he wants to wear your face did you not get?”

I started to say something, but he
held up a finger.

“Look. Just promise me that
you’ll see to it that he’s taken out, okay? He’s under your
jurisdiction—he’s a time traveler, and one you brought in!
You make the decision on
this, not the Senate, not the Circle, and not goddamned Marsden!
All right?”

I stared up into eyes so bright that I
could actually see the hazel in them. I knew what he was asking,
and it would definitely not make me popular with the Circle. I was
already on Jonas’s shit list for stealing his favorite war mage; if
I killed his prized prisoner, too . . .

Not to mention that I hated killing,
particularly the cold-blooded kind. I’d had to kill Lizzie that
way, an acolyte who had teamed up with Jo for a while. And it had
been . . . horrible. Absolutely horrible.

But when Billy was right, he was
right. I’d give Jonas some space, let him get whatever he could out
of the man, if anything. But then, if he refused to act . .
.

“I know it’s tough,” Billy
began.

“All right.”

He blinked. “You sure?”

I nodded, but didn’t say
anything.

He bent over and wiped a melted bit of
snow off my cheek, and I swore I could feel the brush of a
fingertip. “You always get the shit jobs, don’t you?”

“So do you.”

“Guess it runs in the
family, huh?”

I looked up at him,
surprised.

He shrugged. “I been dead a century
and a half, Cass. You’re my family, if I got one at all. And I
don’t like people messing with my family.”

I didn’t know what to say, except the
obvious. “You’re mine, too.”

And then I got choked up, because my
emotions were all over the place, lately. I abruptly decided that
I’d had enough snow gazing for tonight and went back inside,
closing the French doors firmly behind me. Billy, of course,
floated on through without needing an opening.

“I owe you big for helping
with everything lately,” I told him, and meant it.

He grinned. “I’ll add it to the
list.”

“Where have you been all
day, anyway?”

“Watching the crazy. Making
sure they had him locked down. And then swinging by here, once I
figured out where they put you, but you were busy.”

“Doing what?”

He made a kissy face. “Oh, Pritkin!
Oh! Oh!”

“I do not sound like
that.”

“You sound exactly like
that. You know it’s weird that you use his last name when you’re
having sex, right? I’m just saying.”

I looked at him impatiently. Billy
could go from tender to an ass quicker than anybody I knew. “Did
you need something?”

“Yes, a draw, if you want
me to keep babysitting lover boy.”

“I don’t. We’re going back
to court tomorrow. All of us.”

“Thank God.” It sounded
heartfelt. “This place is creepy as shit; you know
that?”

I glanced at the
impatiently chiming mirror. “Don’t worry. I think we’re going to
be persona non grata around here for a while.”

“Works for me,” he said,
and dove into his necklace. A moment later, a little voice drifted
up from inside. “I hereby declare this adventure to officially be
over.”

Works for me, too, I thought, and went
back to bed.
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Chapter
Thirty-Nine











I tried going back to sleep, but my brain wasn’t having it. It
wanted to watch snow dance on the ceiling instead, where the
flutter outside was casting shadows. Shouldn’t have had that nap, I
guessed.

But this was nice. I snuggled down
under the covers, once I managed to liberate some from the bed hog,
and just enjoyed a rare moment of calm. If I could trap time in a
bottle like Gertie, I’d choose this, watching snow dance on the
ceiling and listening to Pritkin breathe.

It was as close to perfect as my life
got.

After a while, my own breathing evened
out, but I still didn’t sleep. I watched the indistinct little
blobs above through have closed eyes, in no rush to let go of this
feeling. They looked like tiny moons, all speeding by with places
to go. They reminded me of being a child in Tony’s farmhouse, and
watching the shadows of tree limbs on my ceiling, their skeletal
fingers grasping the real deal.

Of course, I didn’t know that it was
my mother’s symbol then. Didn’t even know that she’d had a symbol,
or that weak, perpetually frightened Cassie Palmer had a goddess in
the family. I’d have probably laughed at the very idea. Yet I’d
stared at it anyway. And, sometimes, when I stared too long, I
thought I glimpsed a face in the blankness.

Everyone called it the man in the
moon, but I’d always imagined a woman’s face up there, one who
smiled back at me because she loved me. She hadn’t wanted to leave
me with Tony the Bastard, but she hadn’t had a choice. She would
have been with me if she could, and things would have been very
different . . .

Or would they?

Pritkin and I had compared families
once, to see who had it worse. He had pronounced himself the
winner, and he had a good case. His father was Prince of the
Incubi, the infamous Lord Rosier, who had a less than perfect grasp
on his throne and wanted a son to help him hold it. The idea had
been to pimp Pritkin out, using his abilities to make new alliances
for the house and to keep the often-quarrelsome nobles in
line.

Rosier had never asked what Pritkin
wanted, or probably even thought about it. Like Pritkin’s mother
had never bothered to wonder about the possible consequences of
screwing a demon lord for knowledge and power. I’d always felt bad
for the boy who had mostly grown up without either of his parents,
just like me.

Only, it hadn’t been just like me, had
it? His parents might have been thoughtless and neglectful, rarely
if ever thinking about their son. But at least he knew who they
were. The good and the bad, which must be a little reassuring.
Something to come to terms with anyway, to rationalize, and,
eventually, accept: that they were flawed people, just like
everyone else, who had made mistakes.

But what did you do when you didn’t
know them at all?

I didn’t know why I was thinking about
my mother, all of a sudden. Maybe it was the moon outside tonight,
which had been so beautiful. She had been, too; I knew that much
about her. And little else.

I honestly didn’t know if Pritkin had
won our game or not, because I didn’t know anything. Rhea had
assumed that my mother hadn’t wanted me, and maybe she was right.
Rosier had admitted that he would have abandoned Pritkin if he
hadn’t had the abilities he craved, so was she any different? Had
she been disappointed with her mostly human daughter?

Because I was very human. Sometimes it
felt like a bad joke, like the universe had played a trick on her.
The great Artemis finally decided to have a child, and she ended up
with someone who took back almost entirely after her human
father.

An image of dad as I’d first seen him
drifted across my mental vision. Mother always seemed so
otherworldly and unreachable. But dad . . .

Dad was a putz.

He couldn’t walk across a room without
falling on his face, he freaked out at the slightest hint of
danger, he was overly emotional, often being pissy for no apparent
reason, and he whined a lot.

Yep, the apple hadn’t fallen far, as
they said.

But he’d had a few good
qualities, too. He was brave when he didn’t think too much about
it, loyal, creative and weirdly funny. None of which
explained what he’d been doing in a Stuart
era basement surrounded by gunpowder. That was where Agnes had
tracked him down, and dragged him back to the Pythian Court, where
he’d met a goddess in disguise. It seemed a little out of his
league, frankly.

Sort of like her.

I guessed they were both mysteries,
and were likely to remain that way. And maybe that was for the
best. She’d been a warrior, the greatest of them all, because she’d
beaten them all. On her own, and with no help from anyone. Would
she think me weak, for not being able to do the same? Would she
cringe as I bumbled about, lucking into a few victories, acting in
a supporting role in others? Would she have seen a wimp instead of
a warrior?

In all honesty?

Probably.

But I personally thought dad was more
heroic, crazy as that might seem. He’d been terrified, the few
times I’d seen him in combat, and rightfully so. He didn’t have
super awesome power to fall back on, or centuries of knowledge, or
anything but craft and guile and bravado. And, when necessary, the
ability to run screaming down the roadway, faster than
anyone.

Dad didn’t win elegantly, but he
won.

Right up until he didn’t.

Because who was I kidding?
Yes, I admired certain things about my father; I practically
was my father, getting
by any damned way I could. But sometimes, most of the time, hell
yes, I’d take some of mom’s power. Just a fraction of it so that I
wasn’t tired all the time, trying to channel magic that wasn’t
meant for a human being, and so I could keep the people I cared
about safe.

What must that be like? I wondered. So
much power, enough to be able to wade into battle as an army, all
on your own? To lay waste and never have to count the
cost?

I’d never known that; never would. I
had to ration my spells so carefully, always thinking about which
one I was going to use, how many more I might need, how to get by
on the least amount of power possible so as to reserve some stamina
for later. Once, just once, I’d like to know what it felt like to
just let loose . . . to just . . . to . . .

My thoughts petered out; I wasn’t sure
why.

Then I realized why.

I’d turned over onto my side, facing
Pritkin, who was also turned toward me. He didn’t react, which
wasn’t too surprising since his face was slack and what could
charitably be called some deep breathing was coming from his
slightly open mouth. He was clearly asleep.

Yet the eyes were wide open, and
regarding me curiously.

And I knew those eyes.

In the low light, I
couldn’t tell if they were black or a deep, deep jade, but there
was no other color. Not even the rim of firelit green around the
edges, which I’d seen before when Pritkin’s incubus was awake. But
there were stars—a whole field of them.

Later, I would wonder if the amount of
green indicated how much of Pritkin was still aware and in control,
but I didn’t then. Then I froze, like a deer in headlights, with
the only coherent thought in my head whether I could make it to the
door. And if it even mattered, or if he would just follow me, slack
jawed and snoring, on a mad chase around the pub.

The idea was so insane that I let out
a small noise, and no, no, no, that had definitely not been a great
idea.

Not great at all, I thought, as he
slowly moved closer.

The man I knew was still asleep, so
his movements lacked their usual efficient grace. But clumsy or no,
they sufficed to carry the resting body to my side, and to raise a
limp hand so that the back of it could just brush my cheek. As if
to ask, “What’s wrong?”

I tumbled backwards off the bed,
screaming bloody murder, and kept on doing it even when Pritkin
jumped up, his eyes flooding back to green, and a half a dozen
levitating weapons sprang into the air from the coat he’d thrown
over a chair.

The last time I’d seen it, it had been
in the living room, where he’d taken it off when we first came up
here. But he must have retrieved it after I went to sleep, because
paranoia is practically a war mage requirement. And because he’d
want to make sure he could protect me, which would have been
great.

Except how could he protect me from
himself?

I realized that I was still screaming
when Pritkin grabbed me.

“Cassie!
Cassie! What the
hell?”

That’s what I want to know,
I thought wildly. I finally managed to stop shrieking like a
banshee. But part of me was still screaming internally,
because—because—because what was happening?

I knew those eyes, I thought,
blankly.

I should do—I’d seen them in London
when something attacked me.

No, not
something.
Someone. I
clutched the bathrobe around me and stared at my lover, who stared
back, obviously bewildered and worried and a little freaked
out.

What was
happening?

“Cassie—”

“No, no, no!” I tore away,
trying for the bathroom, wanting to be alone, but I didn’t make it.
I ran into a bedpost instead, hit my head and grabbed hold, the
room spinning even as I tried to think. Pritkin couldn’t have
attacked me in London! He wasn’t even there!

So how could his incubus have done
it?

And why?

The first, and so far, only time his
other half and I had had a conversation, it had been all about how
misunderstood it was. How it hadn’t meant to drain Pritkin’s wife
of life energy; how her death had been a terrible accident, one
that Pritkin had unfairly blamed it for. And how, afterwards, he
had basically locked it away for life. Why bother to tell me all
that, to try to garner sympathy, and then just turn around and
attack me the first chance it got?

To lower your
defenses? a little voice asked.
To make you assume, as you had, that it was no
threat to you?

It isn’t a threat! If it tried
anything, Pritkin would—

Do what? Lock it away again? But wasn’t
it already locked away, as much as he could manage? So that wasn’t
much of a deterrent, was it? And if it managed to drain not only
you, but the Pythian power?

Well. He’d never be able
to lock it away again, now would he?

Stop it! Gertie’s court was a hundred
years ago! It had no way to get back there—

It had Jonathan. They’re
both after the same thing, after all—the Pythian power. If they
teamed up—

No! It was a visceral, gut reaction.
But I knew those eyes, I thought, turning back around to stare at
them.

And even though they were
now green, something was similar. No, something was the
same. For a second, I
swore I could see the starlit ones behind the green, like two
images superimposed over one another.

I shuddered hard, and Pritkin swore.
“If you don’t tell me what’s wrong, right now—”

“Nothing,” I gasped. “I . .
. I just need a minute.”

I abruptly sat down in a chair, and
put my head in my hands. Even for me, this was a lot. And something
I had no idea how to handle.

Telling Pritkin what had happened in
London . . . no. We’d just reached a sort of equilibrium tonight.
An us-against-the-world kind of deal, where we’d finally bared
everything, talked some shit out and agreed to trust each
other.

How could I tell him that he couldn’t
even trust himself?

How could I tell him that my chief
defender was the one who’d attacked me?

He would leave, I thought. I didn’t
know what he’d do afterward, but I knew that much. He wouldn’t risk
what happened with his wife happening again. And I . . .

What would I do then?

“Nothing’s wrong,” he said.
“Yet you wake up screaming? Did you have a nightmare?”

I shook my head. And then I
thought about it. Had I had a nightmare? Was that all this was—a bad dream that had
lingered a bit too long?

God, wouldn’t that
be wonderful?

“Cassie—”

“I don’t know,” I said,
swallowing. “I’m not sure.”

Pritkin grabbed the old-fashioned lamp
off the little table and squatted down in front of me. He was
wearing boxers, despite the fact that he usually slept in the nude,
because it had become a habit after we were interrupted several
times at court. The pose showed off the thick muscles of his
thighs, the taut stomach and the sculpted, naked chest above.
Pritkin kept himself in tip top shape, both because it was expected
from members of the Corps, and because he’d had to do without the
magical boost from his incubus half, once he’d decided to limit its
scope, leaving him feeling vulnerable.

He didn’t look vulnerable right now.
He looked like he could take on an army all by himself, especially
with the lamplight highlighting all those fascinating dips and
bulges, and gilding the blond hair on his legs, chest and jaw. He
also looked vaguely fey for once, with a slight tilt to the eyes
and a faint elfin quality to the way the jaw blended into the
ears.

How had I never noticed that before? I
wondered. He was far too muscular for a fey, but there were hints,
here and there, if you paid attention. Especially kneeling in a
puddle of lamplight, as if casting one of their light shadows . .
.

“Cassie,” Pritkin caught my
hand.

I vaguely realized that I’d been using
it to smooth over the thick shoulders and down the powerful arms,
lost in admiration. I still sort of felt that way, watching the
golden light dance in his hair, which was tousled from sleep. It
felt almost like I’d been drugged. . .

“Shit,” I said, and looked
into green eyes that were sharp, clear and aware—for the moment.
“We have a problem.”

“What problem?” Pritkin’s
eyes flicked around the room, and his weapons followed suit, guns
and knives and fat potion bombs poking their nonexistent noses into
closets, the bathroom and under the bed.

But, of course, they didn’t find
anything.

The problem was right here.

I opened my mouth to explain, but
nothing came out except for a small groan. And, once my hand
smoothed down his chest, grasping hard pecs and soft hair, that
changed into something very close to a whimper. I leaned in to kiss
his neck, sliding my lips along the strong cords there, sucking on
his Adam’s apple, until strong hands grabbed my shoulders and
thrust me away.

“What’s wrong? What’s
happening?”

I wish I knew, I thought.
But it was hard to concentrate on the question with him
right there. So strong,
so warm, so—

“Cassie!” he said, and then
he didn’t say anything, because I was kissing him.

No, I was
kissing him, wrapping my
arms around his neck, pressing my breasts against his chest,
tonguing the inside of his mouth, which had been open to say
something, but which was now otherwise occupied. Because whatever
was wrong with me appeared to have passed to him. His arms had just
gone around me and he was deepening the kiss better than I’d been
able to do. Far better, I thought, groaning again, and leaning into
it.

I vaguely heard his weapons fall to
the floor, including one of the guns that went off and shot a chair
leg or something. But it was distant, unimportant. Everything was,
except for this.

Pritkin broke away and cursed again,
but it was an urgent, desperate sound, like he was fighting a
battle he already knew he’d lose. I didn’t know what to do, didn’t
fully understand the struggle going on within him. So, I tried to
do nothing, but that didn’t work too well with something powerful
building between us.

And then we kissed again, tumbling
back onto the bed, and it caught, as it hadn’t since that night in
Wales. Not just sex, demon-assisted, but full on demon sex. And
okay, no, I thought, panicking, even as the fire flashed from me
and into Pritkin.

“No,” he echoed my
sentiment aloud, seeming dazed, even as his hand skimmed down my
thigh, pulling me into position. “No!”

I agreed. The feedback loop was
extremely dangerous, as Pritkin’s wife had discovered to her cost.
But it was even more so with me. She hadn’t had much power to feed
into it.

I did.

Because the only other time this had
happened, Pritkin’s incubus hadn’t drawn from my own paltry
strength. It had gone straight for the Pythian power, magnifying it
many times over before feeding it back to me. It was how we’d once
generated enough energy to defeat a god. But there were no gods
here, and that included the two of us.

We couldn’t hold on to that much raw
power, and if we tried . . .

It would burn us alive.
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Chapter Forty






My brain and body were having a serious disconnect. My brain
was shouting warnings, but my body wasn’t listening. My body was
busy grabbing the back of Pritkin’s neck, dragging him down,
drawing him further inside. The new angle made him growl and I
swear I could feel it all the way to my toes.

My shudder echoed through him and we
groaned together that time, a desperate sound, and a moment later,
I was desperate for another reason.

Because, when I looked up,
it was to see the black eyes I’d encountered before, and once
again, they’d completely eclipsed the green. I didn’t say anything,
because I wasn’t sure who I would have been speaking to, or who I
was currently making love with. He pumped
into me, long forceful strokes that felt so familiar, shuddering my
body, making me cry out. But above me were a stranger’s eyes. Ones
that glowed brighter and brighter with each thrust.

It was a terrifying thought, but my
body didn’t interpret it that way.

My body had a mind of its
own.

It growled “faster” and
clamped down on him hard. He snarled back, like a tiger
being ordered around by its mate, but sped up.
And found that one spot, hitting it at just the right angle, over
and over again, making me pay in the sweetest possible way. Colors
ran behind my eyes, laughter bubbled up in my throat, fighting for
a voice with the scream already building there. I didn’t know what
to do or how to feel, or how to express the emotions that built and
built and built—

And then released, when all the power
that Pritkin had been absorbing came rushing back into me. A
massive flood of it that had me writhing on the bed and staring up
at him in shock, feeling like my hair was on fire. My eyes didn’t
work right, either, or else he was actually glowing, the skin
burnished gold, the eyes emerald flame.

But whatever the cause, the shock
brought me back to myself somewhat.

And getting rid of the power, at least
for the moment, seemed to have done the same thing to
him.

He shook his head, his eyes bleeding
back to normal, even as his body kept pumping into mine. “Release
it! Cassie, let it go!”

I tried. But either the part of him running this show had timed
things perfectly, or else I was too busy shuddering through the
most intense climax of my life to concentrate. And it didn’t get
any easier.

Energy arced and sparked over the bed,
which was now steaming. Pritkin’s hair was a wild halo around his
flushed face, while his lips moved in a spell. But whatever it was,
it didn’t work or it wasn’t strong enough. Because I screamed
through orgasm just as the power rushed back into him.

I collapsed back against the bed, my
limbs trembling, my skin singing, my breath coming harsh and ragged
in my throat. But that was nothing to what was happening to my
partner. His eyes were neon fire, his veins showed clearly through
the skin as if they were filled with light instead of blood, and
his body convulsed, spasming into mine like a man
possessed.

Which, for all I knew, maybe he was. I
didn’t know how this strange symbiosis worked, and doubted that he
did. But I knew one thing. Pritkin might be a prince of the Incubi,
but that didn’t make him indestructible, not when he’d had a mostly
human mother.

And his human part was
struggling.

I didn’t know what was different about
this time; he hadn’t looked like this in Wales. But he was
shuddering and convulsing, trying to absorb the power and failing.
Just like me. Because the feedback loop wasn’t stopping.

The flood of energy, so much bigger,
so much hotter this time, slammed back into me like a few dozen
freight trains. I screamed, half in pain, half in ecstasy, because
I’d never felt anything like it. Pritkin was still inside me, and
the combination made me come all over again, made me wring orgasm
after orgasm out of him, because he couldn’t seem to stop,
either.

It was easily the most intense
experience I’d ever had, but it wasn’t going to last. Because we
weren’t. If we couldn’t get rid of it, we were going to die. This
time, next time, but soon.

Very soon.

Pritkin was yelling something as I
convulsed, which sounded like “shift!”

I didn’t know what he meant at first,
couldn’t think. But then I realized: the power we were creating was
getting too big even for the Circle’s wards to contain. Last time,
I’d used it to tear open a hole in the sky, and release a god from
another dimension to battle Ares. But I couldn’t do that here. If I
did that here—

People died.

Hell, half of our army
died!

Was that what this was about? I
thought, panicking. Was that what Jonathan had been waiting for?
For his incubus ally to try again what it had failed to do in
London, and steal enough power to burn down HQ and everybody in
it?

“There must be three.” Me,
Pritkin, and Pritkin’s incubus?

But no, that couldn’t be it. If
Pritkin died, his incubus did, too! Didn’t he?

I didn’t know. I didn’t understand how
this worked; not any of it. But I tried to do what Pritkin had
said, and shift us away. Somewhere, anywhere—a desert, a
mountaintop, a swamp—with no people in it, where we could release
all of this safely.

But I couldn’t. Instead of having too
little power, my problem now was that I had too much. So much that
it felt like acid in my veins, like my heart was pumping lava
instead of blood. And my senses—

My senses were going
haywire.

The usual incubus effect
had hit, magnifying and distorting everything. It was as if the
whole room was blending together, to the point that I could taste
laughter, hear tears, smell emotions. Pritkin was gasping out
another incantation, and I could see the words as they left his lips,
spicy red and peppery, the color smearing as they floated over the
bed. As if we’d fallen into some crazy comic.

Using the Pythian power required
concentration, and right then, I didn’t have any.

Pritkin jerked away from me a second
later, but it didn’t help. Nothing did. The loop was fire, the loop
was eternal, the loop was going to burn us both to cinders and
there was nothing I could do about it.

And it smelled like it had already
started.

I’d closed my eyes in an attempt to
calm down the fun house effect, but they suddenly flew open. To
show me burning curtains, the material thrashing as it was eaten by
flames, the pretty colors glowing brightly for a moment before
going black, the pert maidens looking like they were being burnt at
the stake. As we would be any minute, whether the power consumed us
or not, because the whole room was on fire.

The power we were shedding was setting
everything alight. It was already so hot in here that the room
wavered in front of my vision, like the desert at noon. I tried to
sit up, to roll onto the floor, to do anything, but I
couldn’t.

Except to watch Pritkin kneeling by
the bed, trying yet another spell. I could see his lips moving even
though I couldn’t hear him. I couldn’t hear anything but the roar
of the fire and the terror pounding in my ears. Or do anything but
lie here and wait to die.

But maybe somebody else
could.

Mircea, I thought, reaching out through the bond, throwing it wide.
I couldn’t tell if he heard me; there was too much noise in my head
for that. But we were in Lover’s Knot together; he had my power. He
could shift us out of here—

But he’d better do it fast.

The power flowed out of me again, back
into Pritkin, and I gasped in relief. But I hadn’t even taken a
second breath before it was back. The flow was almost continual
now, an unbroken stream too much for any single body to hold, so it
had taken both of us. But that wouldn’t help for long, if it had at
all.

My eyes were flame, my body was fire,
my whole world was starting to burn.

“Mircea!”
I screamed, as my left arm went up in
flames.

And the next second, I was slamming
against cold, hard ground.

I knew that much. I could feel dirt
against my palm and on the side of my face, yet I burned. So much
so that, for a moment, I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. I
writhed against the ground, wanted to scream in pain, but my throat
was closed and wouldn’t let anything out.

Through my hair I saw
Pritkin, now kneeling on snow, half of his face covered in a nasty
burn. But it was the wild expression in
the eyes that had me coming back to myself a little. Pritkin never
looked like that. Pritkin was Mr. Cool Under Pressure.

But not right now.

I couldn’t see why because he wasn’t
looking at me. He was looking at something behind me. But when I
tried to turn around, to see it for myself, I bumped my left arm
and almost passed out. The world went swimmy, pain lanced through
me, and I felt like throwing up. And then I almost did, when I
caught sight of my arm: from the elbow down, it was a blackened
mess, with the skin cracked and dead, and raw meat peeking
through.

Third degree, I thought, staring at
it. And I’m in shock. That’s why I feel this way.

And then I felt even worse when a
voice came floating through the crisp, cold air. “So glad you could
join us. I was beginning to wonder what the holdup was.”

Jonathan. Which was impossible, but so
was everything else right now. Like Pritkin watching me bleed and
doing nothing.

Was his incubus in charge? His eyes
were green, but maybe that didn’t mean anything anymore. Not if it
had absorbed all that energy. And it must have, because the
feedback loop had stopped, but the power it had created had to have
gone somewhere.

And I sure as hell didn’t have
it.

I couldn’t even seem to breathe
properly, although that may have been smoke inhalation. I wasn’t
sure. But Jonathan didn’t seem to like my inattention, because the
next moment, I was being kicked over onto my back.

He looked different, I thought,
staring up at the blond head haloed by a blue sky. But I couldn’t
put my finger on it. And then I realized: there was no eye patch.
Tom’s handiwork was nowhere to be seen.

There was no smashed-in face, either.
And while the Corps’ medics were good, they weren’t that good. So,
either a glamourie, which I seriously doubted he’d bother with,
or—

“Chimera,” I whispered,
kicking myself for not thinking about it sooner.

No wonder he hadn’t looked worried in
the Circle’s hands. He’d done the same thing that Jo once had, and
created a copy of himself before he went on his mission. Or maybe
it was the copy that he’d been sending on missions while the
original had stayed somewhere safe. Where nothing could scratch his
eye out or beat his face to a pulp, and where he could move around
freely even while his other half was lying in a Circle
jail.

He bent down and patted my head. “Gold
star.”

He walked off a little way, giving me
a view of a wide-open courtyard in what looked like a small castle,
if a run down one. It was high in the mountains of Romania, at a
guess. I was becoming familiar with the velvety forests and rocky
slopes, like the ones falling away from our current
perch.

I just didn’t understand what we were
doing here.

Mircea must have shifted us, and he’d
obviously been somewhere back in time when he did it. My power
hadn’t warned me about that, or maybe it had and I’d been too busy
dying to listen. But that didn’t explain anything about Jonathan.
How had he followed us—or from the way things looked, gotten here
ahead of us?

I didn’t know, but he’d brought
friends. A lot of them. Maybe a hundred Svarestri warriors were
scattered around the courtyard, their shiny black armor gleaming in
the sunlight, their silver hair whipping out behind them in the
wind. That included a line of a dozen nearby who I barely glanced
at, because I’d just seen what was in front of them.

I stared at the lineup, and then at
Pritkin, who looked back blankly. He clearly had no idea, either.
Which was fair, since I couldn’t think of a reason for that group
to all be assembled together.

From right to left, the Svarestri
appeared to be guarding Mircea, who was kneeling on the ground
looking stunned; a strange, cloven hoofed creature with a goat’s
head but intelligent eyes; Rhea in a long, white lace gown;
and—

I had no idea.

There was a fourth prisoner in the
lineup, but she was flickering in and out. One minute, she was a
spectral creature, barely visible against the backdrop of the sky.
And the next, a woman appeared, blue gowned and brown haired, with
braids that looped up around her ears and . . .

And I decided that the pain was making
me hallucinate, because that looked a lot like the Pythian Court’s
librarian.

She went transparent again, and I
finally realized why, when I spotted an absolutely huge portal,
thrumming away in the space just off the edge of the precipice on
which the castle was built. It was big enough to have driven a
medium sized jet through with room to spare, and appeared to lead
straight into Faerie. The librarian wasn’t in Faerie, but she was
in the area around the portal to it, where time and magic streams
got all jumbled up.

No wonder she was looking so freaked
out. Spirits manifested bodies in Faerie. So, when the fey currents
were hitting her, she turned solid, but when Earth’s were
prevailing, she went back to her usual ghostly form. Which might
also explain why the feedback loop had shut down.

It ran on demon magic, which Faerie
ate for lunch.

“Pretty, isn’t it?”
Jonathan asked, coming back this way. I didn’t know what he meant,
and didn’t care. I was looking at the phalanx of Svarestri he had
with him, which he arrayed around Pritkin and me, except for the
space opposite the portal. “Wouldn’t want to obstruct your view,”
he told me kindly.

And then he belted Pritkin straight in
the face.

I made a sound and tried to get up,
but the guards held me back. And then made me watch an absolutely
savage beating. It went on for long minutes, until Pritkin’s face
looked less like a human’s and more like a pile of ground beef. I
didn’t even know if he was conscious anymore when Jonathan finally
let him go and turned toward me.

And then I found out, when Jonathan
grabbed me by the hair and Pritkin launched himself at him, only to
be hit by a spell from one of the guards that sent him flying back
what must have been fifteen feet.

He hit down hard enough to stun him,
several Svarestri lunged for him with spears out, and I screamed.
But Jonathan held up a hand and they stopped short, before dragging
Pritkin into the lineup with Mircea and the others. Where they
proceeded to beat him into unconsciousness.

So much for his incubus and them being
allies, I thought sickly, as Jonathan grabbed me again.

But I didn’t get a beating of my own,
as I’d half expected. Instead, I was dragged over to the edge of
the precipice, my contingent of guards coming along with me. But I
wasn’t thrown off. Instead, Jonathan sat down next to me and opened
a blue and white cooler.

“Beer? Soft
drink?”

I stared at him and then at the
cooler, which was full of ice, beverages, and a few sandwiches. He
took out what looked like an egg salad on rye and began to munch
it. Then he snared himself a beer and popped the top. He glanced at
me and waggled the cooler again.

“Last chance.”

“W-what is this?” I
asked.

“Best seat in the house.
Least I could do for a Pythia.”

“Best seat to
what?”

Jonathan patted my shoulder. He seemed
to like to pat things. “Just watch.”

I watched.

The view through the portal was
somewhere up high, another mountaintop probably, because the whole
area appeared to be ringed by snow-capped peaks. Inside this
natural barrier lay an expansive valley—cold, rocky and bare,
except for some scattered villages here and there. And, in the
middle of the plain, a great castle that gleamed in the
sunlight.

It was more like a castle-sized city,
and appeared to have been magicked up from the surrounding rock.
Because the feel of it was totally different from the tiny fortress
we were currently sitting in. There were no blocky towers or
squared off edges. Instead, it looked more like a mountain had
simply decided to grow in the approximate shape of a castle, with
rounded, weathered protuberances interlaced with bridges and
terraces made of what looked like ice.

It also had several rows of walls and
defensive towers, at least a dozen drawbridges that were all
currently closed up, and it bristled with anti-siege weapons. Not
that it needed them. Because, milling about outside the castle,
were what looked to be thousands upon thousands of manlikans. And
when I say outside, I mean that they covered not only the area
around the castle itself, but much of the valley as well, huge
though it was.

Some looked like the stone sentinels
that Mircea and I had fought—deliberate carvings made to look like
soldiers, if soldiers were the size of skyscrapers. Many were new
and pristine, their lines sharp and newly cut; others were old and
crumbly, with weathered featured and pitted surfaces from too many
storms. But all were huge and well-armed. They were arrayed in
rows, like giant chess pieces, or like ranks of flesh and blood
troops with perfect discipline.

Others were of the type that Pritkin
and I had glimpsed once before on Aeslinn’s borders. Craggy, barely
recognizable as humanoid, they looked more like the mountains from
which they’d been made than actual people. But if you looked
closely, you could see discernable arms, legs and heads.

Well sort of. The one currently
passing closest to the portal must have been twenty stories tall,
with a spring bubbling out of its rocky head and cascading down its
mossy beard, because it had just been called forth from the
mountainside. Another, standing a little way off, had a vein of
ruby slashed across its face like war paint and a mohawk of fir
trees growing out of its stony skull. And a third was pockmarked by
crystals, its broad face glittering, but its eyes dark caverns that
nothing looked out of.

But then, it didn’t need eyes. The
tiny figure of a man that stood on its shoulder served that
function for it. Or should I say, the tiny fey, who was probably
seven feet tall like the rest of them, but looked small in
comparison to his ride. Because each of the living mountains had a
rider who directed its mass in the deadliest way
possible.

That would have been bad enough if
there was only a handful of them. But there were walking mountains
as far as the eye could see. And many of them didn’t have riders,
although they seemed to be navigating around perfectly well without
them, something which shouldn’t have been possible.

It felt like ice had started to
collect in my gut.

“You see,” Jonathan said,
watching me. “The problem with a surprise ley-line attack is that
you can’t send in scouts. You have to do it all at once, and hope
your intelligence was correct. If it was, you surprise your enemy,
if not . . .”

He smiled at me.

“They surprise you,” I
whispered.
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Chapter
Forty-One






I stared at the trap being laid for our troops, while Jonathan
drank beer and pawed through his cooler, with the air of a
tailgater waiting for the main event to start. For my part, I
watched one of the mountainous sort of manlikans dueling with
another. They were both the size of 747s stood on end, which made
them among the smaller of the type, yet they were lighting fast—too
fast.

The mountains with riders lumbered
about, with the slow, heavy gait that you’d expect of something
that large. Not these. And not plenty more, I thought, seeing
another dueling pair nearby, where one had just somersaulted over
the other’s head.

And then took it clean off with a
sword the size of a freight car, because yeah.

Metal comes from the earth, too,
doesn’t it?

“If it makes you feel any
better,” Jonathan said, while the vanquished mountain searched
around for its head, “your little plan worked a treat the first
time. Caught us right off guard, it did.”

I turned my head to look at him. “The
first time?”

He nodded and ate eggs. “Your people
surprised the shit out of us. We had the majority of our forces on
the borders—as I’m sure you know—thinking that there was no way
round them. Planned to have your army slog through all the passes,
getting massacred right and left, only to curb stomp whatever
remained of you with our fey forces should any actually win through
to the city.”

He waved his sandwich
around.

“It seemed perfect. There
were bets going on as to whether you’d even attempt it. Three rings
of mountains, three sets of passes, absurd! Then, out of the blue
one day, there you were. Well, not you personally, of course, but
your people. Your army. We didn’t even get all the shields up
before you were breaking through, leaping over our walls, and
scaling us like a swarm of—” he broke off. “What’s
fanged?”

“What?”

He snapped his fingers. “Insect. Not
ants, not bees.” He put his sandwich down so that he could put a
couple of fingers up by his mouth and make little proboscis-like
movements at me.

I just stared.

“Oh, well, I can’t think of
it, either,” he said. “But fanged tiny things, anyway. Overran us
in no time. Killed the king, killed most of the army, almost killed
me. I managed to escape through a tunnel dressed as an old woman.
Then, of course, I hopped back in time and warned Aeslinn. He was .
. . displeased . . . that you lot made allies of the Old Ones, and
talked them into manipulating the ley lines for you. They’ll pay a
price for that, I imagine. Should have stayed in
hiding.”

I struggled to take all this in.
“You—you mean that—”

“Take your time,” he
encouraged. “Work it out.”

“—you mean that you’re from
the future—”

“See, and they told me you
were stupid.”

“—a future where we
won—”

“Slaughtered us.” He
agreed. “Wasn’t even close.”

“—but you
went back in time with Jo’s power and warned
Aeslinn—”

“I’m his fair-haired
boy.”

“—so he
could prepare and have a different outcome?”

He beamed at me. “Right in
one! You know, I think we’re going to deal very well together. Any
particular bit you’d like to claim, by the way? Getting a bit
crowded on the stomach.”

He rolled up a shirt
sleeve to show me a stringy bicep, as if asking for my opinion on
where to get a new tattoo. Which I supposed he sort of was. I
stared at his arm and thought about passing out.

I thought hard.

But Pritkin was currently unconscious
and would likely be dead as soon as Jonathan got tired of beating
on him. Mircea wasn’t laying waste, which meant God knew what,
because the only way to stop a first level master was to stake him.
And Rhea—I had no idea what Rhea was even doing here, except that
she’d brought me a librarian.

Which probably meant that I needed to
hear what she had to say.

But that was a little hard at the
moment.

Of course, so was thinking
with my arm feeling like it was on fire! A
glance down told me why. The flesh was seared, red and bubbly, as
if I’d stuck it over a stove and just left it there to—

I blinked. It was red and bubbly,
where a minute ago it had been black and bloody. It didn’t feel any
better, but it looked . . . like someone was healing me. I glanced
back over my shoulder and found Mircea’s eyes boring straight into
mine.

For a second, until one of the guards
struck me in the head with the end of a wooden pike. I fell over,
because I was not doing well, and Jonathan jumped up and started
screaming at the fey. And I started trying to mentally communicate
with Mircea, because pain or not, I needed to know what the hell
was going on!

But I wasn’t going to find out
anything that way. Mircea’s head wasn’t full of whispers anymore,
it was a full-on hurricane of voices. What sounded like thousands
of them yelling and fighting, bellowing and howling, and none
sounded remotely sane—or anything like him. I didn’t even think
they were the voices of his family members, although some of them
may have been. It was like trying to pick out an individual shout
in a stadium full of cheering fans.

Only these fans sounded furious, and
half of them weren’t speaking any language I’d ever
heard.

“What did you do to
Mircea?” I asked numbly, when Jonathan hauled me back
up.

He grinned. And then silently opened
his shirt. The little green lump on his side, which had looked dead
and shrunken before, was pulsating furiously, like he had affixed
an extra heart to his chest.

I guessed I knew what to tell Jonas it
did, if we ever got out of this.

“When he tried to get in
your head,” I said. “Back in the interrogation room. You . . . got
into his.”

“Not stupid at all,” he
said approvingly.

“Is it . . .
permanent?”

Jonathan shrugged. “Well, for him it
will be.”

I felt another ice cube drop into the
collection in my stomach.

“You know, if you hadn’t
cut the connection between you two, I’d have had you as well,” he
added conversationally.

He turned back to the main event,
which hadn’t started yet. But it would, any time now, and . . . and
I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t!

I felt panic start to rise, a bitter
taste on my tongue, a lump in my throat, threatening to choke me. I
was naked other than for a robe, in excruciating pain, and was
about to be murdered along with everyone I loved. I had no weapons
that would work on this group and almost no information. Except
that we were about to lose—the war, our lives, everything—if I
didn’t come up with a plan, right freaking now.

And instead, what was I
doing?

Thinking about throwing up.

So, I thought about
something else instead. About my mother, who would be ashamed to
see me sitting here, cowering before this creature. I might be a
shitty demi-god, but I was
her daughter. I must have gotten something from
her!

And then about Rhea. I had no idea
what she was doing here, but she was likely being kept alive as
insurance that I wouldn’t throw myself off the cliff to avoid
becoming Jonathan’s latest body mod. Because if I did, the Pythian
power would go to her and she would be harvested in my place. And I
couldn’t let that happen!

But most of all, I thought about
Gertie. She’d been training me hard all month, and not just on the
Pythian skills. She’d taught me a lot there, but she’d seemed to
emphasize this sort of thing even more, putting me time and time
again in situations where I had to think creatively under pressure,
to find solutions that no one else could see, and then to implement
them flawlessly. She’d been a good teacher; I had tried to be a
good pupil.

And now it was graduation
day.

I nudged Billy Joe.

“Don’t come out,” I told
him. “Come inside.”

“What?” Jonathan asked,
turning to look at me.

“Inside your manlikans,” I
said, a little louder. “Those are Ancient Horrors, aren’t
they?”

He nodded. “Some of them. We pulled
them back from the borders to protect the city. Wait until you see
what they can do—”

I’d already seen it, I thought,
feeling Billy moving inside his necklace. I really hoped he took a
moment to figure out the currents swirling around us. Because if he
came out at the wrong time—

But he didn’t. I didn’t know if he’d
been listening, or if we just got lucky. But the next moment, I
felt a familiar spirit slide from the necklace he haunted into my
body, so that we could speak silently to each other.

Jonathan was nattering on about his
cool new army, while I clutched Billy in a mental hug that I never
wanted to end. But it had to. I needed a favor, possibly the
biggest I’d ever asked from him.

And although I expected an argument; I
didn’t get it.

“My fucking pleasure,” he
assured me viciously.

“Are you certain? Billy . .
. if it doesn’t work—”

“My risk, my choice. Just
tell me when.”

I looked at Jonathan, which also gave
me a side eye view of the lineup. The librarian was solid again,
her old-fashioned gown puddled around her knees, her eyes wide and
staring. But not for long. She flickered, and then abruptly went
ghostly, and I gave Billy a mental shout: “Now!

He tore out of me, surging across the
courtyard between me and Rhea, moving like a silver bullet until he
slammed straight into my acolyte.

And disappeared.

He’d made the transition in record
time, before the currents had a chance to change again. Although
whether that would matter I didn’t know, because Rhea could
absolutely throw him out again. It was her body; he was an
interloping spirit; she could toss him out on his ghostly ass any
second now and just might.

Because she literally looked like
she’d been shot.

She was clutching her chest, her eyes
wild and her mouth working, although no sounds were coming out. I
saw her shiver all over, because possession is no joke if you’ve
never done it before, and then go completely still. Before looking
across at me, although I couldn’t tell if she was trying to mouth
anything, because I couldn’t risk looking directly at
her.

But since no stunned cowboy hit the
dirt, only to get stabbed full of holes by the fey, I assumed that
they must have come to some kind of understanding.

Yet it was already too late. A flash
of light seared across my retinas from the direction of the portal.
And when I turned my head, I saw—

“Oh, good!” Jonathan
clapped his hands like an excited schoolboy. “Oh, here we
go!”

No, I thought, staring in horror. At a
line of brilliant yellow that had just slashed across the sky,
almost the length of the valley. Out of it was pouring our army,
which had looked vast in the pieces of it I’d seen over the last
month, massing at HQ or training on the vampire consul’s estate.
But now . . .

It looked pretty paltry
now.

The ley line was spewing out vamps and
mages alike, along with some heavy equipment that I recognized from
all those late-night planning sessions. They were ward breakers,
intended to cut through the magic that guarded Aeslinn’s fortress
far better than stone walls ever could. And his wards were up,
looking like a huge dome of frosted ice over the castle and
surrounding town, because Aeslinn was taking no chances.

I didn’t think he needed to worry.
Because the ward breakers were broken themselves inside of seconds,
and the army was assaulted by a wave of defenders, often while it
was still trying to exit the line. I couldn’t see how bad things
were, even from this angle, because Aeslinn’s forces were so huge
that they basically blocked out everything else.

But then, I didn’t think I wanted
to.

We were getting
slaughtered.

The only positive note was that
Jonathan was whooping and pumping his fist in the air, and
completely ignoring anything else. Even the fey were watching the
war play out rather than paying attention to their prisoners. But
that wasn’t going to help us in a minute, because Billy was having
a problem.

He’d emerged from Rhea and was trying
to make his way back to me, but he’d just gotten tackled—by the
damned librarian. She had been freaking out this entire time, but
hadn’t been doing anything about it. But seeing another ghost with
a sense of purpose had galvanized her, and when he tore past, she
latched on for the ride.

That wouldn’t have been so bad, except
that Billy had timed his transition to match up with a stream of
earth energy cutting through the fey stuff swirling out of the
portal, and she’d just knocked him out of it. And she’d knocked him
hard. As a result, two all-too-human bodies tumbled out of nowhere,
right in front of a line of fey guards, and to make bad matters
worse, one of them was screaming.

Shit!

Billy tried to salvage the situation
by putting a hand over her mouth, but she bit him and he jerked it
away, not that it mattered. Because the fey were already lunging
for them, weapons out and glinting in the sunlight. Several spears
slammed down, each of their points razor sharp and deadly enough to
have ended things right there.

But they only hit dirt and rocks,
although not because Billy and his screeching backpack had moved,
but because the currents had shifted, taking them both back to
spirit form. That may have saved their lives, but Jonathan could
see them, thanks to Jo, just as well as I could. They wouldn’t stay
hidden for long.

Fortunately, he was way more
interested in watching the war than he was in helping the
bewildered guards.

A fey approached him, but he waved him
off. “Deal with it. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“But we can’t see
them, hersir,”
the fey said.

“You bloody well can half
the time!” Jonathan said, his eyes still on the battle. “Are you
that inept?”

“No, hersir.” The fey snapped his
fingers, and the soldiers fanned out, some staying in place to
guard the other prisoners, but most moving around so that there was
basically no open space not within reach of a fey
weapon.

Billy stared at me from
across the courtyard, and I stared back. Get out of here, I mouthed.
Go!

He couldn’t help me anymore, and would
only get himself killed if he stayed. I’d have to think of
something else. But Billy wasn’t leaving.

He was moving, however. He started
dragging the librarian from place to place, trying to stay within
the bands of Earth energy as much as possible while also zig
zagging around, making it harder for the fey to predict where he’d
show up next. The result from their perspective was a wildly
flickering target, popping up here, there, and everywhere, with no
clear path or destination.

Spears were thrown, swords slammed
down, the ring of steel on rock was everywhere. One of the fey
guards ended up taking a knife to the thigh when Billy flickered
into existence, and then right back out again, and the knife passed
through his now ghostly body and hit the fey behind him instead.
Several more had near misses, causing the guards to stumble and
curse, trying to get out of each other’s way.

It almost looked like Billy was trying
to cause chaos, and maybe he was. I realized that I didn’t see the
librarian anymore. But he didn’t need to buy her time to flee; he
needed to go with her!

Because the guards were closing
in.

He was ducking and dodging, but the
swirls of power coming out of the portal were unpredictable, and
the fey had figured out where he was. He took a glancing blow to
one arm, sending a spirt of red arcing across the pale blue sky; he
took another, bigger blow to the thigh, causing him to stumble. And
that would have been it, if he hadn’t gone transparent again, right
freaking then.

But that had been luck, and his was
running out.

“They’re going to take him
piece by piece,” Jonathan said, glancing at me and echoing my
thoughts. “Does he know that, when they kill him, he won’t come
back?”

He knew. When spirits take
bodily form in Faerie, they could be killed, just like anybody
else. And because the body in that case was their spirit, just in an altered
state, they didn’t leave ghosts.

So what the hell was
he doing?

“Billy!” I yelled, uncaring
what the fucking guards did to me. “Run!”

And he did. But not the way I’d
expected. I got half a second to see him pause and look my way, and
there was something on his face, something that had me surging to
my feet, my breath catching in my throat and my body starting to
run even as the guards grabbed me, and dragged me back.

“What’s wrong with you?”
Jonathan said, looking up at me as I kicked and fought. “What are
you doing?”

I never had time to answer. I didn’t
have time to do anything. Because Billy tore out of nothing, a
hundred and seventy pounds of determined cowboy, who grabbed
Jonathan on the way to his feet and—

“Knock ‘em dead, kid,” he
told me.

And then they were gone.
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Chapter
Forty-Two

 


It took me a moment to realize what had happened. And when I
did, it felt like the ground had fallen out from under my feet. As
if someone had punched me in the gut, as if the world had suddenly
grown hazy and indistinct and gray and lifeless and—

And then I was screaming, screaming my
throat raw. And jerking away from my captors to run to the
cliffside and throw myself down onto the ground, trying to
see—something, anything. But the view from below was obscured by
sheets of early morning mist, and it wouldn’t let me.

It was like Billy had just disappeared
off the face of the Earth.

I vaguely heard sounds coming from
behind me: cries and calls in another language; someone shrieked
and abruptly stopped; and no one came to drag me back. Of course,
they didn’t, I thought, the ocean crashing in my ears. Billy had
just killed Jonathan, sacrificing his own life to do it. But that
meant that Mircea . . .

Was now free.

And I didn’t need to turn my head to
know what he was doing.

But I did it anyway, as if in slow
motion, because my brain wasn’t working right. I felt Rhea crash
into the ground beside me, and grab my arm. Felt the ghostly
embrace of the librarian on my other side, heard them trying to
talk to me. But it all washed away on a tide of emotion.

I didn’t need comforting.

I needed that, I thought, watching
Mircea grab two ancient warriors and crash their skulls together so
hard that their heads exploded.

Blood spewed out like rain, a full-on
cloud of it, which he absorbed on his way to carve up three others.
He’d found a sword, I noted vaguely. One of theirs, I supposed. It
was sharp.

A rain of body parts followed him, as
he moved through a whole line up in a deadly dance too fast to see.
Even so, they might have caught him, have overwhelmed him by sheer
numbers, but he had help. Pritkin was back on his feet, looking
like a corpse but machine-gunning spells in all
directions.

And he wasn’t bothered by the shifting
magical currents. He could have cared less. He effortlessly moved
from fey magic to human and back again, without missing a
step.

I wondered why he hadn’t done that
earlier, why he’d taken that beating instead.

I didn’t know. Didn’t care. The shock
of losing Billy was eating into my soul like acid, making
impossible to think about anything else. Rhea was shouting
something now and shaking me. I ignored her.

But it was hard to ignore something
else. Something that looked like electricity that suddenly arced
between my fingers. It was pretty.

A fey came running at us, sword bared,
and I reached out—

And the lightning jumped to him. He
fell to the ground, spasming, and didn’t get back up again. But I
did, rising to my feet, looking around, wishing I could stop the
roaring in my ears, but it seemed to have swamped me.

“Lady! Lady!” Rhea gasped,
as another dozen fey headed our way. Until an arc of blue white
fire erupted from my fingertips, turning them to ash that fluttered
away on the breeze. Easy, so easy.

How had I never noticed how easily
they died?

All of them were running now, not
toward the portal where I stood, but away, scattering in every
direction. I started after them, but Rhea held me back. I turned on
her, snarling—

And she held her ground.

There it was, I thought. There it was:
the courage, determination and strength I’d always seen and loved
in her. Her color was high, her hair was down and whipping around
her face, and her expression said she knew what she risked. Yet,
unlike the fey, she didn’t run. An enraged Pythia in her face who
had just killed thirteen men, and still she didn’t.

“Lady, please! Listen to
her!” she yelled, pointing.

At the librarian, who was kneeling in
the dirt, sobbing.

“My fault,” she told me,
staring up. She was human again for the moment, and her face was
wet and her eyes bloodshot. “My fault! I’m sorry, Lady, so
sorry—”

I slapped her, full in the
face, and would have done it again, but Rhea stopped me. “Cassie!
Cassie, listen!”

The use of my name when she never did,
brought me back a little, helped me think. But it didn’t help much.
“Listen to what?”

“Oh, thank God,” the
librarian sobbed. “Thank—”

“Thank whomever you please
later,” Rhea snapped. “Tell her!”

And she did. I didn’t get all of it.
Mircea’s bloodlust was throbbing in my veins, or maybe that was
mine. Grief was tearing me apart, what felt like literally. My
heart was beating so loudly that I could hear it, as if it would
rip itself out of my chest.

But I could hear her, too.

And what I could hear . . . explained
everything.

She told me how the file on Lover’s
Knot in the Circle’s library contained more than just the spell. It
had the full history of its use, the one they didn’t want anyone to
see. But the Pythian Court had the same history in its archives,
and Rhea and the librarian had found it after I left and she
recovered.

And what a story it was.

Lover’s Knot hadn’t been outlawed for
the reason everyone thought. That had been a cover story to hide
the truth. Because, yes, the spell allowed two magic users to share
power, and yes, if one of those died, they both did. But that had
rarely happened.

The Senate—the main users of the spell
in their old wars—had guarded the witches they paired with their
vampires carefully. A few were killed anyway, in surprise attacks,
but it was damned few. They knew the risks, and they accounted for
them.

So, what did happen? The truth was
simpler: the spell worked a little too well. Like Mircea and I had
discovered, it did more than allow people to simply share power. It
started to blend it, to morph it, to grow it exponentially. In some
pairings, that only resulted in the war machines the Senate had
hoped for. But in others . . .

In others, they got way more than they
bargained for. Because if there’s one thing vampires understand,
it’s power. And some of them became inventive, adding not one witch
into the spell, but two or three or more, each with different
specialties. In doing so, they increased their risk, but also their
reward, getting so powerful that they rivalled the consul in
strength, despite being far younger.

One or the other of them would
probably have replaced her, but she didn’t give them the chance.
She acted swiftly and decisively, having their witches murdered in
daytime while the vampires were asleep, and thus taking them out,
too. And then she burned every copy of Lover’s Knot that she could
find, and persuaded the Circle to do likewise, because they didn’t
want hundreds of uber vampires walking around any more than she
did. But they kept a carefully locked down version of the story in
their library, nonetheless, just in case the vampires ever tried to
use the spell to gain an advantage over them.

“But there’s more,” Rhea
said, while I struggled to absorb all that. “We think that
Jonathan—who rediscovered the spell first and thus had more time
with it—asked himself a question. What would happen if, instead of
a vampire and a witch or two, the spell combined the powers of
others? Others who were even stronger?”

“Like a first level master,
a demon prince, and a demi-goddess,” the librarian added
breathlessly. “What would happen then?”

“What would happen then?” I asked,
watching lightning arc between my fingers. And being pretty sure I
already knew.

“You told me once that you
and Mage Pritkin could, er, make a great deal of power between
you,” Rhea said, blushing a little. “That it was how you defeated
Ares.”

“Yes.”

“But you also said that you
couldn’t hold onto it. That it was too much, all at once, for
either of you to handle. But what if you didn’t have to? What if
you were in a spell that shared power with a third party, one who
himself was linked to hundreds, perhaps thousands of other powerful
beings? Ones with the ability to store energy and feed it back to
him when needed?”

I looked up at her, and realized that
Pritkin and Mircea had joined us at some point. Pritkin was looking
like a savage in nothing but a pair of bloody boxers and a tunic he
must have stripped off a fey. Mircea, on the other hand, was
pristine, in a dark suit without so much as a speck of blood
anywhere, despite the fact that fey blood does not nourish a
vampire.

But eating your enemies
does.

I didn’t bother to ask if the fey were
all dead. They wouldn’t be back here, otherwise. And that meant
what? A hundred fey soldiers dead in a few minutes?

I looked up at the portal.

“Then why did we have no
power before, when we first arrived?” I asked, staring at the
battle. “I couldn’t do anything then.”

“I couldn’t, either,”
Pritkin said. “I was completely drained. It all went to him, every
drop of it, even my own damned power.”

He looked at Mircea, who nodded
politely, as if they had conversations like this every day. They
hated each other, but this this was no ordinary day, and the rules
didn’t apply here. None of them did.

“I absorbed it,” Mircea
agreed. “But did not realize it at the time. My mind was gone,
overwrought by some power the dark mage possessed. I could not
release anything back to you, or even use it myself.”

“How did you absorb it at
all?” I asked. “You don’t have a family in this era; you told me so
yourself—”

“This is not the fifteenth
century, dulceață. It is the eighteenth. I know it is hard to tell,” he glanced
around at the timeless landscape. “Things do not change in this
part of the world as fast as in some others. But it is nonetheless
true. I came back here for—but that can wait. The point is, your
acolyte followed me—”

“Gertie was going to kill
him,” Rhea broke in. “As she had promised she would if he time
skipped again. But I persuaded her to let me come first, to see if
I could talk sense to him. But I really wanted to see you. I knew
you’d come looking for him, and if I took Eliza—this is Eliza, by
the way—”

The librarian actually got
up in order to curtsy.

I stared at
her.

She blinked and slowly
sank back down.

“—so that
we could tell you about the spell. And the fact that Jonathan had
realized that Lord Mircea was the missing component it needed. His
extensive family provides a sort of . . . of battery, to store all
the power that the other part of your trine
creates.”

“There must be three,” I
murmured. Jonathan had seen the danger, and had tried to keep me
from being able to see it too. But he’d failed.

And now I knew.

Rhea nodded. “I think he
thought that, together, the three of you,
with the Pythian power magnified many times over and your gifts
combined, well . . . I know it sounds crazy, but I think he may
have believed—”

“That we could jury-rig a
god.”

I stood up.

“Dulceață?” Mircea said. Because he
could feel it, the emotions running through my veins, speeding my
breathing, causing my heart to skip. Billy. He’d known that I had
to hear this, and that Jonathan had to die to release all of that
power, and he’d given up his life to make both of those things
happen.

And then what had he
said?

“Knock ‘em dead,
kid.”

I felt tears flow down my
cheeks, but they weren’t of grief. It was still too raw. I couldn’t
deal with it; couldn’t touch it. Anymore than I could put my hand
in a fire.

But there was something
I could do.

I started forward, but
Pritkin grabbed my arm. It was the burnt one, but it didn’t hurt
anymore. Mircea’s gift had already healed me.

“What are you doing?”
Pritkin demanded.

“What you
think.”

“Cassie—”

“Don’t.”
I told him tightly. “Don’t tell me my life is worth so much that I
cannot risk it. Don’t tell me to hide in a corner and save my
strength for another day. This—” I pointed savagely at our
army. “This is that day! We either act now or—”

“Or what?” he demanded.
“It’s the same argument we had in Jonas’s office, almost a week
ago. About the fey assassin you tracked down and killed when you
could have just gone back in time. We’re already back in time! We
can go home; we can stop the army from ever leaving—”

“And then what?” I
demanded. “Aeslinn knows. He’s ready. We won’t surprise him this
time; the damage is done—”

“Then we find another way!
We fight another day!”

“No, we kill them all.
Now,” I said, and shifted.

The other side of the
portal let out into a mountainous cave overlooking the battlefield.
It was a dark, blueish gray like all this realm, and empty except
for the massive portal thrumming away behind me. Which meant that I
was probably visible.

And explained why I
suddenly had company.

Pritkin slammed me into
the wall, and I realized something. “You shifted us, didn’t you?” I
said. “Back at HQ. Mircea was too out of it at the time; he
couldn’t have done it. But you could. You put Lover’s Knot on us
once before, to fight Jo, so you knew how.”

Pritkin stared at me. “You
want to talk about that now?”

“No, I want to go kill
something,” I said, and started forward.

He dragged me
back.

“I put Lover’s Knot on us
to get you out of danger! Not to get you into more of
it!”

“He didn’t realize that you
and I already had that bond,” Mircea said, shifting in. “And that
his spell would unite all of us.”

“Something that would have
been nice to know!” Pritkin snarled.

Mircea shrugged. “You have
a temper. She knew how you’d react.”

“Mircea is dealing with a
condition right now,” I added. “It was the only way to help him,
and can we talk about this later?”

“We can talk about this all
you like—back home!” And Pritkin actually tried to shift us
out.

He failed. Partly due to
his spell stuttering halfway through, because the Pythian power was
tied to Earth and we were no longer on Earth, and partly due to
me.

When I shut. It.
Down.

“Gods fighting,” Mircea
murmured, looking at us.

“What?” Pritkin glanced at
him.

“Something one of my
kitchen boys said. I didn’t understand it until now.”

“We are not
gods!”

“No.
We’re a god. And our fight is right out there.” He inclined his head
toward the battle. “Will you walk away from it?”

“If it means saving
Cassie’s life? Yes!”

“That’s not your call,” I
said, furious.

“I’m making it
mine!”

“It is his call,” Mircea said, surprising me. “At least partly. If
one of us dies, all three of us do.”

“Not if we take off this
goddamned spell!” Pritkin said and raised a hand.

I pushed it
down.

“You’re not seriously doing
this,” I hissed. “You’re not leaving them to be
slaughtered!”

“They’re not going to be
slaughtered. I told you, we’ll go back and warn the
army—”

“And they’ll call it off.
They’ll cancel the whole thing. They won’t have any other choice.
Not against that!”

“We’ll find another way,”
Pritkin said stubbornly.

“What other way?” Mircea
asked. “We have been looking for a solution for months now, bending
all our resources to it—”

“Another one!” It was
savage.

I put a hand on Pritkin’s
arm. “You were right when you said we were back there again, in
Jonas’s office. Repeating the moment when you tried to warn me off
to protect me. But that didn’t work and when we talked it out
afterward, you said we were partners—”

“Not
in that!”

“In what, then? When it’s
easy? When it’s safe? This job isn’t safe—”

Pritkin roared. There was
no other word for it. An animalistic sound of pain and fury that
would have normally had me backing up against the wall, wondering
about his sanity.

It didn’t now. This was
all insane. And I knew how he felt. I didn’t want to risk them,
either, neither of them. But there was no other choice.

“We can win the war right
here,” I told him. “Right now. My power knew that; that’s why it
didn’t warn me about Jonathan. It’s why you tried to shift us
outside a room and ended up shifting us back in time and to another
continent! It wanted us right here, right now.”

“You don’t know that,”
Pritkin said stubbornly.

“No, although it fits the
facts. But I do know this. If we go home and lick our wounds, the
war could slog on for who knows how much longer. Months, years,
decades? How many would die then?”

Mircea didn’t say
anything. He wanted to, but he knew there was nothing he could add
that would help. And he’d been right. This was Pritkin’s choice. We
had to go in united, or not at all.

“You said we were
partners,” I pressed. “Was it a lie?”

Green eyes met mine, and
they were burning. “You know it damned well wasn’t.”

“Then come with me. Protect
me.”

“And if I can’t? The
Pythian power doesn’t work in Faerie.”

“It does next to a
portal.”

“It
does sometimes next to a portal.”

“But yours works all the
time, and the power you need you already have.” I put out a hand.
“Be my partner, one last time?”

Pritkin stared at me, a
hundred emotions running across his face.

And then he snarled and
slapped his hand into mine.

Mircea smiled, baring
fangs. “Let us make them pay for it.”
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Chapter
Forty-Three

 


It wasn’t a battlefield; it was an abattoir. There were little
pockets, here and there, of resistance: groups of mages who had
linked shields and were somehow holding out; scattered vampires who
were hiding behind fallen colossi one minute, and attacking a new
target the next; random piles of wounded who were being guarded by
clusters of the Corps’ medics, but who were still coming under
attack. Because it didn’t look like Aeslinn wanted
prisoners.

It didn’t look like that at
all.

But most of it was a disaster, with
our army—what was left of it—being systematically hunted down while
Aeslinn and his forces stayed secure behind their walls, not even
bothering to get their hands dirty.

“Start small,” Pritkin
said, his voice harsh. “We don’t know how much we can do, or how
effective we’ll be.”

“Fuck that,” Mircea said
calmly. “Take down their shield.”

“Damn you!” Pritkin rounded
on him. “We need to be careful—”

“No, we don’t.” Mircea
sized up the man opposite him, who was kneeling behind a pile of
leather coated corpses. And for once, there was no animosity in his
eyes. Mircea had commanded men before. He knew what Pritkin was
feeling right now, seeing literal heaps of his comrades, their
faces slack in death, their bodies in some cases ripped to pieces.
The stench was awful, the visuals worse.

I saw a coat valiantly trying to
defend its wearer, who was missing a face. I saw swarms of
levitating weapons buzzing around the piles of bodies like flies,
using whatever residual energy they had left to fight off all
comers. I saw what looked like an ocean of blood leeching into the
ground, just so much that you’d think the sands were red instead of
gray, and wondered if I’d done the right thing.

Had Pritkin been right? Should we have
gone back? I honestly didn’t know anymore.

But Mircea never wavered.

“If we go small, we lose,”
he said tersely. “We don’t have unlimited power, we’re in enemy
territory, and no back up is coming.”

“If we take down their
shield, they’ll know a new power is on the field,” Pritkin said.
“They’ll come looking for us!”

“Possibly. But they’ll have
far fewer people to do it with their capital under
attack.”

“And you know that your
troops will attack how?”

“I trained
them.”

They both looked at me.

“We go for the shield,” I
said hoarsely, and shifted.

I landed behind the severed head of a
manlikan. It was of the mountainous variety, and was still
“living,” if you wanted to call it that. But its rider was dead
beside it in the dirt, his silver hair mixing with the mud made
from dirt and his own blood, his pale face staring skyward with
eyes that reminded me of Jonathan’s: pewter gray and
lifeless.

Without him, the creature was safe
enough, although the dark, cavernous eyes turned toward me when I
flashed in. Its mossy beard was serving as a nesting place for a
family of small starlings, who paused to look at me, too. But that
was as much of a reaction as I got, and the head was the size of a
train car, giving me plenty of cover.

I needed it, because this wasn’t going
to be easy.

Mircea and Pritkin shifted in while I
examined the shield. Or tried to. The barrier was so thick that I
couldn’t even see through it. It looked like solid ice, and felt
like it, too, when I put my hands on it. Blueish white, hard and
cold; it was like no other shield I’d ever seen.

But Pritkin had. “Elemental energy,”
he told me. “It won’t break easy.”

“I thought Aeslinn’s
element was earth,” I said.

“It is. But he has an
alliance with some of the Alorestri—the water fey. He must have
hundreds of them in there, to support something like
this.”

“Then they need to be
targeted first,” Mircea said, his eyes glowing.

I knew that look; he was talking
mentally to his vampires, somewhere on the field. And they were
listening. Across the wide expanse of burning corpses, ruined,
smoking machinery and walking mountains, there was a sudden surge
of darting figures, all headed in the same direction.

“They’re on their way,” he
affirmed. “Shall we make a door for them?”

“Whatever we do, Aeslinn’s
people will seal it up right after,” Pritkin warned. “You’ll have a
minute, maybe less, to get your men through.”

“It will be enough,” Mircea
said calmly. “And they’re not men.”

“Tell them to get ready,” I
said, and put my hands on the shield. It hummed under my palms,
resonating softly like a struck tuning fork or a song played just
out of range. It was strangely beautiful, like the rest of Faerie,
which was still the prettiest hell I’d ever seen. I closed my eyes
and reached for power—

And had a rush of it hit me so hard
that I went down.

I hadn’t expected that. Had assumed it
would be the same as when I summoned the Pythian power. But this
bond that the three of us had, this trine, was way more
responsive.

Pritkin had caught me—I knew those
arms—but he didn’t pull me away. This was our once chance and he
knew it. I held on, power sizzling through me, just this side of
pain, and felt the outermost layer of the great shield start to
liquify under my hands.

There was so much power, raw and
unformed, boiling around between me and the shield, that it felt
like it might consume me at any second. It was waiting for a
command, I could feel it, but I didn’t respond because I didn’t
know how much I needed. The shield was huge and was being supported
by a magic I didn’t understand. If I moved too soon, the spell
might fail and alert Aeslinn to what was going on.

And jury-rigged god or not, we
couldn’t fight everyone.

This had to work the first time, so I
poured more power into my hands, and watched a golden wash of it
start to creep over the ice.

“Almost here,” Mircea
murmured. “And our enemies are noticing; they’re in
pursuit.”

I ignored him and strained, channeling
everything I could, watching the golden glow spill over an area the
size of a small house. The power was melting more and more of the
outermost layers of the shield, to the point that I was standing in
a small flood as my hands and then arms sank into it. Ice-cold
water splashed over my feet, soaked the bottom of the robe, made my
toes go numb.

But still I called for
more.

“It’s not working,” Pritkin
said, his voice tight. “It’s not going to be enough.”

“I haven’t started the
spell yet,” I told him.

“What?”

“This is spill over. From
the massing of power. I haven’t cast anything yet.”

“Why the hell not? What are
you waiting for?”

“That,” I said, as the wind
of an approaching army fluttered my hair.

One chance I thought grimly. Make it
count. For Billy—

“Astara,”
I said, and a second later, I was
flying.

The blow back from the casting felt
like I’d taken a baseball bat to the chest, one swung by a
silverback gorilla. I felt like I’d broken a rib; it felt like I’d
broken all of them. And then I hit down, not on the ground, but on
a mound of the dead.

It was bad, with stabbing pain lancing
through me. But it would have been much worse, except that Pritkin
had come with me. He’d gotten a shield up at the last second that
took the brunt of the backlash, but he hadn’t had time to form a
proper one. As a result, an amorphous mass of blue sloshed around
us as we rolled down the slope, and were attacked by the weapons of
the dead.

Clouds of levitating guns, knives and
potion bombs threw themselves at us, including something that
exploded underneath us and then boiled up on all sides, olive green
and a thick as the smoke from a witch’s cauldron. It didn’t get
through the shield, but it obscured our view. We hit the ground and
rolled blindly for a moment, before Pritkin managed to put on the
breaks. I just lay there, trying and failing to breathe, wondering
if I ever would again. And then the smoke finally cleared and I
found myself looking up—

At a huge golden pentagram opening up
inside Aeslinn’s massive shield.

It was big, I thought
blankly.

It was really big.

Bigger than I’d expected, and it was
still growing. While I coughed and hacked and struggled to get a
breath, it kept on expanding. It covered a third of the great
shield before it stopped, and just hovered there for a moment, its
power causing Aeslinn’s watery protection to melt and gush and
stream down all around it. Freezing water gushed all around us,
pouring off the shield, but not enough. The pentagram, while
impressive, wasn’t doing its job.

Had I made it too big? I wondered. Had
I spread the power too thin? Why didn’t I make it smaller? We
needed a doorway, not a—

And then I heard it—the first mighty
CRRRAAAAAACCCKKKKK, like the calving of every glacier on
Earth.

The sound shivered through my flesh
and into my bones. And then another, even greater crack exploded
through the air, like a thousand shotguns all going off at once.
This one shuddered my body, made me cry out in pain, and caused
Pritkin to shore up his shields, thickening them to the point that
the whole battlefield looked blue and wavering. Yet it still wasn’t
enough.

What did I do, I thought, writhing in
the mud and screaming mentally and maybe physically; I couldn’t
tell anymore.

What did I
do?

That, I thought, as the massive, mile
high pentagram shuddered and shook—and started to turn.

The sound was horrible. The sound was
indescribable. The sound was mind bending and earth shattering and
the loudest thing I’d ever heard—

And then the great symbol broke free,
turning, turning, turning, and then spinning like a top, while it
ripped open time and dragged pieces of the great shield away into
other eras, where I didn’t know.

But they weren’t here anymore, and no
matter how good those Alorestri bastards were, they couldn’t
replace all of that. Not in time. I lay there, shivering and
gasping and watching in disbelief as a third of Aeslinn’s
protection just . . . disappeared.

Mircea’s army gave a great shout that
I saw rather than heard, because right then, I couldn’t hear
anything. And poured through the breech, hundreds of them instead
of the thousands that there should have been. But maybe it would be
enough.

Maybe, I thought, watching them dodge
great pieces of the shield, which were falling off the ragged
remains up above; watching them wade through waist high water from
the ice melt, much of which was still contained by the remaining
lip of the shield; watched them take a whole sky full of arrows
from the fey defenders. They were fresh; our troops were
not.

It was anyone’s game.

At least it was if the other side
didn’t get some back up.

I spotted Mircea near the breech, up
on a rock with his sword out, rallying the remains of our army. The
were his troops, not those of whoever the Senate had dredged up to
replace him, and they acted like it. But I also saw the mighty
force on across the battlefield, headed straight for him. And he
couldn’t fight on two fronts at once.

We didn’t have the men.

I looked at Pritkin; he looked at me;
and we scrambled up together, shifting to position ourselves
between Mircea’s forces and the oncoming horde.

“Dulceață . . .” It echoed in my
head.

“Go,” I told him
breathlessly. “We’ve got this.”

There was hesitation, but
then the validation that I’d never before received from him. “As
you wish. Be safe.”

I nodded.

“We have this?” Pritkin
repeated, his eyes on the mountains headed our way. Some of them
looked damaged, missing arms or ears or even half a head. But they
were still viable, and they were still coming.

It was like an avalanche
on flat ground.

Literally, I thought, as a
hundred giant boulders came screaming our way, all at
once.

And were caught by a
gleaming, glimmering net that appeared in the sky in front of us,
stretching, stretching, stretching, as it strained to contain them
all. Stretching so much, in fact, that the nearest boulders stopped
all of a foot from our faces. But they didn’t stay there for long.
The next second, they were snapped back, the momentum of all those
projectiles doubled by the power I’d poured into that spell, and
went flying at the enemy like a rocky hurricane.

“Ha!” I said, grabbing onto
Pritkin.

“What’s so funny?” he
asked, looking a little dazed.

“I could never . . . get
that spell right . . . in practice!”

He just stared at
me.

And then the army was
coming again.

It was impressive; you had
to admit that. The troops in the front few lines had all but been
obliterated by their own weapons, but the rest had barely slowed
down. Even worse, some of the manlikans that had been destroyed
hadn’t been stopped, because the ruin of their vehicles had simply
released a squad of Ancient Horrors onto the field.

And if they hadn’t had
bodies before, Faerie had just given them some.

Pritkin blanched, watching
as something with a thousand tentacles scrambled into the golden
netting and flayed it to pieces. The rest of a combined army of fey
and demons surged through after it, moving so fast over the field
that they churned up a huge cloud of dust all around them. It
looked like a sandstorm boiling our way, with an occasional
tentacle or wing or proboscis visible at the edges.

It was
terrifying.

“Pritkin?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Pritkin!”

“I’m thinking!”

“Think faster,
damnit—”

And then they were on
us.

But so was something
else.

I heard screeching from
overhead, and looked up—

To see the underbelly of a
giant . . . something. . . whizzing by overhead. It had the wings
of a bird, huge expansive things that must have been fifty feet
across, but then, they needed to be. Because they were holding up
the body of a lion, and the head of a giant, shaggy feathered bird
with a lion’s mane.

And then one of them
dropped low and scooped me up, and we were soaring.

“Told you I’d taking you
flying one day!” someone laughed, and I turned around to see that I
was being held in front of a grinning fey king, only it wasn’t
Aeslinn.

Long blond hair streamed
behind us on the wind, unbound by anything but a golden circlet on
his brow. A dark green tunic and leggings ended in green suede
boots, which matched the gloves he was using to hold onto the reins
of his strange ride. It was a fashionable choice for a war time
ensemble, and typical of the creature, who’d go to his grave
properly dressed.

“Caedmon!” My voice blew
away on the wind, because we were only going about a hundred miles
and hour. “What are you doing here?”

“Lending a hand. Hold
on!”

I gripped the mane in
front of me and gripped it hard, because we were diving again.
Along with about a hundred others, because Caedmon hadn’t come
alone. And the fey riders weren’t like me; they were standing up in
the saddles of their rides, not bothering with reins because they
needed both hands for the huge, glowing spears they were holding.
And which they launched at the Ancient Horrors who had reached the
city.

But they didn’t get in,
because the spears not only cut through the bodies, they exploded
on contact, causing the advancing host to pause, to stop, and then
to turn—

On us.

“That’s the only problem
with a successful volley!” Caedmon yelled.

“What is?”

“It gets their
attention!”

And it did. It really did.
And, unfortunately, we had to keep it or Mircea’s band was
screwed.

I glimpsed Pritkin on a
nearby ride, and it looked like he’d finally thought of something.
Because he extended an arm and the next second, what looked like
all the water in the city came roaring out. A tidal wave poured
through the breech and washed the remaining Ancient Horrors
backward, sending them away from Mircea’s troops.

And right at
us.

Caedmon pulled back on the
reins and kicked the sides of our ride, and we went skyward—just in
time. Some of the others weren’t so lucky, and I saw several of his
fey go down. But most made it. Leaving the space below us
free—

For Aeslinn’s two forces
to crash into each other.

Pritkin’s ride came up
alongside mine, and two great sets of wings beat the air for a
moment. Allowing us to hover overtop of a slaughter. Because the
manlikan forces were getting attacked by their allies; I didn’t
know why.

But Pritkin was smiling a
vicious little smile, so I assumed he’d something to do with
it.

“Disorientation spell,” he
yelled, catching my eyes. “But it won’t last long!”

“How long?” Caedmon
bellowed.

“Until the water washes
away. It’s carried on the tide!”

“Elemental magic,” Caedmon
said, his green eyes narrowing. But all he said was: “Then let’s
use the time well!”

He and his men swooped
down, diving for something I couldn’t see. Until we landed in the
middle of a bunch of the Circle’s forces. There were so few, I
thought, staring about, as Pritkin hauled me off the great beast’s
back.

I stood there, clutching
my ribs, among perhaps a few hundred men and women. I remembered
the thousands I’d seen at HQ, throwing snowballs at each other and
laughing. They weren’t laughing now. They were, however, grimly
determined, hauling nets full of potion bombs the size of bowling
balls onto Caedmon’s creatures and then taking off with the
fey.

Feathers and golden hair
glinted in the sunlight for a moment as the great beasts soared
skyward again. They were so synchronized that they looked like a
single, giant bird taking off from the ground, and casting a
rippling shadow over the carnage below. Before adding to it, when
they released their payload.

Pritkin pulled me back and
integrated his shields with those that the Corps was raising, I
didn’t know why.

And they I did, when the
bombs exploded and a noxious cloud of what looked like acid rain
began beating down on us. It ate into the combined shields
dangerously far, but it didn’t get through. Probably largely thanks
to Pritkin’s help, judging by the red-faced strain on his
features.

But the shield held, if
only barely, and when the clouds cleared once more—

There were far fewer
enemies on the field.

I didn’t know what was the
result of them savaging themselves, and what was the Corps’ doing,
but they’d felt that. For once, they damned well had! I was staring
at a bunch of huge, acid riddled corpses of creatures I couldn’t
even name.

For a moment, I thought it
was over.

But then I noticed squads
of reinforcements coming at us from all over the battlefield. And
weak stirrings coming from maybe half of the “corpses.” Which it
seemed, were harder to kill than I’d thought. And then there were
the manlikans, who’d barely been harmed at all.

Or no, that wasn’t true:
they’d been hurt plenty. But when you’re an unfeeling automaton
called up out of the earth, you don’t feel pain—or fear, or panic.
You just get on with it. And if you are suddenly missing a limb, or
if your torso is half eaten away, or if your body is melting,
running with what looked like molten lava as the Corps’ bombs
finished expending their magic, it didn’t matter. You just used
whatever you had left.

Even worse, the
disorientation appeared to have worn off.

As a result, the charge
that had been targeting the castle was now targeting us, and we had
no time to get out of the way. Our shield, already battered from
the fallout of that massive volley, wasn’t going to hold, even with
Pritkin’s help, for long. Something had to happen, and soon, and I
didn’t think we were going to be getting any more Caedmon ex
machina.

He had retreated so high
with his fey that I could barely see them as a brown dot against
the clouds.

We were on our
own.

 


 


 








 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_61bc8319a91ffeab7c9f0d4758ab5018_uhYwzs_html_431bb2af.jpg]


Chapter Forty-Four






There was no time to think of anything, and no time to
retreat. The enemy slammed into us within seconds, a dark wave of
them, and it was beyond terrifying. So much so that I froze, not
even reacting when the impossible things were suddenly on top of
us.

And I mean that literally. The
manlikans mostly used spears and boulders as their weapons,
although a few had swords as well. But the remaining Ancient
Horrors didn’t bother with such things. They scrambled on top of
the straining shield, digging into it with claws and fangs, gouging
out great chunks. And casting writhing shadows down onto those of
us below, so thick and dark that it may as well have been
night.

I suddenly couldn’t see the faces of
the war mages around me very well, just an occasional too-wide eye
or clenched jaw when some of the bodies up above moved just right,
letting in spears of light. But I didn’t need to in order to guess
that the shield wouldn’t last. Nothing would for long against
that.

Pritkin apparently didn’t think so,
either, because he was shaking some old guy and yelling in his
face, but I couldn’t tell what he was saying. I’d probably be
totally deaf right now if not for Mircea’s healing abilities, but
even with perfect hearing, I wouldn’t have been able to make out
anything over the pounding, screeching and shrieking coming from
outside.

Until Pritkin threw a silence spell
around us, and then I still couldn’t hear because my ears were
ringing like cathedral bells.

“—call him now!”

“I bloody well won’t!” My
ears popped after a minute, and I could finally make out what the
older man was yelling. “Bringing them here to die with us won’t
help anyone. Look at those things!”

“Bringing who in?” I asked,
confused.

“Half of our damned army!”
Pritkin said. “The Corps got word of the trap from the first
arrivals, in time to pull the rest back, and hung everyone else out
to dry!”

“What else were they
supposed to do?” the officer demanded. “We’d have evacuated
ourselves if we could have got back to the line, but they cut us
off. We’re getting killed out there!”

“We were getting killed!” Pritkin said.
“We have a chance now—”

“What chance does that look
like?” the man gestured savagely upward. “Those damned things were
supposed to be on the borders! What the fuck happened?”

Pritkin didn’t answer. Instead, he
grabbed what looked like an old-fashioned radio, the kind that came
in a backpack with a handset and belonged in a World War II flick,
off the guy’s shoulder. The man let him have it without a
fight.

“Won’t do you any good
without the password, and I’ll die before I give it to you,” he
said flatly. “Think, man! We lose any more and we’ll be vulnerable
to the damned vamps!”

“The ‘damned vamps’ are
inside the city, fighting for us right now,” I told him.

That didn’t get a response. I don’t
know that it would have anyway—the man didn’t look nearly as
impressed to see the Pythia as Tobias had been—but the shield above
us started to buckle, requiring everyone’s full attention. The war
mages got it stabilized—somehow—but we had minutes at best. We had
to think of something.

I could try to shift us out, but I
doubted—sincerely—that it would work with so many, power boost or
not. And even if it did, where would we go? The cave and then
through the portal back to Earth? Because that would leave Mircea
alone in the city, and with nobody left to distract our enemies
from his position.

No, that wouldn’t work.

But what else was there?

I didn’t know, but it was up to me to
figure it out. Pritkin was straining, the cords standing out on his
neck, fully occupied trying to reinforce the shield. Mircea was
busy fighting in the city, and Caedmon—who the hell knew where he
was? But I honestly didn’t blame him for retreating. He’d had maybe
a hundred fey with him.

It wasn’t enough.

So, this was my fight; I knew it was.
But I was flat out of ideas. This was when I needed Billy, I
thought, feeling a knife turn in my heart. He’d saved me so many
times when things were bad, just like he had today, and yet I was
letting him down, I was letting them all down.

But grief made it hard to think, and
the noise was worse. Pritkin had dropped the silence spell, needing
to channel everything he had into the shield, and the cacophony was
unbelievable. Not least because the sounds those things were making
bent the brain. I’d called them shrieks, but that missed the mark
by a lot. The truth was, I didn’t know what to call them, because
I’d never heard anything like them.

They were so bad, they were actually
disorienting, like an extra offensive weapon—and maybe they were.
So bad that, if we stayed here for long, we’d probably all go mad.
Of course, we’d be dead long before then—

I realized that I’d wandered away from
Pritkin only when I almost ran into the shield. The energy zapped
me, even though I was inside and it wasn’t supposed to do that to
the people it was protecting. But it looked like it was getting
confused, too.

And no wonder. Those damned
shrieks felt like ice picks to the
eardrums, making me cover my head and hunch down, trying to
concentrate past the pain. Trying to think. But that just left me looking
at one of the manlikans outside, because he was right next to the
edge of the shield.

He wasn’t attacking, however. He’d
lost his rider and was just lying there, getting trampled, with the
same vacant look on his face that the severed head had had. Like an
idling engine with no driver. Like the golem that Billy and I had
once hijacked to—

My thoughts stuttered to a
halt.

I stared at the creature and it stared
back, quietly, passively. I got to my feet—slowly, and staggering a
little because of the pain in my ribs and the noise. And then just
stood there, like an idiot, until I gave myself a mental
slap.

Go find Pritkin!

I finally did, after pushing through
the milling crowd, most of which seemed as confused as I had been.
But Pitkin was still laser focused, and I guessed he’d gotten that
password, after all. Because he was screaming something into the
handset.

I tried to get his attention, but
there were so many people bumping and jostling around, half of them
also trying to tell him something, that it didn’t work. And maybe
it shouldn’t. Maybe I should find out if my crazy idea was actually
crazy before I dragged him away for nothing.

I went back to the shield. The fallen
manlikan was still there, because of course it was. It wasn’t going
anywhere without a rider, was it? But the thing I’d never bothered
to ask myself was: why not? Why could a fey direct such a thing and
so easily, too? I’d never seen them issue any orders, and the
manlikans didn’t have visible controls. So how did the damned
things work?

I didn’t know, but I had to find out.
We desperately needed some new troops on our side, and there they
were! I could see them through gaps between the scrabbling bodies
outside: fallen manlikans, lying all over the battlefield, just
waiting for new riders.

It looked like the Corps had been
smart enough to target the fey controlling them rather than the
creatures themselves, and they’d hit the mark. We’d taken
casualties, but so had they. There were downed fey all over the
battlefield, with their abandoned vehicles idling
alongside.

I stared at the giant, mossy face in
front of me. It had a deep gouge across the forehead, the edges
burned black by some spell, with the interior showing a lighter
colored rock, like a healing scar. But I didn’t see any animosity
in its expression, any hatred. Any more than I had on the severed
head.

And I didn’t think I would, even if I
hacked it to pieces.

The constructs were like guns or
tanks—they were tools, the fey version of machinery, not living
beings. They didn’t care who used them; they didn’t care about
anything. If I could figure out how they worked—

Well, maybe we’d stand a
chance.

And the thing was, I’d done something
like this once before, when Billy and I hijacked that golem. The
clay warriors that rabbis had once made to protect their
communities had been repurposed by modern mages into a combo of
servant and pack mule. Only the one we’d found had been abandoned
after its demon fled, rendering it a lifeless clay husk with no one
home anymore.

We’d needed a tank to absorb some
damage on a mission, and knew that it would do perfectly, if we
could only figure out how to make it work. In the end, Billy had
done the honors, taking the place of the demon, and had driven the
golem around like a car. Because that’s all the creatures were: a
vehicle for the spirit trapped inside.

But they hadn’t been the original
lifeless servants, had they?

Long before golems were invented,
necromancers had been making their own version by binding a bit of
their souls into dead bodies to reanimate them. That’s what
necromancy was: the ability to use your soul as a conduit for
power, allowing you to possesses and then control something else.
But Rabbis hadn’t had necromancy, so they’d had to find a
workaround, and it looked like the fey had done the
same.

But they hadn’t used the same
one.

Come on, think, Cassie! It was really
hard under the circumstances, but I knew one thing: the fey hadn’t
used a soul. The fey didn’t have those, or if they did, they were
very different form the Earth variety. They didn’t leave ghosts,
and if they could shed their skins and move around, doing
possessions and the like, I’d never heard of it. And until
recently, after Jonathan gave them the idea, they hadn’t used demon
souls in their creatures, either.

So, what the hell was in
there?

I peered at the manlikan, who looked
placidly back. It gave off a weirdly Zen vibe for something that
could hack its way through half an army. Like a giant reclining
Buddha, watching the stupid humans and fey savage each
other.

And like the enigmatic Buddha, it
wasn’t giving anything away.

I reached out with a bit of power, not
the Pythian variety, but mine, the necromancy that I rarely used
because dead bodies skeeved me out. Not much of it, barely any at
all, because I wasn’t trying to animate the thing. I just wanted to
see what was inside that shaggy head.

And, suddenly,
I was.

The world skewed, my perspective
shifted and stayed the same simultaneously, and I suddenly had the
very weird experience of looking at myself through two sets of
eyes.

I saw a bedraggled, wet, freaked-out
woman in a muddy bathrobe. I saw a manlikan that must have been
sourced from the upper reaches of a mountain, because he had a
beard made out of icicles. They had formed on some kind of moss or
other vegetation, I couldn’t tell, but it was loose enough that
they chimed together as it jerked its head in shock.

Because I just had.

For a moment, we simply looked at each
other.

Okay, I thought. All right. What . . .
what now?

Bathrobe Cassie did not appear to
know. Bathrobe Cassie looked like she’d like to pass out. Go ahead;
you’ll wake up dead, I told her viciously, and lumbered to my
feet.

And, suddenly, I didn’t have to wonder
how the fey did this anymore. It wasn’t necromancy. It was
something far more . . . elemental.

I could feel it, the
solidity of the earth under my feet, only it felt like it extended
up through my
feet, as if I had roots instead of toes, digging deep. I was
connected with everything: the distant mountains, which I could
hear as deep kettledrums, a barely-there rumble, but reassuring,
known. The ground underneath me was a closer, clearer thrum, like a
giant heart beating once every year or so, but with reverberations
that I could feel even now. The artificial mountains of the city
were sharper still, a bright glissando of bells instead of a drum,
but somehow superficial. An ant hill that time would wear away as
it did all things.

Except for earth. Earth was eternal,
its song dark and deep and strong and true. Earth was what formed
me, animated me, and would one day reclaim me.

Earth was me and I was
earth.

I came back to myself slowly,
blinking, but also certain that the fey used the same elemental
magic to control the beasts that they did to create them. They sent
some of their earth magic into the creatures, infusing them with
their power, and binding the two of them together as I just had.
Only that was the part that still confused me, because I had
necromancy, but I didn’t have elemental magic, not of any
kind.

But Pritkin did, I
realized.

To be precise, he had all four
elements, although—as luck would have it—earth was his least
favorite. But it seemed to be working—at least for now. I decided
to test a theory, picked up an Ancient Horror, a slimy,
multitailed, squid-like creature, and ripped it in half.

It was so easy that I did it again,
and again, clearing off a patch of the shield. My double vision was
currently skewed a lot, because I was something like fifteen
stories high now. And looking down on the tiny ward that was so
thin by now that I could see every terrified face
inside.

Including Pritkin’s.

He had gone slack jawed and horrified,
staring first at me and then, slowly, like a guy in a horror flick,
at Bathrobe Cassie. She was just standing there and she didn’t look
terrified any longer. She gave Pritkin a vague, slightly loopy
smile when he ran over and shook her.

But then he did something else, I
wasn’t sure what, but I was suddenly back again, wrapped in soggy
terrycloth instead of the warm embrace of the entire landscape. I
felt cold and alone. I didn’t like it; I wanted to go
back—

“Cassie!” I saw him mouth
it, and then he slapped me across the face—and he slapped me
hard.

My eyes finally focused on him, and
for a second I was shocked and then I was pissed. And then I was
worried, because I’d rarely seen him look that afraid.
“What?”

He said something, but I couldn’t hear
him. Until another war mage came over and cast a silence spell
around us, I guessed because he was wounded and couldn’t help with
the shield. I glanced at him, and then did a double
take.

“Caleb!” I said, seeing an
old friend. One with a bandage over both his eyes. “What happened
to you?”

“Faerie.” It was terse.
“What the hell are you doing here?”

Caleb was big, bald, black and blunt,
especially the latter. Of course, most war mages were, but he took
it to an art form. So I tried not to take offense. “Trying to
help.”

“You let her come?” he
demanded, looking at Pritkin. And although I couldn’t see his eyes,
I somehow knew he was glaring.

“I tried to talk her out of
it!”

“You should have tried
harder!”

Pritkin ignored that in
favor of shaking me some more. “What the hell were you
thinking?”

I assume he was talking about my new
ride. “I was thinking about getting us some extra
troops—”

“You could have lost
yourself in there! People sink into their elements, and they don’t
come back out again! Do you understand?”

“No,” I told him. “All I
understand is that we’re about to die if we don’t start fighting
back. Are we going to stand here and argue, or do
something?”

“I have been doing
something!”

“The reinforcements are
coming, then?”

“No, better—”

“What could be
better?”

“I’d like to hear that,
too,” Caleb said.

Pritkin glared at both of us, but I
took the brunt of it because Caleb couldn’t see him. “Remember what
Aeslinn said about the Old Ones?”

“No?” I said.

“What Jonathan told us!
That they were going to rue the day that they joined our
cause!”

“Oh, yeah.” I remembered
him saying something like that.

“I informed HQ and they
told the Old Ones’ representative and—” he shook his head. “Long
story short, they’ve determined that they might be able to shift
the ley line just a bit more.”

“A bit?”

“Maybe a dozen meters or
so.”

“Which does what?” Caleb
demanded. “We’re nowhere near there. A dozen meters won’t do
shit—”

“It will if there’s a ton
of our enemies standing in the middle of it!” Pritkin said
furiously. “They’re going to shift it—and rip it open at the same
time. All we have to do is get the other side over
there—”

“How?”

“And let the line do the
rest. It will tear them apart!”

“And again, how do you
expect us to do that?”

I didn’t say anything. I just stood
there, looking at Pritkin. After a moment, I crossed my
arms.

“No,” he said
emphatically.

“Why not?”

“I just told you why not!
You don’t know a damned thing about elemental magic! It’s
dangerous—”

“All magic is
dangerous—”

“Not like this!”

“Well, if you have a better
idea—”

“I bloody well have a
better idea!”

I waited.

“All right, I don’t have a
better idea, but we’re not doing that!”

The shield overhead started to
crack.

“Can I drive one?” Caleb
asked me.

“Can you see?” I asked him
back.

“No, but it can see for me,
right?”

“I have no
idea—”

“That’s the bloody point!”
Pritkin snarled. “Neither of you knows a damned thing about
elemental magic!”

“Lucky we have you to help
us, then, isn’t it?” I asked him.

Pritkin cursed a lot.
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Chapter Forty-Five

 


There were a lot of wounded mixed in with the Corpsmen—more
than I’d realized. I guessed that was why so many had been
clustered together, using some fallen colossi as a makeshift
fortress—to try to protect their comrades. But that left us with a
serious shortage of riders.

All together, we had maybe sixty who
were hale and hearty enough to have a current of elemental magic
shot through them, binding their wills to a bunch of rock monsters.
And even fewer who seemed to think that this was a good idea. But,
as Pritkin had admitted, we didn’t have a better one.

“On a count of three,” I
said. “Okay?”

The healthy Corpsmen looked at me.
They were bunched under Caleb’s expanded silence spell, so I knew
they’d heard me. But not a single one answered back.

“Are you fucking deaf?”
Pritkin snarled. “Answer her!”

“Yes, Lady!”

Okay, maybe I just wasn’t swearing
enough, I thought. “Okay, on a fucking count of three, we’re going
to fucking do this, all right?”

“Yes, Lady!”

“It’s disorienting,” I
warned them. “Don’t get lost in the sensations. Just focus on—” the
shield above us cracked down the middle “Shit!”

“Do it!” Pritkin yelled,
and grabbed my hand.

I didn’t know if that was to
strengthen the connection between us, or just for luck. And I
didn’t have time to ask. I did it.

A stream of brilliant golden light
shot out of me, branching off like lightning, and spearing each of
the mages with Pritkin’s elemental magic. Their eyes flew wide,
their mouths opened in little screams or just gaped like fish, and
their bodies shuddered all over. And then abruptly went still when
I threw the stream wide, sending their magic sprawling out over the
battlefield, looking for places to land.

I wasn’t sure whether they found them
or not. I wasn’t sure of anything. Because I was suddenly flying,
too.

The disorientation of the first time
was back, only worse because I was simultaneously watching the
shield cave in from above and below. Above was better, I thought,
watching my body scream. Above was way better.

And then I picked up a creature with
ten arms and threw it as far as I could.

I could throw it pretty far, as it
turned out. I saw it disappear over the horizon, and then I was
jumped by maybe three other Ancient Horrors. I didn’t know what any
of them were—and I didn’t care. I started ripping things off them,
legs, arms, whatever I could find, and then using the stumps to
beat anything else in the vicinity.

Acid-like blood spewed out everywhere,
coating me, but acid doesn’t do a lot to solid rock, as it turns
out. Another creature tried to slash at me with foot long claws,
but instead got them torn up by the granite-like outer layer of my
chest. And even if they’d gotten through, I didn’t think it would
have mattered.

Manlikans don’t have hearts to rip
out.

Unlike humans, I thought, kicking an
Ancient Horror away from the mages, right before it tore into a
bunch of the wounded. I grabbed two others who were trying to do
likewise, and slammed their heads together. And discovered that
Mircea’s trick worked pretty well, even on demons.

Black blood rained down, the medics
scrambled to cover their patients, and I looked around for Pritkin,
wondering if he was on the field or still down in the fortress with
the others. And then I spotted a manlikan that simply had to be
him: a craggy old specimen with a mossy hide and two gnarled trees
on its temples, like twisted horns. It looked like the green Man
straight out of Celtic mythology.

And, needless to say, it was kicking
ass.

So were several smaller varieties, one
with a hut perched like a jaunty hat on one side of its head and
another with a gaping hole of a cave where its mouth should
be—which suddenly vomited up a huge mass of bats in a silent
scream. I saw even an Ancient Horror pause and look at it, like
what the fuck? But most of the other colossi were remained
quiescent, either standing still or lying where they’d fallen, as
if no one was home. And the rest . . .

Well, they were moving, just not
always in the right direction.

One wandered past me, dragging a tree
the size of a full-grown sequoia, which I guessed it had been using
as a club. But it wasn’t using it now. It wasn’t doing anything
now, except wandering drunkenly around.

And without the rest of our group, we
couldn’t make the plan work.

“What’s happening?” I asked
Pritkin mentally. “What’s wrong with them?”

But all I got back was a
slight scream and then a bunch of mental cursing. “How are you in
my head? How?”

“Mircea has mental
abilities.”

“Is that what this is?”
Caleb asked. He sounded relieved. “I thought I was losing it. I
keep hearing voices.”

“What kind of voices?” I
asked, because I wasn’t hearing anybody. Which was weird, because
the magical stream that Pritkin and I were channeling was the
thread that everybody else was supposed to grab onto.

Only they didn’t seem to be
grabbing.

“It’s too strange for
them!” Pritkin yelled, even though he didn’t need to. He was in my
head. “The only ones managing anything are the few who are part
fey. But we don’t have enough of them!”

“I’m managing,” Caleb
pointed out. “And I’m not fey.”

“Are you sure?” I asked,
ripping the head off of . . . something. It was disgusting, and
that was before it started spewing black tar out of its neck
hole.

“Pretty sure,” Caleb said
dryly. And, finally, I spotted him. I’d thought he was controlling
one of the smaller creatures, but I should have known better.
Caleb’s motto was “Go big or go home,” so of course, he’d snatched
the largest ride he could find.

In this case, that meant a colossus
half again taller than anything else on the field, and looking like
it must have been one of the early ones the Svarestri had made. You
could tell a difference between those and the ones they’d hastily
thrown together after Jonathan’s warning. The latter were fairly
basic, with no effort made to give them personalities or to
differentiate one from another.

Not so here.

Caleb’s ride was cut through with
veins of orange-yellow quartz, not just on the head but across the
entire body, making it look like it had tiger stripes. They gleamed
in the light of the setting sun, boiling with color, and turning
him into a beacon. Which probably explained why he’d just been
jumped by half a dozen hell beasts.

Who were quickly wishing that they’d
made different life choices. I guess he could see through those
pitted eyes, after all, because he was laying waste. I knew which
manlikan he was in by the rhythmic grunts he gave while slamming
them into one another and then into an outcropping of dark
rocks—over and over and over again.

“You’re the exception,
then,” Pritkin yelled. “The learning curve is too steep for most of
them. They’re not helping!”

Yeah, I’d noticed. Out of sixty, we
had exactly five that were fully functional, including mine, and
another three or four who looked like they were at least trying to
figure this shit out. But it wasn’t going well; they moved like
toddlers still trying to learn to walk, stumbling around,
uncoordinated and slow. One grabbed for a demon, missed by a mile,
and then just stood there, staring at his flexing hand.

At the moment, they were mostly
helping by getting in the enemy’s way.

But that meant that we were barely
able to defend the area of the now dissipated shield, and protect
the wounded inside. Driving anybody anywhere wasn’t happening. And
we were running out of time.

“How long do we have?” I
asked Pritkin.

“We don’t! The line could
move at any time, and the Old Ones only have enough strength left
to do this once. We get there, or this is over!”

“We can’t get there,” Caleb
said. “We leave, and everybody dies.”

“It’s stalemate then,” I
said, and realized almost before the words left my lips that I was
wrong. Because a large group of our attackers had just broken off
and were headed for the city. “Shit!”

We watched them go, knowing that there
was nothing we could do.

“Mircea,” I said, trying to
warn him. “Expect company!”

“This would not be an
optimal time,” he told me grimly.

And, suddenly, I had the brief,
disorientating image of a battle in a massive corridor, and there
were no generals in this fight. Mircea had a sword out and was
battling alongside his men, giving me the frantic view from his
perspective. And even with vampire speed, it was insane.

I watched him slide under not one, not
two, but three different sword thrusts, the wicked blades missing
our face by a fraction of an inch, then jump back to his feet, spin
and decapitate the last attacker in the row, before being jumped by
the other two.

Somebody pulled one of them off,
Mircea gutted the other, and then put his fist—literally—through
the face of a third who I hadn’t even noticed sneaking up on us.
And all of this was done in a couple of seconds, because vampires
haul ass. But then, so do other things, I thought, my vision
snapping back to the roiling mass of hate headed his
way.

I felt my heart clench. “Mircea! Get
out of there!”

“If we get out, we lose,”
he snapped back, when Mircea never snapped. “Figure something
out!”

“Like what?” I looked
around desperately, but there was just no one left to help us. “I
can shift you—”

“Don’t you dare! We’re
right outside the throne room! Another few minutes—”

“You don’t have another few
minutes!”

“Damn you, you sorry
bastards! Get up!” Pritkin yelled, but the war mages did not get
up.

They were trained for the unexpected,
but not like this. Just today, they’d invaded another world, been
ambushed, seen their comrades shredded by the hundreds, and been
attacked by vicious things that bent the brain to look at and
didn’t seem to die no matter what you did. And now they were about
to get eaten by some of those same creatures unless they flawlessly
mastered a new magic system that they’d never used before and did
it immediately.

Pritkin was right; this wasn’t going
to work.

“Damn it! Get out of my
head!” Caleb yelled.

“What?” I asked him. “I
wasn’t in your—”

“Not you. Them!”

I looked up, following his pointing
finger, to see that I’d been wrong. Maybe we were going to get a
Caedmon ex machina, after all. Because his men were coming in fast
and hard to avoid the flailing limbs and clawing hands of our
attackers. Brown feathers gleamed, feline bodies twisted this way
and that, huge wings banked and swerved and dipped and landed, with
only a few casualties along the way.

“Earth magic isn’t my
forte,” Caedmon said, talking to Bathrobe Cassie. “But I’m rather
good with elemental. Perhaps we can help?”

“Perhaps,” I said, and
watched her lips move, echoing the words. “Caleb, you’re the end of
the line. Hook them up!”

He hooked them up. Once again, the
lightning splayed out, jumping from Caleb to the fey, where it
gleefully arced and leapt and sizzled.

It seemed to like them better than us,
I thought.

But for a moment, nothing happened. I
held my breath, watching the fallen colossi, because Caedmon’s
people used elemental magic, but the air variety, not earth. I
wasn’t sure they could channel Aeslinn’s type at all.

And then, all over the battlefield,
formerly empty vessels started to stir. Massive hands twitched
against the ground; huge heads rose out of the dirt; eyes that had
formerly been dark and lifeless suddenly lit up like candles were
behind them. Make that high beams, I thought, as they suddenly
leapt up off the ground, picked up fallen weapons, and waded into
the fray, now under new management.

I saw my human body give a massive
sigh of relief, and abruptly sit down. There were still more of the
enemy than of us—a lot more—but at least it was now a fight. And we
fought hard. Part of the fey stayed to protect the mages; more went
after the creatures stalking Mircea; and the rest of us started
driving the battle toward the line.

I fought side by side for a moment
with an exquisite manlikan with sapphire spikes for hair and
emerald eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was Caedmon, as I didn’t have
time to chat, but it jumped and leapt and slashed its way across
the field as if it was made of flesh instead of thousands of tons
of rock. It was almost balletic.

The rest of the fey were pretty
impressive, too. One had occupied a manlikan with a green agate
head and another with long, mossy dreadlocks and obsidian eyes.
They had taken up guard over the mages, with double swords in their
hands, slicing and dicing anything that got near them.

A bunch of the smaller, more generic
looking creations had also stirred to life, but what they lacked in
size they made up for in determination. Together they were pushing
back the Ancient Horrors, surrounding and then falling on them, all
at once. It was an elegant savagery, although one that caused
almost as many casualties among the fey as among their
prey.

But then, they simply jumped to new
rides and continued the fight.

My own fighting style wasn’t so
pretty, but it didn’t need to be. With the momentum that those
massive arms could command, every blow was like a pile driver. I
didn’t bother trying to push anything anywhere; I just picked
things up and threw them. Only to have the gryphons that Caedmon’s
men had been riding, which had taken off to avoid the carnage on
the ground, catch them and rip them apart midair.

Yet it still wasn’t enough.

The Corps finally waded into the fray,
having realized that they didn’t need to shield right now, and
started lobbing spells. They did a lot better with those than they
had with elemental magic, and saved me from being swamped by a
squad of the sculpted type of manlikans, who were trying to break
through our ranks. They were smaller than the mountainous variety,
but there were more of them—a lot more. But the Corps’ volley drove
them back into Caleb, who further savaged them by the simple
expedient of kicking them over.

And then stomping on them as they
tried to get back up.

His fighting style wasn’t pretty,
either, but it was brutally effective. But while we were holding
our own, that was all we were doing. And we weren’t going to be
doing that for long, I realized, looking up.

Because the other side’s
reinforcements had arrived.

Rank after rank of the carved
manlikans descended on us, following their advanced scouting party,
and required everyone to work together just to hold the line. And
then we weren’t even doing that. Instead of us pushing them back,
they were doing it to us, overwhelming us with sheer
numbers.

I saw Caleb’s ride go down with at
least ten soldiers savagely hacking at it. Saw Caedmon have to
somersault over a line of several dozen more in order to avoid the
same fate. Saw Pritkin’s Green Man get driven back, despite making
them pay for every foot.

And then I was falling over onto my
back, a dozen soldiers pushing me over and then following me down,
trying to take me apart.

It didn’t work because I shifted them
to the far side of the battlefield and rolled back to my feet—only
to be hit by a wave of dizziness that almost sent me back down
again. And, suddenly, I could feel it, as I hadn’t up until now:
exhaustion. It weighed down my limbs and made me work for every
movement. And I knew without asking what that meant.

I should; I’d felt it often enough
with the Pythian power. We were reaching the end of the energy that
the trine had created. It had been massive, but we’d been pulling
on it like crazy, all three of us. This battle was coming to an
end, one way or the other really soon.

No ex machina, after all, I thought,
as a new line of soldiers grabbed for me.

And then Pritkin proved me
wrong.

“Fight, you bastards!” he
yelled—out loud. He was projecting his voice magically, and it
echoed across the battlefield. “Get to the line! Reinforcements are
almost here! We have to protect them until they land and get
shields up!”

I stared at him, not understanding
what he was talking about.

And then I did, when a little
ingenuity did what brute force couldn’t. And almost the entire
damned battlefield headed off to intercept an army that wasn’t
coming. I just stood there, an Ancient Horror in each hand,
squeezing what might have been a neck or possibly a foot for all I
knew, and staring.

This was never going to work. This
couldn’t possibly work. It couldn’t be that easy.

It was that easy.

A couple of seconds after they reached
the area of the ley line, the sky tore open with what looked like
the force of a thousand suns. A line of vivid, eye-searing yellow
erupted like a volcano in midair, raining fire and death down on
everything below. And just like that, and an entire army went up in
smoke.
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Epilogue

 


The beach looked a lot like the one I’d visited with Gertie.
It was colder, though, with a breeze that cut right through you. I
wrapped the thick old blanket I’d found in an upstairs closet
tighter around me, but it didn’t help much.

It had been warmer in the daytime,
when Pritkin and I had gone clamming, our feet bare and sand
covered, our trouser legs rolled up, and I’d showed him the long,
weird looking ones that Gertie had said made good chowder. She’d
been right; we’d had some for dinner. But now it was nightfall,
with just the last gleams of sunlight flirting with the horizon, as
if reluctant to leave.

“Ready?” Pritkin asked,
coming up behind me.

I nodded.

He walked over to a large pile of wood
that he’d spent more than an hour building into just the right
shape. It had been kind of him; I knew that. But I almost didn’t
want him to light it.

Samhain was here, and at its heart, it
wasn’t about carnivals and candy and face painting. It’s why we had
returned to our time but not to the hotel, where my court had been
informed that I was taking a small break. The truth was, I didn’t
want to see laughing kid’s faces tonight, or cutesy costumes, or
overly sugared tykes running rings around their minders. I’d
thought I wanted this, the real meaning of the holiday, which
originally had been about honoring those who had passed throughout
the year.

But now that I was here . .
.

“Wait,” I told Pritkin
hoarsely, the sea spray wet on my face. “I just . . . wait,
okay?”

He nodded and came back over. He
wrapped his arms around me, the unlit taper in front of us, the sea
roaring in our ears. We just stood like that for a long time, while
the sun finished setting and the stars came out.

It was beautiful, but I wasn’t seeing
it. I was seeing the search for Billy, which had taken half a day.
A small group of corpsmen and fey had volunteered after the battle,
once they’d understood what he’d done for them—for all of us. But
they hadn’t found anything for hours, leading me to hope that maybe
they never would. That he’d fallen out of the band of Faerie’s
energy, that he’d had shifted back to his ghost form again before
hitting down, that he’d landed somewhere but was only hurt, that .
. . that something.

Then I’d seen them coming, as the late
afternoon light spread over the hillside, four of them carrying
something wrapped in a sheet. And it had been like seeing him go
over that cliff all over again. My world had cracked and shattered,
and it wasn’t okay. Nothing was okay. I didn’t know how anything
was supposed to be okay ever again.

We’d buried him in Ireland, near his
family home, two days ago. I didn’t know if I should have or not.
“You’re my family.” It felt like a betrayal; it felt
wrong.

Everything was wrong and dark and we’d
won and I hated it, because the price—

Had been too high.

“The ancient Celts believed
that this was a special night,” Pritkin said. “The one night of the
year when the veil between worlds was thinnest, and the living
could communicate with the dead.”

“And yet I can’t,” I said
harshly, and tried to push him away.

He held on, his touch firm but gentle.
“You don’t have to do this,” he told me. “But you haven’t cried.
You haven’t grieved.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I’m here for you, when you
need me,” he finally said.

“I know.” My throat was
tight, but my eyes were dry. I nodded at the pile. “Go ahead. Light
it.”

The bonfire burned tall and bright,
scattering sparks off to the left, because the wind had come up. It
was beautiful, the orange red flames against the blue-black night.
I turned into Pritkin’s chest and he just held me for a
while.

It didn’t help. Nothing helped. My
best friend was gone, and nothing would change that.

We went to bed.

The little house was a rental, on a
beach somewhere in Wales. I hadn’t asked where; didn’t care. It was
pretty, and I could hear the waves from here. Pritkin was
“breathing loudly” next to me within minutes, but I couldn’t
sleep.

After half an hour or so, I got up and
went to the living room. It had a bow window overlooking the sea.
The bonfire was still guttering, blowing streamers of sparks into
the night sky, and the moonlight was dancing on the water. It
looked magical, or it should have.

But there was no magic in the world
for me.

“How’d it go?”

My head had been resting on my arms,
which had been crossed over back of the couch, and my eyes had been
closed. But now I opened them to see a glimmering, transparent
cowboy, sitting on the seat beside me. He was rolling a cigarette,
and could swear I smelled the smoke.

It was a dream; I knew it
was.

I’d take it.

“We won,” I told
him.

“Knew you
would.”

“But Aeslinn got
away.”

“Son of a bitch.
How?”

“He wasn’t there to begin
with,” I said, pushing hair out of my eyes. “After Jonathan warned
him that we were coming, he left, along with some of his senior
nobles. A glamouried servant remained behind in his place. Mircea
found out after he cut the servant’s head off and the magic
dissolved.”

“Damn,” Billy said, and let
out a smoky breath.

“Yeah. Everyone’s looking
for him, but he could be anywhere. Probably wherever Tony is holed
up, because he and the rest weren’t there, either.”

“So, it was all for
nothing?”

“No. Jonathan is dead and
Aeslinn’s power is largely broken, with his lands temporarily under
Caedmon’s control. His ability to help the gods—or anybody else—is
severely weakened. It was a big victory.”

I looked at him. “It wasn’t worth
it.”

“Don’t.”

“Billy, I—”

“Tell me about this thing
with Pritkin,” he said, cutting me off. “What the hell is up with
his demon half, anyway?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s
tuned in to power, like all demons, so maybe it figured a few
things out after Mircea and I combined forces. It did some math,
realized that the three of us might be able to do something
extraordinary, and that we might need to. So . . . it decided to
help out.”

“By attacking you?”

I nodded. “Twice.”

“Twice? When was—”

“The first time was at
Gertie’s. I thought it was Jonathan, partnering up with some
incubus at first. And later, I thought that Jonathan had brought it
back in time, to assault me. But I don’t think so now.”

“Why? Because its power
came in handy? That don’t mean it was trying to help
you!”

“No, but it expended a lot
of the power at Gertie’s. I think it made a room of old artifacts
come alive, trying to talk to me. And it did—it told me that there
had to be three, I just didn’t understand what it
meant.”

Billy looked skeptical. “Then how’d it
get back there, if Jonathan didn’t take it?”

“I think it used the
conduit I had with Mircea. His power worked there, even in the
past, and the link we had was based on incubus energy. But I wasn’t
in Lover’s Knot with Pritkin at the time, so his demon needed a
power boost to talk to me.”

“It could have just talked
to you here.”

I shook my head. “Pritkin had it on
lockdown. Something happened in Hong Kong and he’s been even more
paranoid about it than usual. I think the only way it could contact
me was when he was somewhere else. Or somewhen.”

“So that’s why it, uh, took
matters into its own hands at HQ?”

I nodded. “It knew we needed power,
and couldn’t wait for another opportunity that it might not
get.”

Billy thought about that. “How did
Pritkin take it when you told him?”

“Um . . .”

“You didn’t tell him?”

“I will. I mean, he knows
about the second attack anyway—”

“Cass!”

“But I’ll do it. I just
have to pick the right moment.”

“Uh huh.”

“I will,” I insisted. “He
has to know. Especially now.”

“Why now?”

“After what happened, all
that power we shared, his demon half is probably stronger than
ever. It keeps part of the energy we generate, you
know?”

“That’s what I know. So,
you are going to
tell him.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Soon. I
promise!”

Billy rolled his eyes. “I guess I can
give you a break. You’ve been through a lot.”

“Not . . . not as much as
you. Billy—”

“What about the third
member of the triumvirate?” he asked, cutting me off again. “Has
Mircea found his lady love?”

“No. Caedmon said he has
some ideas; I didn’t get a lot of details. But I think he’s going
to help him out. But, yeah, that’s what Mircea was doing in Romania
when we all ended up there. Looking for clues—”

“In the eighteenth
century?”

I shook my head. “That was Jonathan’s
doing. He’d guessed what might happen if the three of us combined
power, and wanted us out of the way—at least until the battle was
over. So, he talked Aeslinn into releasing this creature they’d had
in their dungeon for a while. It . . . I still don’t know what it
was, but it helped Dorina when she was just a baby—”

“And it was still
alive?”

“The Svarestri captured it
shortly after Mircea and I saw it in Romania, and took it back to
their realm. And you know time runs differently there. Plus, it’s
fey, and they live longer.”

Billy frowned through a haze of smoke.
“But how did Jonathan even know about this thing, much less that
Mircea would go chasing it?”

“He’d made a mental
connection with Mircea during questioning—or one of his creatures
had—and realized that he was obsessed. Jonathan managed to plant
the idea that the creature had all the answers Mircea needed, if he
only shifted back to see him—”

“And the mad mage was
waiting when he did.”

I nodded.

“But he didn’t kill him?
Cause he could’ve removed the risk from your threesome—”

“Don’t call it
that.”

He grinned, unrepentant. “—right
there. Yet he left him alive?”

I shrugged. “I’m Pythia. Jonathan knew
I’d have to chase down a time-traveling vampire, as long as said
vampire stayed alive. And, of course, he wanted to capture
me.”

“Huh.” Billy looked
thoughtful. “Then Jonathon’s own obsession with you saved Mircea’s
life.”

“No, you saved Mircea’s life. You saved
all of us—”

“Cass—"

“Damn it, Billy! You know
what I’m going to say!”

“And you know what I am. We
already had this conversation—”

“I could help
you!”

“And risk screwing
everything else up in the process. You won, Cass.
We won. You can’t throw
that away for me.”

“I could.” And, finally,
the tears that wouldn’t come were flowing, and I couldn’t seem to
make them stop. “I would—”

“I know.” He took my hand,
and his was cold, cold in a way that it had never been for me. For
the first time, he felt like a ghost. “But this . . . it’s nice
here. Nicer than I ever thought. I had a sister—well, I had five.
But one little one who I hated to leave. She grew up, after I left.
Had eleven kids—can you believe it? She named her eldest after me.
She missed me, so much, and I never knew. But we’re together
now—”

I was sobbing now, I couldn’t help it,
and he pulled me in and hugged me. He was solid; so solid, and I
clung to him while I could. He stroked my back.

“Don’t do this to yourself.
It isn’t the end for you and me, you know that, right?”

“I-It isn’t?” I drew back
to look at him.

“I’ll visit you, every
Samhain. Watch you grow. And you can tell me all about that crazy
mage, and the creepy vampire—”

“He isn’t
creepy!”

Billy laughed. “Okay. You can tell me
about whatever you want.”

“And you’ll be
here?”

“I’ll always be here for
you, Cass. You know that. But I have to go now, all
right?”

I nodded.

Billy tipped his hat back and put out
his cigarette. “Be good,” he told me. “Or at least, don’t get
caught.”

“I won’t,” I promised, my
cheeks wet, and he slowly faded out.

I sat there for a long time in the
moonlight, watching the bonfire gutter through the window. And my
eyes glow brighter and brighter in the reflection, until they
rivalled the moonlight outside. Because Pritkin’s incubus wasn’t
the only one who had gotten a little boost from our
union.

It was why the glamouries hadn’t been
working. Or, rather, they had; my power had just been outgrowing
them. But I’d learned to control it now.

I’d learned a lot of
things.

My body stayed behind on the sofa,
sound asleep, but my spirit shifted—

To a holding cell in HQ, where the
Chimera copy of Jonathan lay on a narrow bunk. After Billy killed
him, his soul had snapped back into the copy. Of course, that left
him in jail, not roaming free, but still. He lived.

He lived while Billy did
not.

I just stood there, over his body, for
a long time. There were guards in the room, but of course, they
couldn’t see me. But Jonathan could.

Which was probably why he started a
bit when he rolled over.

But then the same old superior,
slightly mad smile crept over his features. “Well. A visitor. How
nice.”

“Shut up,” one of the
guards said, but Jonathan ignored him.

“Come to question me?” he
asked. “I’ve already given them all I know. Of course, how much
they can rely on it is debatable.”

“I said, shut up!” the
guard told him.

I didn’t say anything.

It seemed to annoy Jonathan. “To what
do I owe this pleasure?” he asked, more sharply. And then winced
when the guard lost patience and cuffed him upside the
head.

I thought it showed remarkable
restraint, considering how many of the man’s friends Jonathan was
directly responsible for getting killed, but the mad mage didn’t
seem to see it that way. He came off the bed, snarling, and was
only prevented from doing any damage by the chains he
wore.

“I’m going to get out of
here,” he told me. “I’m going to come after you. I meant what I
said—I’ll destroy that damned court, and the fucking demon spawn
you sleep with, and that vampire, too—”

“We need a medic,” the so
far silent guard said, into a mirror on the wall. “He’s having
another fit—”

“I’m not having a fit!”
Jonathan snapped, and then he looked back at me. “I’m telling you
what will happen.”

“No,” I said. “It
won’t.”

“And why is
that?”

“Because the little goddess
is savage sometimes,” I whispered, quoting his own words back to
him. I saw his eyes widen with understanding, right before my hand
caught his throat.

But not for long.

And then I shifted.

 


 


The End.
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